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We are eighty generations into this war.
I will not burden my king with what this means, but a new strategy must be found before all is lost.
If there are any gods left worthy of our prayers, I hope they hear mine.
––––––––
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— Roman, Master Conjuri
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“Ooh, I like that one.” 

“We’re not picking a puppy, Hakim. Take this seriously.”

Hakim Safar looked up from the see-through floor of the observation chamber, his hands cooly in his suit pockets. Attractive, lean, and in his early thirties, Hakim had a reputation for being a goofball. Despite this, he was the king’s right-hand man, and he excelled at his job. Even the grumpy, portly, hairless man standing with Hakim knew that. Roman, this somber fellow, wore his usual white robes, which made him look part magician, part friar.

Roman needs a holiday, thought Hakim. We all do.

“Sorry, Master Conjuri. I’ll be more serious.” Hakim returned his gaze to the clear floor and examined the oblivious women in the room beneath him. “I count ten.”

“Yes...” Roman’s chins scrunched as he looked at symbols on the floor. He pointed to ten, the sand in each vibrating with magic. “An Esme Kuchis came from each of these alt-worlds.” 

“Anything go wrong with the summono?”

“No.” Roman scowled, the folds of his chin again reminding Hakim of an accordion. “Once you make your choice, I can send the others back on a reverse course, same as always.”

Hakim sighed and continued studying the women. “Is the illuso spell ready? I mean, obviously the one that disguises this ceiling is working.” He tapped his foot on the transparent floor. “The bentaforx illusion is more complicated, right?”

“I still say we should use a real malevolenci to test these alterni.”

Hakim lifted an eyebrow at the old man in alarm. “You can’t be serious. We’ve pulled these unknowing women from their worlds, and you want to throw a real bentaforx in there before they have any training? It would kill—”

“We needn’t use a bentaforx. I have crustacox and chiroptorx in the cages. Or we could use a spindlox. They’re relatively docile.”

“Now who sounds like he’s talking about puppies?” 

“Well, I’d spell the creature to be safe.” 

“It’s too risky. Owen would never approve.”

Roman harrumphed. “I’ve performed the summono for three generations of kings. Owen’s grandfather picked the strongest alterni I’ve ever seen, and he tested with real malevolenci.”

“Yes, and he was so reckless he got twenty-two alterni killed in his lifetime.”

“At least they knew from the start what they were getting into.” Roman looked at the women. “These alterni have a dangerous path ahead. Isn’t it best to test their mettle right away?” 

“Not like that. You know Owen’s orders.”

This brought more scowling. “I love the king, but he can’t see straight where alterni are concerned. That’s why he sent you to pick, you know.”

I know, thought Hakim. Unfortunately, Roman’s right about that. But to make Owen pick...

He sighed. “It’s a heavy burden. I don’t envy the kings.”

The Master Conjuri grunted in agreement. “Things are serious, Hakim. Maybe worse than they’ve ever been. Owen needs to pull himself together. If we don’t pick a strong alterni this time, we might not get another chance.”

Hakim knew this too. 

Roman shook his jowls with a sigh. “Well, since we’re doing this your way, let’s get on with it and start the test.”

Hakim returned his gaze to the room below. 

Which woman do I pick? Come on, ladies. Somebody wow me. 
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As far as Esme could tell, this wasn’t a dream. She sat, naked, on the floor of a rundown pub. Her back rested against one of the stools lining the bar. In front of her, a few tables stood on the wooden floor of the long, open room. No windows broke up the drab walls. A heavy, locked door was to her right. To the left, an unoccupied stage held a karaoke setup. 

None of this was the weird part.

The weird part was that nine other Esmes sat naked around her. These doppelgangers had varying hair lengths and dye jobs, their bodies at different levels of fitness, but all were undeniably her. It felt bizarre comparing oneself to one’s selves, but Esme couldn’t help thinking she was the average of the bunch. Her athletic frame was neither plump nor model-thin. Her long hair was the Pakistani brown of her mother, though not of a fashionable style. She knew from years of being told so that she was pretty, but she’d never be a head-turner like some of these...versions of herself. 

