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Atonement


Silence has fallen.


The failing PsyNet draws struggling breath.


Holding on. Hanging on.


For a fragment in time that will be the last chance for Psy who stand with one foot in the past, their minds too altered by the conditioning demanded by Silence to embrace the present.


They aren’t the Scarabs torn apart by violent psychic powers.


They aren’t the rehabilitated with minds deliberately broken by the Council.


They aren’t the ones who scream and sob because they’re lost.


They are the ghosts in the Net, the impenetrable starless shadows that no longer weave in and out of the slipstreams of the vast psychic network, but instead stand in place in an effort to remain stable, remain present … for theirs is the task of atonement.


One final act of grace before there are no more grains in the hourglass of their lives.











Chapter 1


“Some of us didn’t make it, Sophie. We’ve accepted that. Our final goal is to create a better world for the next generation of the children we once were.”


“No, I won’t let you do this.”


“You have no choice—to be a good leader, you have to implement triage, focus your energy on the ones who are salvageable. Leave the rest of us to do what we do best. We’ve bathed in evil … there’s no washing that off, so we might as well use it to lure monstrous prey.”


—Heated discussion between Eleri Dias (J Corps) and Sophia Russo (director of the J Corps) (5 January 2084)


The road to Raintree, Arizona, was composed of sprawling desert and rippling walls of red-orange rock. Eleri was no geologist, had no idea whether the rock was shale or limestone or something else altogether. All she saw were natural formations that looked as if they’d been created by an expert sculptor, each ripple and gradation of color put delicately in place.


Where the rocks fell away, the desert glinted, the only signs of life in any direction scraggly bushes of a sandy green hue and the majestic forms of saguaro cactus plants, their arms akimbo at ninety-degree angles.


The sky was a searing blue, the landscape as arid and dry as Eleri’s heart and mind. It seemed fitting that it would all end here, in this place devoid of the lush greenery so prevalent in the place where she’d taken her first breath too many shadow memories ago.


LIAR!!


That echo was as vicious today as the day it had been born, his voice having haunted her through all the years in between. And the further she drove into Raintree, the higher the likelihood that she’d come face-to-face with him … with the one person to whom she could never atone. There was no way to bring back the dead, and he’d taken care of the justice at which she’d failed.


Eleri. That’s pretty. My name is Adam.


Her fingers flexed on the steering wheel, the wall of numbness in her mind a gift against the past. How much worse would it be if she could truly experience it, instead of looking at it from beyond a vast gulf of nothingness?


She hadn’t shared her latest PsyMed test results with Sophia. They would have distressed her, and she was already in a physically vulnerable state, her pregnancy now at seven and a half months.


Poor Sophie.


Trying so hard to save all of them when that was an impossibility. And a terrible irony, because it had been Sophia’s refusal to give up on her fellow Js that had led to her forcible elevation to Director of the J Corps.


Sophia was Ruling Coalition member Nikita Duncan’s senior aide, and had no time to head a group of damaged telepaths who had once been overseen by the J Corps Management Board. But when the Ruling Coalition wiped out that board—after Sophia brought its mismanagement of the Corps to the Coalition’s attention—and asked all working Js in the world to get together to nominate their new leadership, they’d come back with a single name: Sophia “Sophie” Russo.


They’d dropped the mess of the J Corps into Sophia’s lap and trusted her to build a better long-term structure for them. She could’ve said no, but of course she hadn’t. Because Sophie wanted not just life for all of them, but a life filled with joy and hope.


“Sophia’s as tough as fucking nails, except when it comes to Js.”


It was Bram who’d said that in the conversation group of four he’d set up almost eighteen years ago: the Quatro Cartel. Bram’s little joke because the biggest case in the news at the time—when the four of them had been between nine and ten—had involved a ruthless drug cartel that liked to remove organs from people who owed them money, for no reason except that it was horrific torture.


“Perhaps we should follow that cartel’s example, Bram,” Saffron had said two months ago in her whisper of a voice, her throat still healing from her altercation with a murderer on a rampage. “Remove organs one by one, make our targets suffer.”


No one had told her that would take her into sociopath territory. Fact was, none of them had the patience for such games of torture, especially not Saffron, with her violent rages and extreme temper. Regardless, they agreed with her in principle—after what they’d seen in the minds they’d wandered, Eleri and the rest of the cartel of four had no doubts about evil and what it deserved.


Quatro had begun as a secret because they’d been children at a strict boarding school who’d wanted a private way to talk. It was Yúzé who’d taken Bram’s initial idea and used his tech skills to move the chat into a secure online room—Eleri didn’t understand how he’d done it, but then tech had always been Yúzé’s specialty. As a J, he’d been pulled near exclusively into cases that involved high-tech elements of murder.


Quatro remained secret for a far darker reason. All four of them had begun to work as active Js at the same time, give or take a month or two. And all four of them had crossed a final dividing line within weeks of each other, whether by chance or because of the cases they’d been assigned over the years—Bram, Eleri, Saffron, and Yúzé ranged from 8.9 to 9.5 on the Gradient; they’d never been given any nonviolent cases after they completed their apprenticeships.


Theirs had been the realm of serial and spree murderers.


The four of them weren’t going to make it on either the psychic or psychological level.


“No point hiding from it,” Bram had written four months ago after Yúzé turned Sensitive, the last one of the Cartel to do so. “All four of us now have shields so thin that we pick up thoughts through even minor touch—staving off Exposure is going to take a mammoth effort, if it’s even possible.”


Exposure would mean the total loss of their shields, the psychic noise of the world crushing them until they screamed and tore at themselves in a futile effort to make it stop. No J ever voluntarily reached Exposure—the members of the Corps knew to choose their own exit route instead of being at the mercy of others after they’d lost their ability to function.


Eleri could imagine no worse death than being a mindless creature who could neither defend herself nor understand the screaming voices inside her head that would never, ever stop.


“This,” Bram had added, “remains what it’s always been—our online home, but it’s also now a place to share data about our rates of disintegration. Whichever one of us falls last, your task will be to compile that data and put it into Sophia’s hands, in the hope it’ll assist her in saving more J lives. For now, it’ll help the four of us set our affairs in order—including ensuring any delayed justice.”


Delayed justice.


Bram had a way of couching murder by Js in language that sounded almost harmless, but they all knew what he’d meant. Because though none of them had reached thirty, with Eleri and Yúzé just past twenty-seven and Bram and Saffron twenty-eight, they were all senior Js who had completed their final assigned cases.


While they technically remained Js in the system, with all the official access to information, their badges yet valid, it was understood that what time they had was their own; the four of them planned to use that time to correct mistakes in that system for which they’d been culpable—or which they hadn’t been able to stop.


As part of their pact to share everything they could to help each other plan their unavoidable descent into the abyss, Eleri had posted her PsyMed results an hour after she’d received them: Predicted status change from Sensitive to Exposed now at six months.