Esme had a weird sense of déjà vu.

Four Esmes sat huddled together, each covering their nakedness as best they could. The reason for this alliance was unknown, but they refused to move.

One super-thin, albino-pale Esme sat rocking back and forth. Her freakishly red eyes stared at everything that moved. She hadn’t spoken a word and seemed a lost cause. 

“Where are we?” one Esme whispered. Her voice even matched Esme’s, although this one’s hair was long and dyed blond. She wore gobs of makeup.

“How did we get here?” asked another. This one had red hair cut short with bangs, which wasn’t something Esme thought flattering on their face. 

A black-haired copy sitting beside Esme whispered, “I was the first one here, and I saw each of you show up in flashes of weird, bubbly light.” She pointed around the room at each. “You came, then you, you, you, you, you, you, you, and you.” She wrinkled her nose. “I think that was the order, anyway. It happened so fast.”

Esme had arrived somewhere in the middle, and she remembered the same.

“We’re sure that door’s locked?” This Esme was the most identical to herself, and her eyes looked violet in the light. 

Huh, thought Esme with interest. Never seen that except in a mirror. It is kinda cool.

The black-haired one nodded. “Yeah, I checked the door first thing. I told you.”

Esme had missed this conversation in the confusion and shock earlier. They’d been here at least a half hour, though this was a guess without a watch, cell phone, or any kind of clock on the dingy walls. 

There’s nothing else we can do, thought Esme. We’re frightened and confused...but it’s getting boring too. If I’m dreaming this, my subconscious isn’t very creative.

“So...” The black-haired Esme put a hand to her forehead, her knees bent to cover her chest. “Are you guys like my clones or something?”

“Your clones?” said the identical Esme. “Who said you’re the original?”

“I’m just trying to figure this out. I was minding my own business, watering my flowers, and suddenly I’m here, naked, surrounded by copies of myself!”

“I have a life too, thank you. I was on a cruise with my boyfriend. If he comes back to find me not in the shower, he’ll look everywhere.” She put a hand to her face. “Was I abducted?”

Esme spoke up. “I’m guessing we all were.”

“By who?”

The black-haired Esme shook her head. “Who knows? But somebody’s going to come for us eventually. I mean, we’ve been here a while.” She tried to think. “Where were you guys taken from?”

“I told you, I was on a cruise,” said the identical Esme. “But I’m from Dallas.”

“Kansas City for me.” The black-haired copy looked at Esme. “You?”

“Southern Florida. But I grew up in Kansas City.”

The identical Esme’s eyes widened. “I was born there too.”

Esme looked at the others scattered around the bar. “Well, there’s no way we’re all long-lost twins, or... What do you call a batch of ten?”

“If we’re all from Kansas City...” The black-haired Esme scrunched her face. “Maybe you were cloned when I was born...”

“We’re not your clones!” the identical Esme insisted again. 

Esme liked these two best. At least they were trying to sort things out. The only problem was, no one had a clue what had happened. 

Clones or sisters or whatever, someone abducted us. And they’ll do something about it sooner or later. Are they studying us to see what we’ll do? Are they waiting to see how we’re different? Were we taken by aliens? Have we already been probed? No, don’t think like that. 

She flexed her toes on the wooden floor. Her butt was numb from sitting so long. 

Screw it. 

In a burst of defiance, Esme pushed off the floor to stand. Every Esme looked to see what she was doing, but she ignored the group and stepped around the bar. She figured it was pointless to cover herself, since the other women had seen it all before. Besides, whoever abducted them had most likely seen her full body when they’d brought her here.

Nobody back home will know I’m missing for days, she thought with a scowl. That is not an upside of working from home. Good lord, I don’t even have a cat to miss me. No family. No friends worth mentioning since I moved. Yikes. If I get out of this alive, I really need to meet people. 

Esme walked along the bar and found an empty glass hanging from a rack. This she set upright on the long counter before turning to the arrangements of liquor.