“Fuck, Eleri.” Saffron was angry in a way Eleri simply couldn’t become any longer, their brains having reacted in diametrically opposing ways to repeated reconditionings.


Where Saffron screamed her rage, Eleri drowned in nothingness.


“Six months?” Saffron had picked up and thrown the object nearest to her—a water glass that had shattered into bright shards of sound. “Fuck!”


Because Eleri was the first of them to be given the Exposure diagnosis, she’d added further context: I retain full cognitive and physical function. However, I can’t sleep for more than three hours at a stretch, and memories from retrievals early in my career have begun to surface at increasing speed.


Eleri was the canary in the coal mine now, hers the descent the others would watch in order to prepare for their own. The part of her that understood she’d once felt emotion on a deep level was glad that she could offer this gift to the people who had been her friends since the day she’d walked into class as a six-year-old child who’d been told she’d never again be going home.


Later, that same information might help others born far after the end of her own childhood.


“If the PsyMed specialists and empaths know what to watch for,” Bram had said when talking about compiling the information on their descent into Sensitivity, then Exposure, to pass on to Sophia, “they might actually be able to head it off at the pass.”


It’d be their second contribution to saving the J Corps. Their first had been to ensure Sophie became their leader—between the four of them, their network was labyrinthine and they’d put all their power behind the woman who was now their director.


That Sophie had a direct link to the Ruling Coalition was important, but they’d have disregarded that if she hadn’t also had their trust. Sophie might work for Nikita Duncan, but she remained a J to her core, her determination to protect her fellow Js an elemental part of her nature.


A sense of movement in Eleri’s peripheral vision.


Glancing out the window of her vehicle, she glimpsed a large bird wing lazily over the desert landscape, its upper feathers a deep gray with a bluish tone. On the underside were bands of white interspersed with black. Dark eyes, with feathers of a much darker hue under those eyes.


A peregrine falcon, an extraordinary aerial hunter with acute vision, and the majority type of falcon that made up the WindHaven clan. She’d researched them as much as she could before heading toward the town that had been linked to the predatory clan throughout known history—but the falcons were as reticent as most other changelings, and all she had was scraps.


This falcon kept easy pace with her as she passed the sign that marked the town boundary: Welcome to Raintree! Where the Canyons Are Vast and the Skies Endless. The background image was of a lush forested area nestled against a towering rock face painted in the colors of sunset.


The changeling winged away at that point—and she knew it had been a changeling from the size. Changeling birds were much larger than their natural counterparts—though not as much as they should have been given their size in human form. She’d found endless online threads talking about the mass differential in certain changeling species—many had theories, but none answers.


LIAR! It was no mistake!


Strokes of green began to color the landscape as she drove deeper into Raintree and into the echoes of the past. This far out, she saw only the odd sign of habitation. From her research, the town had natural access to a tributary of the Colorado River that caused it to be somewhat of an oasis in this arid region. She saw that firsthand when she came around the corner … and into a sudden explosion of dark green.


Raintree didn’t quite fit in this landscape.


It was too fertile, too abundant. As if it had been plucked out of the Pacific Northwest and dropped into this landscape of desert browns and rust reds, an intruder that had decided to settle in for the long haul.


Shaking off the sense of wrongness but making note of it because it might be a sign of mental degradation, she lowered her speed. This seemed like the kind of place where children might run across roads while neighbors gossiped on corners.


Turned out she’d been a little too early in her caution; she didn’t see any sign of true civilization until at least five minutes later. The houses that began to pop up at that point were small and neat, with well-maintained front yards, some of which had a number of desert rocks in them.


Greenery crawled over the rock, life defying the desert Eleri had just traversed.


But the green was no challenge to the soaring rock faces striated with orange and yellow, red and pink, that rose on either side of the town. They rippled like water, the rough surface appearing smooth as glass from this distance.


Raintree, she realized, was based inside a canyon that leaned in to shadow the town from both sides; the sunlight that reached Raintree would mostly be on either end of the day rather than in the blistering middle. Add in its proximity to water, and no wonder the town had such an unexpected microclimate.


Almost at a standstill on the road now, she looked up to the looming canyon wall to the left of the town and frowned. Either she was having vision issues or someone was standing high up on the side of the rock face.


A rock climber on a ledge?


Her vision wasn’t sharp enough to make out details from so far out, but then she saw a pair of wings sweep out over the person on the ledge and sucked in a breath.


Falcons.


She understood now. They were linked to Raintree, but it wasn’t their home. That sat high above the town. She should’ve realized that; why would winged changelings want to live on the ground when they could live in a nest in the sky?


Liar! You fucking liar!


Her hands tightened on the steering wheel, the renewed roar of the memory a thunderous force … as if it had gained strength from the sight of the lone falcon who stood so high above Raintree, his confidence apparent in his stance even from this distance.


Eleri. That’s pretty. My name is Adam.











Chapter 2


Winged changelings, especially the raptors, are interesting in the most fascinating way. While their clans follow a similar internal structure to those of earthbound predatory packs like the wolves and bears, they have a unique culture built on the freedom extended by their wings.


A clan will consider itself a clan even if its people are scattered in a hundred tiny pairs or groups across the country.


Yet, despite the fact that winged changelings travel far and wide, often alone, they are one of the most tight-knit of the changeling species. Harm one and you become the enemy of them all.


—From the 2037 archives of Wild magazine (now known as Wild Woman magazine: “Skin Privileges, Style & Primal Sophistication”)


Adam watched the black SUV with tinted windows drive into Raintree’s small but active main street from his vantage point high above the town.


He didn’t know why the vehicle had caught his attention. Raintree was no metropolis but neither was it a dead-end town. Not only did it house WindHaven’s cutting-edge aeronautics facility and thus play host to the attendant business traffic, it was also home to a thriving arts scene that drew visitors from around the state and country. Its remote location meant Raintree would never be overrun, but the traffic in and out was steady.


Maybe it was the simple fact that it had been the only vehicle on the road at the time he stepped out onto the ledge and glanced down. He had the feeling the driver had been looking up, too—they’d pretty much stopped at one point.


An arm sliding around his waist, a head full of wild red-kissed mahogany curls tucking itself under his own arm when he lifted it. “Surveying your kingdom, oh great wing leader?” snarked his fifteen-year-old niece, Malia.


“As is my right as lord and master,” he said dryly.


She giggled, her pixie face hidden from view by that glorious mass of hair she’d inherited from Adam’s older sister, Saoirse. Both had a slight hint of red in their feathers in falcon form, too. As had Saoirse and Adam’s mother, Taazbaa’.


A living line of history.


He dropped a kiss on Malia’s hair. “Why haven’t you left for school, Mali-bug?” All WindHaven fledglings went to the Raintree schools—like most winged clans, WindHaven was a relatively small group; it didn’t make sense for them to have schools of their own.


They could have leveraged their long-held connections to other winged clans throughout the state to set up a joint school, but then the fledglings would have long commutes on the wing.


It also made sense for the kids to interact with the wider community. Especially in a clan such as WindHaven, where their home, which they simply called the Canyon, overlooked a settlement of humans—and the odd Psy who had decided to live in this quiet and striking landscape. It had been that way for centuries, humans and changelings living in relative harmony because the geography allowed it.


The humans stuck to the cool canyon floor, while the falcons claimed the space high above—but falcon territory was much wider. A mere few minutes of flight in one direction led to another canyon with a breath taking blue-green pool, but turn their wings in another direction, and they’d soar over endless desert vistas.


“I won’t be late,” Malia said with cheerful self-assurance. “I’ve got a free period this morning and we’re allowed to come in after as long as we have something to show for it. I finished a week’s worth of physics homework already.” She buffed her pink-painted nails against her sweater. “You’re looking at the next aeronautical engineer in the family, Uncle Adam.”


He grinned, his falcon as proud of her spirit as he was of her intelligence. “You’re not planning to shift today, are you?”


“And lose my nail polish and my makeup?” She made a quintessentially teenage sound of disgust, her nose crinkling when she looked up at him. The morning sun brushed skin that wasn’t the deep copper-toned brown of Adam’s or Saoirse’s, rather a paler hue that was a meld of her parents’, but her eyes were pure Garrett: a pale tawny brown.


“Only drawback to being a changeling, honestly,” she added. “I can’t wait until I can afford that fancy DNA-encoded polish my friends in CloudNest swear doesn’t come off during a shift.” She sounded dubious. “Jessie, who’s talking it up the most, her sister’s like the CEO of the company making it, so I’m all eagle on it.”


She narrowed her eyes, as if imitating the extreme visual acuity of their cousins in the sky. Peregrine eyesight was one of the keenest in the animal kingdom, their raptors able to keep prey in sight even when diving at phenomenal speeds from the sky, but the eagles blew past them when it came to the sheer distances they could see.


Peregrines had eagles beat on speed, though, a point falcons never failed to bring up anytime the eagles got too smug.


Adam’s cheeks creased, while below, he saw the SUV—which had done a U-turn at the end of Main Street and headed back up the road as if leaving town—turn into a quiet street that led eventually to the small parking lot of the Raintree Inn. That inn was positioned at enough of a distance from Main Street that it was quiet and private—especially given that it sat nestled inside an oasis of greenery.


A figure in a black pantsuit got out of the now-parked vehicle, and his vision was sharp enough to make out that it was a woman. Going to the back of the car, she removed a small case, then headed toward the office area—at which point she disappeared from view. That part of the inn was overshadowed by cypress trees with large canopies of a green that held a bluish cast.


“Looks like Mrs. Park has a new guest. She’ll be happy,” Malia commented. “She was complaining how guest numbers were low while I was at the diner the other day.”


“She was complaining guest numbers were low when I was your age,” Adam pointed out. “Yet here she is, still the main gossip distribution system in Raintree.”


His eyes kept being drawn to the inn even though there’d been nothing unusual about the guest—she’d looked like any other businessperson who’d stopped in for a day for a meeting. Could be at the WindHaven facility, or at one of the smaller operations in town that were in related industries.


Malia’s laughter was big and wide, just like Saoirse’s.


Just like her grandfather Cormac’s had been. Adam’s mother had once told Adam that she’d fallen in love with his father before she ever saw his face. “I heard that laugh over the booth wall and my heart went, wow, I want to be with a man who finds such joy in the world.”


“Come on,” Adam said, awash on a wave of love and memory. “I’ll drive you to school so you don’t have to hitchhike.” That “hitchhiking” involved walking down the sole road in or out of the Canyon and making pleading faces at adult clanmates going about their lives until someone took pity on the student in question and let them jump in.


Otherwise, WindHaven had a normal school run on a regular schedule, where assigned clanmates drove in students who didn’t feel like flying down that day. All the kids had a change of clothes in a private locker room near the school—WindHaven had built them that private area, because while changelings might shrug off nudity after a shift as a natural part of life, the majority of their schoolmates wouldn’t.


And teenagers were teenagers: they wanted to be cool.


“Eeee!” Malia threw her arms around him. “Thanks, Uncle Adam! You’re the best! Even if the girlies are going to flutter their eyelashes at you. So rude! I’m like, he’s my uncle, stop looking, and they’re like, but he’s mega hot and only twenty-eight so totally not ancient.”


Shoulders shaking at her shudder, he nudged her back from the opening in the rock that acted as an exit from the intricate maze inside the Canyon. It housed mostly meeting rooms or other communal areas like kitchens, as the majority of Adam’s people preferred to nest either up on the plateau or in aeries on the edges of the canyon wall, where they could fly in or out at will.


The internal area had, however, been built with winged creatures in mind—the tunnels were wide and high, both so falcons could fly in or out above the heads of clanmates in human form, and so no one felt claustrophobic if their work meant they had to spend more time in a room inside.


They’d also upgraded the lighting to artificial sunlight and moonlight as soon as the tech became available, turning their internal nest from basic and functional to warm and inviting. The carvings that lined the walls further created that warmth and sense of family, for each one memorialized a falcon beloved.


The carving of his parents was near where his grandparents had nested.


A young clanmate winged by at that point, being sure to swipe a talon at Malia’s curls as he headed for the exit. Instead of yelping, she swiped up with her nails, as if attempting to pluck the errant juvenile’s feathers.


Adam knew he should really discipline the two, but he’d been the annoying little brother once, and he understood their interaction. It made his falcon chuckle deep within. “Does Tahir have a free period, too?”


“No, he’s late. Even flying.” A smug smile. “Detention for him. Oh, soooo sad.”


He grinned. “Go grab your stuff for school. I’ll meet you at the garage.” The clan parked most vehicles in a cool space inside, protecting them from the dust and grit of the arid climate as much as they could.


Their lands were breathtaking, but not always friendly.


Adam couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.


He turned left while Malia ran off to the right, and saw Amir walking toward him. The man with eyes of cool blue and smooth white skin that barely tanned, his hair a dark brown feathered with strands of ash, was dressed for the day in jeans and a short-sleeved black shirt and carried a mug of coffee in hand.


“Is that Tahir’s feather on your shoulder?” Adam’s brother-in-law—and senior wing commander—drawled with an amused smile. “I warned him he’d be late, but he told me to ‘stop hovering, Daaaad—it’s so kestrel.’ Guess who’ll be explaining himself to his extremely not-amused mother today. Though I suppose at least my youngest progeny’s insults are well-informed.”