“What are you doing?” hissed the red-haired double.

Esme spoke at full volume. “I’m making a drink. Anyone want anything?”

No one answered, but she heard a whispered discussion behind her. 

“She’s crazy.”

“She’ll get us killed.”

Still only half-believing any of this was real, Esme ignored them. She opted for vodka and a couple of mixers and turned back to the bar where her glass waited. She made her drink and returned the liquor—no need to be a messy guest. Then she downed the drink. 

Oh, that burns, she thought as she lowered the finished glass. Nope, this is definitely not a dream. 

Suddenly, over the stage end of the room, a flash like lightning demanded their attention. A swirling cloud of gray-black smoke blew into the bar, and lightning flashes illuminated the depths of the cloud. Sparking noises and deep, rumbling growls drowned out the screams of the Esmes. 

Something was coming. 

Esme set down her glass and backed against the bar. Several Esmes crawled under tables. A few ran to the far wall before turning, their nakedness forgotten, to stare at the floating cloud of smoke. The black-haired Esme, who’d held herself together until now, pounded at the door, begging and shouting to be let out. The albino Esme remained on the floor, shaking and not looking up. 

Esme clutched the bar, faced the source of danger, and watched in horror as two long, scaly arms stretched out of the smoke. Their taloned claws swept back and forth, as if sensing for life. 

“Let us go!” screamed the Esme pounding on the door. 

In reaction to this, the reptile-like arms swung faster, stretching farther and farther into the room. 

An Esme by the door screamed in a language Esme didn’t recognize.

“Please, I want to go home!” yelled another. “Somebody—”

Esme turned to yell at the women. “Quiet! It’s—”

The claws focused now to reach toward the Esmes by the door. A deafening roar shook the bar. 

Oh, shit.

Without thinking, she grabbed a loose spoon poking out from a pile of rolled table settings. While she wielded this in the monster’s direction, she shouted to the others, “Get behind the bar for protection! Quick! It’s all we’ve got for cover!”

The nine other women, even the albino on the floor, understood. They scurried over, joining Esme to crouch behind the bar. A few peeked out, but after another blasting roar they ducked back with the group.

The red-eyed albino sat and rocked. “Aquivos desarni, afiday risminos!” 

“Shh!” said a chorus of matching voices.

Esme, perhaps because of the vodka kicking in, decided she’d had enough. With the spoon at her side, she stomped around the bar and stood in the open space to face the roaring monster. It continued to swing its spiked claws through the room, and they reached within only a few meters of where she stood.

Draw its attention. Keep it away from the others. I’m not sure any of them will fight back... I’m pissed enough to try anything.

“Hey!” she yelled at it. 

The monster heard her, and the grasping claws swung in her direction. Fortunately the monstrosity’s reach was short, and it drew back to grasp either side of the smoking cloud. It seemed to be trying to pull itself out. A head with angles like a skeletal snake broke through the smoke, and Esme stepped back in horror. After the head, a muscled torso like a demonic horse’s emerged. The beast’s red eyes locked on Esme where she stood. A serpentine tongue flicked out between fangs as if tasting the air. The monster tilted its head to examine her, and two horns shone in the bursts of lightning.

Esme shuddered as the beast began to speak in a throaty, clicking language. The voice was spine-chilling, and nothing could persuade her to know what it said. 

“Ticka-ticka-ticka. Vatic-vatic-vatic. Kich!”

In desperation, Esme chucked the spoon at the monster. 

Horrible idea, she thought immediately. Really horrible idea.

The spoon flew true to aim, but it hurled straight through the monster’s head like the beast was made of smoke. Then the whole monster, clouds, and lightning froze. Just froze. The noises and roaring stopped too. The entire apparition hung in the air over the karaoke stage, completely still.

Esme was breathing hard, and she glanced over to see the other women peeking over the bar. They also looked confused. 

Then a bubble of light spread around an Esme. The next instant, she disappeared. The Esme beside her screamed, but then she too was captured in a bubble of light, and she disappeared. Then the next. Then the next. Finally, the last Esme behind the bar looked over with wide, violet eyes before she too vanished. 