Adam picked off the feather with a grin. “Wouldn’t want to be your boy.” Quite aside from being the lead engineer on WindHaven’s jet-shield projects, Saoirse was a senior maternal in the pack hierarchy and the terror of all misbehaving juveniles. “Chirp already at work?” Adam’s sister had a tendency to rise at four a.m. bright-eyed and chirpy—hence Chirp.


Amir’s smile was slow and full of the secrets between mates. “I flew her in while the fledglings were asleep.”


And no doubt got up to all kinds of things Adam didn’t need to know about. He might be wing leader, but he was also Saoirse’s younger brother by a good six years. “I’m driving Mali down.”


“I’ll walk my girl to the garage. See you in a few.” Amir bumped fists with him.


Adam had only gone a few feet when he saw another clanmate with a mug of coffee in hand, but this one was barefoot and in a bathrobe, with her thick black hair held up by some sort of giant claw clip. He could just glimpse a lock of the white streak she’d had since she was a kid.


“Seriously?” Adam looked the tall wing-second up and down.


Dahlia just grunted before gulping down her coffee as if it was the nectar of the gods. “Hot date last night,” she said after the ritual gulping. “Damn tiger wore me out.”


“There aren’t any tigers anywhere near us.” Adam, as the most dominant being in the region, would have been alerted—for the other changeling’s own safety. Their kind didn’t fuck around when it came to territorial boundaries.


“Not an actual tiger, but man definitely could growl.” Dahlia shrugged off the memory the next second, her skin as vibrant and healthy as if she hadn’t been carousing all night. “Oh well, he was just passing through. One night is all we’ll ever have.”


Adam didn’t comment; he was used to his wing-second’s chaotic sex life over the past year. Never relationships, only ever hookups. They didn’t talk about the whys of it—because Adam had been there when Dahlia’s fiancé left her at the altar. Asshole had texted her later that day, saying that tall, voluptuous, and ruthlessly loyal Dahlia was “too domineering” and that he’d realized he needed a “more feminine wife, a woman who knows how to treat her man.”


Adam would’ve ripped off the fucker’s nonexistent balls and stuffed them in his mouth if Dahlia hadn’t told him to leave it, that she’d be humiliated if her wing leader went after a man for not wanting her. “This is my mess, Adam. I’ll clean it up.”


Worst of it was that she’d been in love with the dickhead. Enough to agree to his request of a full-on wedding, complete with a formal white gown, when she’d never been comfortable in dresses. In the aftermath, Adam had watched her rip the bottom of the fucking gown off with her talons. She hadn’t cried a single tear while doing it, and all the while, Adam had known her heart was breaking.


He—all of WindHaven—had been ready to wrap their wings around her, let her vent and rage, but Dahlia had chosen to stride out to the limo that had been meant to take her and her new husband to their exclusive “wedding night” hotel. Yet another thing the asshole had wanted—Dahlia, Adam knew, would’ve far preferred a quiet desert bungalow.


“I need to be alone,” she’d said to Adam when he’d got in her way. “I can’t stand anyone’s sympathy—please keep the clan away from me.”


It had gone against his every instinct to do as she asked, to let this wounded member of his clan fly on her own, but Dahlia so rarely asked for anything—and that day, he’d heard the tremor of tears in her voice and known this proud falcon would hate breaking down in front of him. So he’d given her the gift of space and time despite himself.


Dahlia had returned to the Canyon twenty-four hours later, dry-eyed and back to her no-nonsense self. Except she’d never been the same. It infuriated Adam that a man who’d never deserved her had damaged their fiery, dangerous Dahlia so much that she didn’t trust her own heart any longer.


“You should’ve come—my tiger arrived with a firecracker of a fellow trucker,” she added today, as a passing clanmate grabbed her empty mug and thrust a full one in her hand.


Dahlia serenaded the clanmate with thanks as he walked away.


Adam folded his arms. “Now you’re training people to shove coffee in your face in the mornings?” he said, not worried that it was because Pascal was concerned about Dahlia being functional at the scheduled meeting of the day-shift team.


Dahlia would be ready.


“Won’t happen again,” she’d promised Adam the morning after she got blackout drunk at the local bar three weeks after her aborted wedding.


“I know,” he’d said, able to see the shame in her eyes and wishing he could beat her useless ex to a pulp without crossing the boundary she’d laid down; Dahlia had always been one of the toughest and most confident of them all.


Adam hated that she was still hurting, her breezy surface no barrier to a wing leader’s ability to see through to his people’s hearts, but there was only so far anyone could go with their tough Dahlia; she’d retreat if pushed on the subject.


“Hah, it’s a gift of thanks,” Dahlia protested after a gulp of the fresh coffee. “My tiger’s smoke show of a friend? Guess who she went home with?” A wriggle of the eyebrows. “I made the introductions.” Another gulp. “Seriously, Adam, you should come out with us sometime.”


“I have and lived to tell the tale. Never again.”


While Dahlia dropped it, Adam could see the wing-second was worried about Adam’s current monk-like existence. All changelings needed tactile contact to remain stable; the more dominant the changeling, the more important the need.


Without touch, they turned aggressive, dangerous.


Affection was enough to fill that need in their young, but the older they got, the more the sexual side of their nature kicked in—but if a changeling didn’t want to go on the prowl, intimate skin privileges could be found within the clan. However, with WindHaven small in numbers compared to the larger packs across the border in California, Adam didn’t play within its walls.


He’d had a human lover in Raintree until eight months ago, when she’d moved to Brazil for work. Older than him by seven years, she was a widow who’d lost her husband too young and had no desire for anything beyond a warm and trusting friendship, which had suited Adam fine.


The truth was that he’d never been as carefree as many of his clanmates when it came to intimate skin privileges. He wanted what his parents had had. That wing-to-wing, side-by-side, endless-laughter, and forever-love kind of deal. A true mating of the heart and soul.


He’d never been interested in the casual, and Dahlia knew that. Only his best friend and second-in-command Jacques knew the rest of it, the painful reason behind Adam’s inability to commit to anyone, how his world had shattered in every way possible ten years ago.


The fact that Dahlia had brought up the subject at all … fuck.


Leaving her to continue on her way to breakfast, he changed course to swing by the infirmary. Naia looked up from where she was going over patient charts, all big dark eyes and dark hair against skin the shade of rich cream, her lips lush and her body a dramatic landscape of curves.


“Am I causing problems in the clan?” he asked bluntly. “Aggression, I mean.”


Naia was WindHaven’s healer. She didn’t ask him to expound on the subject. “No, but I’d say you were on the edge of it. I was planning to talk to you about it this week.” Rising from her desk, she walked over. “You’ll need to figure something out before you cross that line.”


Jaw tight, Adam was still chewing over her words when he walked into the otherwise silent garage. He’d just maneuvered a vehicle out of its bay when Malia came jogging in with Amir prowling beside her. She had her bookbag slung over her shoulder and an organizer clutched to her chest, her hair down but pulled back on one side with a glittery comb.


The rest of her was a cascade of color.


Tight jeans of vivid blue, a sunset-hued T-shirt over which she’d thrown a textured vest on which were sewn patches from all the places she’d traveled with her family, and long dangling earrings that she’d made herself of tiny shed feathers interwoven with turquoise beads.


She was a bright spark, their Mali.


“Ready?”


“Yep.” She turned to kiss Amir on the cheek, having to stand on tiptoe because she’d inherited Saoirse’s height rather than her father’s. “Bye, Dad. Your favorite child loves you!”


Amir chuckled as he shut the passenger door behind her, then leaned his arms on the window to talk to Adam. “You coming to the meeting this morning?”


“No. Pascal can give me the rundown when I’m back—got something to take care of.”


He drove out seconds later, his mind on the visitor who’d drawn his attention, the thought a niggling thorn in his mind. Adam wasn’t one to ignore his instincts. He’d check her out after he dropped Malia off at school.











Chapter 3


On the two counts of first-degree murder, we, the jury, find the defendant not guilty.


—Judgment in State v. Draycott (11 November 2073)


Prior to walking into the inn’s small front office, Eleri had pulled on the fine black gloves that she wore in all situations where she might come into contact with another sentient being. She could’ve chosen gloves in a shade closer to that of her pale brown skin tone, but that would defeat their secondary purpose: to act as a visual warning to others not to make contact.


The office was unattended.


After pressing the bell on the counter and hearing it ring within, she waited a good five minutes.


She pressed the bell again at that point, finally heard the sound of rushing footsteps. A small human woman with a round face devoid of wrinkles, her cheeks red and her silver hair cut in a neat bob, appeared from the door behind the counter. “Oh, you must be Eleri Dias! You’re here early just like you said!”


The woman beamed. “Where are my manners? I’m Mi-ja Park, named after both my grandmothers, wouldn’t you know it? Apparently they’d get jealous otherwise, so I got Mi from one and Ja from the other and, well, Park was my husband’s name, Ju-won Park, God rest his soul.”


Eleri had long ago learned the socially acceptable things to say when dealing with non-Psy, the words rote by now. “Thank you for the welcome. Is the room ready or should I go into town to wait?” In actuality, she’d just head out to park in a private spot where she could review her files.


“Oh, no need for that.” The innkeeper waved a hand. “I’ve got it all set up for you. Come along, dear.”


The outside air was balmy, no hint here of winter’s cold breath, though they were a week into January.


Eleri’s diminutive host insisted on showing her to her room, chattering all the while. “Have you got a bit of Korean in you, too? The cheekbones say you might.”


“It’s possible.” Eleri’s genetic makeup was a mélange more complex than Mi-ja could imagine; she’d been born into a family who’d run calculation after calculation on the best genetic matches for extreme Psy ability.


They’d succeeded in that Eleri was 9.2 on the Gradient. Too bad she’d come out a J and not a prized pure telepath to carry on the family legacy as comms specialists. They’d have accepted a telekinetic, too, of course, even a high-level M. But a J with only the most minor F ability? Far too pedestrian in terms of the status Eleri could deliver to the family unit.


Housing and feeding her until she was old enough to be shipped permanently to boarding school had been—to their mind—more than could be expected of them. The cold truth of it was that they were right; under the regime of the Council, unwanted children like Eleri had suffered an unfortunate number of convenient accidents.


“I see a bit of Scandinavia in you, too,” Mi-ja continued with a musing look. “Such lovely greenish hazel eyes. But then you have that beautiful brown skin.” She hurried on. “This here’s your personal parking spot, right in front of your room.”


She opened the door and stepped into the room before handing Eleri the old-fashioned key. “Call me if you have any problem at all, or just come to the office. My son, Dae, does all the maintenance, so I can have him over here in a jiffy and he’ll sort it all out.”


“Thank you.” Eleri fought her natural inclination to rush the older woman out the door; she needed data, and the same instinct that had brought her to this town now told her that Mi-ja Park would be an excellent source to cultivate.


“I’m here as part of a cold-case investigation run out of Nevada,” she said, because cold cases from other jurisdictions made for good cover stories.


No one could prove or disprove anything if she stayed vague.


Mi-ja’s eyes lit up. “Oh, anything I can help with?”


“To be honest, the link to Raintree is tangential at best but needs to be checked out to close the file. The primary participants are all deceased, and the DA wants it off his desk.”


“Oh.” Mi-ja made a face. “Just paperwork, then? Nothing exciting?”


Eleri nodded. “Exactly so. But Raintree strikes me as a great place to which to relocate. I’m wondering how other Psy like it. Do you have many in town?” Because her target was Psy—the victims’ brains had borne every hallmark of a vicious telepathic attack.


No changeling or human could’ve done that, not even with the most advanced weapons on the planet. The task force had also, thanks to the lines of communication fostered by the Trinity Accord, managed to rule out anyone affiliated with the Forgotten—the descendants of Psy who had dropped out of the Net at the onset of Silence.


While the Forgotten weren’t about to entrust information about their people to just anyone, they had an innate empathy that meant they’d been willing to talk off-the-record with the task force in an effort to help catch the killer. Which was why Eleri knew that the Forgotten had been intensively tracking their descendants over the past few years.


“There are zero indications of anyone connected to our people in that region,” the liaison had said, “but even if we’re wrong on that point, you’re talking about someone with enough psychic power to need to be in a neural network. I can confirm that we have no one in our network in that area.”


Someone could be traveling in and out, but that didn’t make sense; the entirety of the crimes spoke to a killer with intimate familiarity of the region.


That left only one option: Vivian, Kriti, and Sarah had been murdered by one of Eleri’s own kind.


Mi-ja clapped her hands—delicate, the skin fine with blue veins beneath—in renewed excitement. “Oh, how wonderful! I told Dae that now the Psy don’t have that strange Silent thing anymore, they’ll travel for leisure. So many more potential visitors!”


She leaned in a little closer. “My view,” she said, tone conspiratorial, “is that Raintree’s exhausted the market in the state and nearby areas—the tourism would be so much stronger if the falcons did an air show, but they just say no whenever the town council asks.”


Eleri couldn’t imagine the boy she’d met putting on a show for anyone, but she nodded along with the innkeeper. “So there aren’t any Psy here already?” That’d derail her entire theory of this being the Sandman’s base of operations.


“Oh no, I never meant that!” Mi-ja corrected at once. “There’s Ralph out by the far canyon wall—I think the man is half-crazy, but he’s not the only one like that around here. Got a few full-crazy old human coots, too.”


Then, as Eleri listened, the innkeeper ran through a number of other Psy who called Raintree home—including two young teachers who’d landed jobs at the local high school around the time of the first murder, and several more who worked in a facility at the other end of town that made high-tech components for flying craft.