Esme stood alone in the bar and looked back at the monster. The whole thing flickered, then blinked out of existence.

What the—

The door behind her creaked. Esme spun to see a man in a suit entering the bar. Now very aware of her nakedness, she pulled a chair to cover her bottom half as much as possible. She crossed her arms to shield her chest.

The man shut the door and approached with a kind smile. He looked to be about Esme’s age, slim under his suit, and of Middle Eastern origin. His brown eyes had a secretive twinkle that did not fit what Esme expected of her abductor. He stopped a short distance away and held up his hands in the universal gesture of trying to appear nonthreatening. 

His tone casual, he said, “It’s okay, Esme. Please, try to calm down. I promise you’re safe.”

“Who the hell are you?” 

“My name is Hakim Safar.”

Esme glanced at the bar, which was now vacant. “Who were they? How did we...” She swallowed and took a breath. “You can guess most of my questions, so start answering.”

Half of his mouth lifted in an amused smirk at this. “I’ll explain everything, I promise. First, let’s go find you some clothes, okay?”

“I’m not going anywhere with you. Where am I?”

Hakim smiled but smoothed his tie as he thought over his answer. “Well, you’re not in your Kansas anymore, for starters.”

Kansas City, she remembered. That was the one point of connection we all shared. Why—

Hakim motioned to where the other women had been. “You, each of you, was from an alternate reality. So, each of them really was...you, just from a different world, dimension, or whatever you want to call it.”

Esme blinked at him. “Uh-huh.”

“Honestly.” He raised a hand and made a gesture she didn’t understand. 

The fact that this wasn’t a dream had already hit home. That what he was saying might be true now sank in. And with these revelations, Esme realized she was very confused, very frightened, and very pissed. 

If all this is true, who gives a rat’s ass if I’m naked?

She pulled her long hair to hang over either breast, then put her hands on her hips, glaring at him. “And you, you little shit. You brought me here?”

Hakim had the decency to pull his gaze to the ceiling. “Well, I’m part of it. Master Conjuri Roman performed the summono spell.” 

“The what? Did you say spell?”

“The summono, yes.” Hakim pointed up at the ceiling where he kept his gaze affixed. 

Esme stayed alert but looked up, and she gasped as the ceiling disintegrated. Well, no, not disintegrated. The ceiling, like the monster, hadn’t been real. She now saw into an empty room with a transparent floor. A line of gold stretched in a wide circle around the floor, and etched into the glass around this circle were hundreds of symbols. One symbol was filled with what looked like sand. Esme didn’t know anything about spells, but she guessed that’s what she was looking at. 

“That brought us here?”

“Yes, and it sent the others back to their homes. They won’t remember any of this.”

She felt a degree of relief at this...if she could trust him. Also, she was glad he’d given her more information than she’d asked for, and she studied the symbol with sand above.

Memorize it. If that symbol brought me here, it might be handy later if I can escape...

When her perfect memory had locked the symbol in her mind, she looked back down at Hakim with one very important question. “Why am I still here?”

With his brown eyes aimed at the ceiling, Hakim’s face turned serious. “We summoned you all here because we need one of you. I’m sorry about the smoke and mirrors—or smoke and illuso spells, in this case—but this is how we’ve tested alterni for years.”

“Alterni?”

“Those of you summoned from other worlds.”

She tried to think. “Tested for what?”

Hakim paused. “That’s something we should discuss somewhere else, once you’ve got clothes on and have calmed down a bit.”

“If anything, you’re making me less calm.”

He shrugged. 

She sighed in exasperation. “So this was a test?” She pointed back at the karaoke stage. “That thing was a test?”

“Yes. You were by far the most composed. You tried to protect the others, and you were brave enough to attack.” 

She raised an eyebrow at him and used the tone she reserved for speaking with idiots. “I attacked with a spoon.”

Hakim smiled. “Yeah, that was a first.”

Esme lifted both hands to the sides of her face. Then she looked at the bar. “I need another drink.”

Hakim chuckled. “I definitely picked the right girl. You and Owen will get along just fine.”

“Who’s Owen?”

“The king.”

She raised an eyebrow again, this time with curiosity. “Alternate realities... Spells... Now a king. And I’m standing in a fake country bar, talking to a Middle Eastern guy in a suit.”

“My lineage is way more interesting than that, actually. But you’re right about everything else. It’s all true.” 

Where the hell am I? 

“Look, I’m getting a cramp in my neck.” Hakim waved blindly toward the door. “Can we get out of here, please? I promise, I’ll answer your questions.” 

Well, she thought with a sigh, if they’re not sending me home too, I should figure out what’s going on. And, yeah, clothes would be good. 

Hakim seemed to realize she was giving in, so he turned and motioned for her to follow. After opening the door, he led her into a shockingly modern hall, considering the state of the bar behind her. The floors of polished tile reflected the bright lights overhead, and the long hall looked like that of a hospital. 

Before they encountered anyone else, Hakim opened a side door. She followed him in and saw a medical room. Hakim went over to a small armoire, opened its doors, and pulled out clothes on a hanger. These he handed to Esme, then returned to the armoire for a day bag. This he also handed to her without looking, and he turned his back to allow her to change.

Esme rolled her eyes.

What a polite kidnapper.

She set the hanging clothes on the medical bed—a pale lavender blouse and a pair of nice black slacks. She opened the bag to find underwear and nice sandals. Before her abduction she’d been wearing yoga pants and a stained T-shirt, so the clothes were an obvious improvement. 

Better than being naked. But I’m covered in dirt from the floor of that bar. And my hair’s a mess... Really, Esme? That’s what you’re worried about right now?

As she dressed, she noted that everything was in her size. 

Well, I’m an average thirty-year-old woman. They probably bought these clothes and hoped for the best...I guess.

Dressed, she felt better, but she tried to keep her guard up. Running fingers through her dark locks, she asked, “Okay, what now?” 

Hakim glanced over his shoulder, looked relieved, and turned to face her. “Now we find Roman, the Master Conjuri, who cast the summono spell that brought you here. He needs to examine you. It won’t take long. We just need to make sure you didn’t suffer side effects of being pulled from your world.” 

This was a fear she hadn’t even thought to have... 

I’m in a different world. I could’ve shown up missing an arm or my soul or something. 

“After your exam,” Hakim went on, “we’ll go upstairs where I can interview you and answer your questions.” He gave her a quick smile and headed out the door.

She followed. “Then you’ll explain what’s going on?”

“I promise.” Hakim walked up the hall with his hands in his pockets, whistling to himself as he led her onward. 

Is he being so casual to put me at ease or to lower my guard? 

They passed a number of people in the halls, each dressed like a scientist. Everyone who looked Esme in the face recoiled with the same look of shock, dropped their gaze, and hurried away without speaking a word. After the dozenth person did this, it was undeniable.

Not shock. They recognize me. Is that just because they watched us Esmes in the fake bar back there? Or maybe the Esme of this world... What is all this?

Hakim stopped at a set of double doors and looked at her with a twinkle in his eye before opening the door to lead her through. Esme had had enough, but once she entered this room she forgot all about her kidnapper.

It was a wide, high, open lab. Computers and equipment she didn’t recognize stood against one wall, and the other was lined with metal and glass cages. Most of these cages were empty, but a few contained the same gray-black smoke she’d seen with the monster in the bar. Only in these cages, the apparitions were real, though smaller than the bar’s monster. All kinds of tentacled, winged, and spindly-legged creatures thrashed against their imprisonments. In front of each cage, a symbol was burned into the floor. These symbols lit up and sparked whenever one of the giant spiders became too active.

“Why on all the Earths did you bring her here?”

“Roman,” Hakim answered with playful exasperation, “if you didn’t scamper back here to play with your pets, we wouldn’t need to come find you.”

“I have to reinforce the barrio spells, don’t I?”