“Owned by the falcons,” the innkeeper was saying. “Biggest employer in town, and they don’t discriminate on who they hire as long as you have the skills. Been around, oh, twenty years at least.”


Despite Mi-ja’s belief in the falcons’ hiring practices, Eleri had a feeling that if she dug deeper, she’d find firewalls built into the system to ensure no proprietary information ever leaked to the Psy—which meant no Psy with high-level access inside the facility.


Its success over a long period confirmed the latter for her—because prior to the fall of Silence and the Council, the Psy had had a bad habit of not just stealing the work of others, but believing it their right due to their status as the “superior” race.


Whether that deep-rooted sense of superiority would change after the fall of Silence was an open question—but the current dangerous instability in the PsyNet would seem to make any such delusions moot.


Their “superior” race was in danger of total extinction.


Eleri should have been concerned about the fall of the psychic network she needed for survival, but that would’ve required a depth of feeling of which she was no longer capable. All she had left in her was the drive to finish this last task, a droplet of penance in an unfillable bowl.


“Do the falcons build aircraft?”


“Oh no, not here. Though I think Adam’s people do own part of a company way out in … I can’t remember where. They …”


The rest of the other woman’s words faded in the static inside Eleri’s brain.


My name is Adam.


She’d known WindHaven called this place home, had guessed the boy she’d met a decade ago … not a boy now, not anymore, might be in residence, but the confirmation still hit like a punch to the gut, the reverberation strong enough to seep through the wall of numbness inside her mind.


Then she realized what Mi-ja had implied. “Adam’s people? He’s the alpha?” Eleri had access to multiple databases, could have long ago searched for his name, but she’d never been able to make herself take that step.


It would’ve simply been further acid dripping into an already open wound.


“Wing leader,” Mi-ja corrected. “Yes, took over from Aria when she passed.” Her face fell. “She was a good friend to me, his grandmother. Used to complain I talked like a myna bird.” A shaky smile. “But she never minded, said she liked how I always managed to draw out even the shyest person.”


A flicker in Eleri’s mind, a clear memory of a fierce woman with snow-white hair and a steel-straight spine wearing multiple turquoise and silver bracelets. Her arms had been thin but strong as she took an angry and grief-stricken young man into her embrace, his long silky hair falling down her back as he buried his face against her neck.


Eleri had been too far away to hear what she’d said, but Adam had stopped his attempts to get at Reagan and Eleri, his rage banked.


“… over by the school.”


Eleri emerged back into the conversation to realize Mi-ja had moved on to another topic altogether, but she didn’t interrupt until it became clear the other woman wasn’t going to return to talk about the Psy in town.


Eleri nudged her back to the topic with a couple of subtle questions.


At the end of it, she realized Raintree had far more Psy residents than she’d guessed. Per Mi-ja, the Dewdrop Diner was the best place to meet at least a few of them.


“Sally—she’s the owner and chief cook—well, she went ahead and made up a whole Psy-friendly menu. She’s like me, getting ready to welcome a lot more Psy visitors. Psy menu’s real light on any kind of flavorings. You should try it.”


“Thank you,” Eleri said. “It sounds like the ideal place to get a meal.” In truth, she ate like a machine these days—just enough calories to keep her going, keep her strong enough to do her self-imposed work.


Nutrition bars made up her entire meal plan. Unlike many of her brethren, she hadn’t chosen to bury herself in the sensation of taste after the fall of Silence. There was no point, when her brain’s ability to process sensation was profoundly damaged. Cinnamon or nutmeg, salt or sugar, it all tasted the same.


Eleri had tried each at Saffron’s insistence.


Mi-ja opened her mouth as if to carry on, then glanced suddenly out the open door.


Eleri had caught the movement as well—a small red car had just stopped by the office.


“Oh! That’s Mary, here for our morning catch-up.” The innkeeper bustled out, saying, “Remember, I’m just a call away!” as she hurried off the small porch area surrounded by flowers and down toward the office, all the while waving to catch her friend’s attention.


After shutting her door, Eleri opened up the small case she’d brought inside and consciously pushed aside any and every thought to do with the falcon she’d met only once and never forgotten. That confrontation would come; whether she’d survive it was another matter, to be left to the future.


For now, she had a monster to hunt.


She got to work upgrading the room’s security. Accustomed as she was to working on the road, and to motel rooms with flimsy locks, this was second nature. The inn proved to be much more solidly built than most of her temporary residences; it wouldn’t surprise her if it was over a hundred years old.


No one would be able to break down that heavy door, but as for the rest …


She placed her own removable locks on every window as well as the door. Linked to her integrated comms device—the best on the market because Eleri never spent her wages on anything but necessities and had plenty of funds—the locks would alert her to any attempted entry.


She also placed multiple all-but-invisible sensors on the walls that sent out beams of light imperceptible to the naked eye and that would, once she set the system to live operation, tell her if a teleporter had ’ported inside, or if someone else had managed to gain entry via a route she’d either missed or not considered.


It had been Reagan who’d taught her to accept that she couldn’t foresee everything and to prepare for the impossible. “Once,” he’d told her, “I had a psychopath who didn’t want me on the case book the room below mine and literally cut his way in to create his own trapdoor.


“Only reason he didn’t succeed in surprising me with his murderous little hatchet when I got in is that another guest called management about the use of power tools that early in the morning—despite his liking for implements, said psychopath wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.”


Her throat moved as she swallowed, the emotions tangled up with Reagan’s memory so deeply embedded in her psyche that not even her increasing descent into nothingness could erase them.


Even today, so many years after she’d held his dying body in her arms, her eyes locked with his scared and lost ones, pain stabbed through her insides—born of the anguish of knowing they’d never finish the fight they’d been having for over four years at that point, ever since she’d realized what he’d done in that courtroom filled with broken dreams and bloody rage.


“I hope you never lose the piece of you that’s innocent enough to believe that good should always win,” Reagan had said when she confronted him, an exhaustion in his features that had dug hollows into his cheeks and turned his skin ashen. “Sometimes, Eleri, evil wins.”


He’d been in his early thirties when he’d taken her on as his trainee, and only forty when he died. The only man who’d come even close to holding the role of father in her life had died not even a third of the way into the projected average life span of their time.


Except, of course, it wasn’t the average life span for Js, was it?


She snapped the tight band on her wrist when she felt the memories begin to take hold, unravel one by one. So many nights she and Reagan had sat across from each other as he taught her how to scan a memory into her own mind, then how to project that “impression” to others. So many days she’d sat beside him in the courtroom as he waited to go up into the witness box.


The sting of the elastic band was just enough to snap her out of the loop. It wasn’t the pain—she’d experienced far more pain in her life. It was the fact that she’d been doing the same thing for years, ever since she took her first involuntary step on the path to becoming a Sensitive. A little dissonance loop she’d built for herself outside the laws and rules of Silence.