Esme tore her eyes from the cages and saw a chubby older man hurrying toward them. He was hairless, beardless, and wore strange white robes like a magician’s. As the man moved his fingers just so, a hovering bubble of light appeared in his palm, sparking and tinkling. This he flicked away across the room. The light bubble flew to the nearest cage’s symbol, where it burst into a hundred pieces and dissolved into the marked symbol. An invisible bubble around this cage crackled with light before turning transparent again.

The bony, spidery creature inside the cage scratched at the glass, throwing itself into the back of the cage as if trying to stay clear.

It was all too much.

Faint, Esme ordered herself. The thing to do is faint.

She didn’t faint.
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The examination hadn’t been what Esme expected. Roman had taken her from the weird lab back to a more normal examination room. Her physical checkup was brief, and he’d instead used his magic to examine her aura, or whatever. Roman was all business and wouldn’t answer any of her questions, but he’d said everything looked fine and that she hadn’t suffered any effects of the summono. After that, the Master Conjuri returned her to Hakim. She didn’t think Roman had stopped scowling their entire encounter. 

Now she stood at the window in a high-rise office, looking out at a perfectly ordinary city. Hakim sat somewhere behind her at his desk. His office was impressive. Granted, in her old life as a freelance artist she hadn’t been in many super-fancy offices, but she assumed this was a nice one. A corner office, two entire walls were made of glass. The view revealed office buildings, an apartment complex, and an enormous bank across the street below. She was thirty stories up, but the cars below were recognizable models. The pedestrians looked normal. She noted that it must be summer, same as on her world, because the trees were fresh and green. Up the street, a park in the distance was filled with people playing catch and lounging in the sun. The sky overhead was blue, and the noon sun shone on the city. 

“This is still Kansas City...Earth?” She returned to sit in the chair in front of Hakim’s desk. She was trying to take in everything he was saying, but the whole alternate reality thing was hard to believe. “I haven’t been back since my mom died, but it looks just like I remember.”

Hakim nodded. “Alterni over the years have told us about their worlds. A few are drastically different from ours while others are quite similar. It’s funny where our pop cultures diverge.” He tapped a folder he’d started at the beginning of their discussion—or as he called it, interview. “We haven’t selected an alterni from your world in generations. Still, from what you’ve told me, our Earths are very similar. Same countries, same languages, same technology...”

She raised an eyebrow. “Except my Earth doesn’t have magic.”

“True. Our world is special in that way.” He smiled. “I assume you want to hear about it?”

“Uh, yeah.” Her anger had subsided by now, and she found curiosity growing in its place.

Hakim tipped his chair and put his feet on the desk. “Way back in ancient times, our scholars and astronomers discovered that our world has magic. In your alt-world, I think they’d call it elemental magic, since it draws from what exists in nature. Our oldest records refer to it as creation magic, but that sounds over-glorified to me. Making snow, fire, wind, lightning, and playing with gravity and matter—it’s that type of magic. We can’t create life or build planets or make animals talk.” He smiled.

She nodded her understanding.

“I’ll let Roman and the other conjuri educate you about magic. It’s not something I’ve ever been good at.” Hakim pointed to a pile of paper clips on his desk, then made a small motion like he was screwing in a lightbulb. 

To Esme’s surprise, the paper clips began to turn on their own, in the same direction his hand was twisting. Her eyes widened, but she saw Hakim shrug and give up the hand motion. The paper clips stopped. 

“See? I’m not very good.”

She swallowed. “Looked impressive to me.”

“You’re too kind.” He chuckled. “Anyway, nowadays the majority of our world doesn’t have a clue about magic. Roman and many conjuri like him are descendents of the original scholars, and they’ve established a secret Order that’s worked in the background for thousands of years.”

“The Order? So that’s you people?”

“Yes. This building is the Order Capiti, our headquarters. Our capital, if you will, for the king.”

Esme blinked. “The king of the world rules from Kansas City?”

“We’ll explain why once you’ve seen how we work.”