Most of the time, the memories that threatened to drown her were those of the monsters, but every so often, it was her own memory of Reagan as he’d been at the very end.


Blood, so much blood, his throat gurgling and hand clutching at her as he gasped for breath.


Allowing Reagan to be sucked into the black hole of the past with the snap of the band, Eleri considered her next steps. With the room secure, she could leave her clothing and other items here—other than the mobile comm, which was always on her wrist, she had nothing worth stealing. But she could as easily unload her overnight bag after she’d taken a first pass at the diner.


Decision made, she left the room, engaged her security system, then crossed over to her vehicle. Once inside, she thought about peeling off her gloves but decided against it. Much as she craved time without that physical shield on her hands, the diner wasn’t far per the search she’d just run. She’d only have to put them back on again, and no doubt people would be watching her as soon as she pulled up.


Small towns loved to watch outsiders.


The cypress trees that lined the drive to the inn threw dappled shadows across her vehicle as she drove out, and without thought, she lowered her window to listen to the silence.


Adam.


He’d caused this crack in the wall between her and the world today, a fracture that might yet take her under.


She snapped the rubber band again … and rolled up the window.


Turning left out of the drive, she found herself looking down the deserted road shadowed by trees to a vehicle parked up ahead. A man in jeans and a short-sleeve white shirt leaned against it. His skin glowed in the sunlight, his silky hair dark and just long enough to flow around his face, and his body far more muscled than it had been ten years ago.


He’d been younger then, his body lankier and not quite finished.


Her pulse accelerated though she’d long ago stopped being nervous with anyone. Js were too often in the minds of the dregs of civilization for their Silence to stay in any way perfect, so the nervousness itself hadn’t disqualified her from her job. Reagan had just taught her to think past it.


Then it had dulled and dulled again, each reconditioning stealing a little more of her soul—if she’d ever had one to begin with. Until at last, she felt nothing at all when she sat across from the most vicious criminals the world had ever seen and waded into the fetid swamp of their minds and memories.


But today, her tongue dried up, her pulse kicked, and she found herself driving slower and slower as she neared the man who had once, long ago, made her wonder if she could have another life, an existence devoid of murder and violence and a relentless march of screams.











Chapter 4


I would argue that Justice Psy hold the highest position of trust of any of the Psy designations or subdesignations that might be called in as expert witnesses.


Js put themselves into dangerous situations day after day when they walk into prisons and other facilities to read the minds of those who have committed crimes beyond the pale. Later, they share those memory impressions with the court and authorized observers.


We see what they see.


With J-Psy, there are no gray areas.


—Editorial in the Boston Law Quarterly (Spring 2067)


Adam had parked before he got to the inn, his intention to shift and fly over to see what he could glean about the stranger who’d pulled him toward her though they were separated by air and sky. Then he’d heard the quiet purr of a vehicle and guessed it to be hers—no other guests at the inn right now.


So he’d got out and waited, just a local who’d paused to take in some air.


The rugged all-terrain SUV turned out of the inn’s drive with the clear intent to pick up speed, but Adam didn’t flinch. He could get out of the way without losing a feather if it came to that. But the driver began to slow some distance out and brought the tough vehicle to a stop three feet from him. The windows were tinted but the windscreen clear.


Her gaze was unreadable as she looked at him … and his rage a hurricane.


Her.


His talons thrust at the tips of his fingers, the raptor inside him ready to rip her to shreds. She’d lost the softness, a sharp thinness to her face that made her look far older than he knew her to be, but it was definitely her. The pretty J with eyes like the desert after the rains who’d made him smile in sheer joy only an hour before she stood unmoving and silent next to the man who had stolen justice from Adam and his family for an unforgivable and premeditated crime.


He could still remember each and every second of the experience that had forever altered him, destroying in minutes a life he’d only just discovered. Justice Psy were called that because they were telepaths who could reach into the minds of Psy and humans, pull out memories to do with a specific incident or crime, then broadcast those memories out to humans and Psy.


Changelings were excluded because of their powerful natural shields. Too hard to get anything in or out without smashing their minds to pieces. But that hadn’t been a disadvantage in that courtroom where an arrogant Psy landholder was meant to be held to account for the murder of Adam’s parents.


His paternal grandmother was human, as was Jenesse, his mother’s closest friend and a woman who’d been an aunt in all but blood to Saoirse and Adam. The two women had allowed the broadcast to reach their minds, watching the supposed “memory” from start to finish even as the court’s designated J-Psy interpreter spoke the memory aloud for the rest of them.


J-Psy were trusted because they were meant to be unable to change the memories they retrieved. They had to be trusted—once they went in and took a memory, it could never again be retrieved by another J.


That day Adam learned that the whole “Js can’t lie” thing was a pile of fucking bullshit. The J who’d stood beside the woman in the vehicle had altered the perpetrator’s memories.


And a double murderer had walked free.


He didn’t even realize he’d moved until he found himself staring straight through the windscreen at the woman on the other side, the hard metal of the car brushing his thighs as the wild creature in him rose to the surface in a blaze of rage … and things unspoken too long contained.


Memories and nightmares aside, nothing much affected Eleri these days, the blurred glass between her and the world an all but impenetrable shield. That was why she’d told Sophie she would keep on doing this job of hunting serial murderers as long as she lived—because she could. She was in no danger of being broken or damaged in ways that might alter her life.


All of that had been the pure truth … until now.


His hair was a dark brown with reddish glints that reached his nape; it was cut in silky waves that were currently tumbled, as if he’d run his hand through it. It had been much longer the first time they’d met, the waves pulled out of it by the weight of its length.


He’d worn it open, a sleek rain down the back of his perfectly pressed suit.


His stance that day had been far from aggressive—he’d likely learned to affect languid relaxation to put others at ease. Because even then, Adam Garrett had been a tall boy who gave the impression of power and strength.


He’d grown into a big man who moved with a predator’s grace.


His neutral stance against his vehicle had altered the same instant that her heart began to race, her breath catching as her hands clenched on the steering wheel. Then she’d brought the SUV to a stop, and he’d moved with a slow and deadly intent that told her she was unlikely to make it out of this alive.


Instead of reacting to back off, drive away, she froze … as time began to unravel at furious speed, shoving her back into the very first courtroom in which she’d stood in an official capacity, no longer Reagan’s trainee but his intern. She should’ve remembered that day for that reason, looked back on it with what happiness she could feel through her numbed psyche, considered it a positive touchstone.


But as Reagan had once said, “Should-have-beens are the lament of those who failed.”


The courtroom had been one of the old ones, with dark wood paneling and the judge up in a high position behind a heavy bracket of wood, the jury to the right behind another barrier created of wood.


Her job had been to stand there, be all but invisible, to learn from her superior and not say a word. There wasn’t much she could do, in any case. Only one J could go into a mind at a time. She’d been with Reagan to learn how to behave in court, how to act in front of a judge and jury and the lawyers. Allowed into the courtroom by permission of the judge, who had, prior to the start of the proceedings, taken the time to welcome her to the world of Justice.


Js, considered neutral by their very nature, were expert witnesses in good standing with the court system. Expensive and not so numerous that they could be used for all cases, or even most cases. But for a rare few special exceptions due to people with connections pulling strings, Js were only ever brought in on the worst cases, the ones to do with violence and terrible destruction.


Bombers, murderers, serial offenders against the person, child kidnappers … a parade of depravity.


This one had been a murder case. Two changeling falcons shot out of the sky by a Psy who had never denied that he’d done it; his defense was that the sun had been in his eyes and he’d believed the birds a pair of natural raptors who’d been preying on his stock of genetically modified farm animals.


Not many Psy owned farms, but Wayne Draycott had made a living from modifying animals to create more resilient strains free of diseases.


He’d been more than willing to pay the fine for attempting to kill what he’d thought were natural falcons—creatures not on the list of species that could be hunted by farmers to protect stock—but he’d maintained that it was an honest mistake that he’d shot changelings instead of natural birds.


Eleri’d had no prior knowledge of whether that was true or not; she wasn’t the one who’d gone into his memories. But she’d known something was very, very wrong the second her mentor began to broadcast the memory from where they both stood behind the bulletproof glass of the witness box.


Reagan had shared memories with her many times over the years as part of her training. He’d begun with the less depraved ones, his aim only to teach her the technicalities of how to make the projection to a limited group. Because while Js had a facility for it, it still required knowledge of methodology alongside practice to do it well.


He’d amped up the darkness of what he showed her when she was a few months out from seventeen, readying her for the vile assault on her senses that would be her first walk through the mind of a violent criminal. In truth, nothing could’ve prepared her, but Reagan had done his best. All the senior Js did their best—the vast majority of them weren’t like some of the other specialists, who treated their juniors with cruelty and coldness.


The J Corps were compatriots who walked the same hell. Js understood that in the end, all they had was each other. Their loyalty to one another was absolute and the purest thing in their lives.


“Should a Councilor stand in this room and tell me to shoot you,” Reagan had said once, “I’d put the weapon to my own head. What would be the point in living if I destroy the one thing that makes me feel good about myself?”


Eleri, young though she’d been, had already understood what he meant, understood that to be a J was to be part of a family that had its own unique system of survival and protection. It was why Eleri had quietly helped eliminate an assassination threat against Sophie from a group of Psy who thought she had too much influence on Nikita Duncan, and why Bram had formed the Quatro Cartel when they were children.


Because Js were all other Js had.


So she’d been in no way ready for her response to Reagan’s memory capture that day in the courtroom. It hadn’t even been that violent, not in comparison to the scenes of mutilation and torture he’d shared with her just the previous week in an effort to build up her tolerance.


She’d thrown up then, her stomach revolting against the ugliness in her mind.


But that day, in the courtroom, her response hadn’t come from horror and disgust at the memories. It had been born of another reason altogether. She’d barely heard the court interpreter speaking the memory aloud, her heart was thumping so hard, her face ablaze.


He’s out in the field, heading toward a corralled batch of lambs. He has his testing kit in hand, and his long-range rifle on his back. “I don’t care about the fines for killing species on the protected list,” he’s saying, the glossy black of a phone transmitter curved over his ear. “I’m sick of the birds taking my animals or just leaving them mauled.”


Shadows overhead, the sweep of wings. The sun in his eyes, blinding him. He shoots without being able to see, the scream of a falcon piercing the air even as the second arrows down toward him.


He shoots a second time, is hit by the bird as it falls on top of him.


It claws him even as it takes him down, and only then does he drop the weapon, sit up in panic. “It’s too big—this bird is too big. I shot a changeling! I didn’t know! What have I done?”


Seventeen-year-old Eleri had jerked back into her own mind and senses in a whiplash of panic. She’d known she couldn’t interrupt Reagan while he was broadcasting, but she could feel the wrongness of it, the sense of a memory twisted through a fun-house mirror until it was distorted and not right.


Reagan, she’d telepathed urgently. Reagan, something’s wrong. The memory feels—


Be quiet unless you want to end up on a slab, had come the clipped mental command, the man she trusted most in the world staring straight ahead at the judge without expression.


But the memory is wrong! She’d been taught all her life that Js never lied, that they were the truth sayers, the final arbiters in a courtroom.


It was the fulcrum of her being.


The merest glance at her after Reagan finished the broadcast. If you can sense it, then you can do it. A kind of exhaustion in his telepathic voice. Never, ever reveal that, Eleri. I did, and now here we stand.


She’d heard a commotion behind her even as she struggled to comprehend this thing that threatened to splinter her entire sense of reality.


She wasn’t supposed to turn, wasn’t supposed to make any kind of contact with the families of the victims, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. Heart yet racing, she’d shifted on her heel and met the pale tawny brown eyes of the eighteen-year-old boy named Adam who’d smiled at her in a way that had made her world tilt sideways.


That Adam was gone.


This one had dark, dark eyes ringed by a feral yellow and was being held back by two older men as he screamed, “Liar! You fucking liar!”


His grief was palpable, his rage a heat she could almost sense against her skin … and the truth of his words absolute.


Reagan had lied.


Eleri hadn’t known Js could lie, hadn’t known they could change memories. Not until that day in a courtroom in chaos as bailiffs rushed to control a changeling whose talons had thrust out of his skin as his eyes morphed into those of a falcon.


That same changeling stood in front of her SUV on this lonely road.


And the rage that pulsed off him … it was potent, more mature than that of the boy he’d been, a thing that had grown stronger with time.


Back when she’d still understood hope, she’d hoped this day would never come, that she could make it to the end of her life without losing the final shreds of the dream she’d never been meant to have, the whispers of a future that could never be hers. But it had come, of course it had.


The price always had to be paid.


Turning off the car, she opened the door and stepped out, ready to face the reckoning that had been written in the blood-soaked bodies of Adam Garrett’s murdered parents.











Chapter 5


To the winds we scatter the ashes of Taazbaa’ and Cormac, clanmates and parents of two cherished fledglings who mourn their loss and celebrate their love.


She was the child of my womb, the oh-so-wanted daughter who held my mate’s hand as she learned to walk, the generous and sweet friend who brought light into the lives of her clanmates, the mother who played with Saoirse and Adam with the mischievousness of a child—and the woman who loved her mate with all her dancer’s spirit.


He was the man who loved her and their fledglings so well that we could do nothing but love him, too, the falcon from a distant green land who made everyone in the clan laugh with his humor, the son who filled his parents with pride each and every day—and the father who was an oak, solid and strong, for Saoirse and Adam as they grew.
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