In thought, she looked at the surrounding city. Then she chuckled. “The Royals make a bit more sense now.”

“The what?”

“My Kansas City’s baseball team. They’re called the Royals.”

A grin spread over Hakim’s face. “Oh, that’s excellent.” He grabbed a pen and made a note in her folder. 

“You said this entire building is the Order’s?”

“Yes. These top five floors are used as offices to conduct business with the outside world. We run a few global businesses, since we need to have normal functions in society. The middle fifteen floors are residential. Only Order members live here, and they work at various jobs around the city. Not everyone has to live here, of course, but some prefer to stay centralized as we work. The bottom ten floors are where we focus on our real work.”

She was growing more interested the more she heard. “And what exactly is the Order’s real work?”

“Well.” Hakim sighed and put his hands behind his head. “The big thing about this world’s magic is that it gave our ancestors access to other alternate realities, or the alt-worlds. Again, I’ll let Roman explain all that, but it’s because of the alt-worlds that the Order really exists. The short version is that one of the alt-worlds is very different. The creatures you saw in cages downstairs are from that place. Centuries ago, they opened a rift and got into our world. That had never happened before, since everyone else who comes here we have to bring through the summono spell.”

She remembered this term. “The spell that brought me and the others here?”

Hakim clicked his tongue and shot her with a finger pistol. “Exactly. But these uninvited beasts—they’re called the malevolenci—open rifts and invade our world. They’ve killed thousands over the years. The Order’s conjuri—our magicians—have tried to learn about the malevolenci to fight them, kill them, and someday hopefully stop them from getting through at all. But like I said, we can’t prevent them from opening rifts. The best the conjuri can do is use spells to shoot fire at them, freeze them with ice, throw them around with whirlwinds—that kind of thing. The conjuri create barrio symbols that trap malevolenci, but the spells don’t hold for long unless reinforced.”

Esme remembered the symbols on the floor by the cages. Yes, those had been nasty little creatures, but what concerned her... “So that monster Roman created in the bar was one of these malevolenci?”

“One of the worst. A bentaforx. By far the biggest.” 

Esme was trying to keep up. “If these creatures invade all the time, why doesn’t the public know about them? You said they’ve killed thousands.” She looked at the city again. “But everything looks so normal...”

Hakim sighed and removed his feet from his desk, now leaning forward on his elbows. “The Order’s kept all this secret for centuries. We’ve infiltrated society on every level and have people in place to hide the truth.” He rolled his eyes. “It sounds shady, but it’s for the best. We don’t control the planet or anything. We’re just a weird little group whose job is to protect the world.”

“And your king? Owen, was it?”

“Owen Lord, yes. His forefathers also trace back to the original scholars. The first Lord was Cesare, by all accounts a brave hero. Cesare was the first to slay a bentaforx. After that, the Order named him king. Again, you can learn about our history from Roman or the others—there are scores of history books in our library.”

Esme nodded, deciding to keep secret how easy this would be for her.

My memory will come in handy in this place. Lots to learn...

Then she noticed the uneasy look on Hakim’s face. “What?”

Hakim cleared his throat and now avoided her eyes more than he had when she’d been naked. “Even with our magic and a hero like Cesare, those early conjuri feared we’d never stop the malevolenci on our own. That’s when they started casting the summono with the sole purpose of finding allies in the alt-worlds. They knew from years of summoning people that few alt-worlds have magic, but...” He held up a hand like this was important. “But, they also discovered that alterni have the unique ability to sense when a rift is opening. Because you’re not from here, you can detect when a rift pulls at the fabric of our universe. So, the conjuri realized that that kind of rift-detection was key to getting to rifts in time when malevolenci invade.” 

Esme gulped. This was no longer a fascinating story about another world. Now this hit home.

“So that’s what you want from me? I’m from an alt-world, so I can be some kind of rift-detector for you people?”

“Yes, and...” Hakim sighed. “Again because you alterni aren’t of this world, the conjuri devised spells that allow alterni to close the rifts. You alone can...reach what’s beyond our world, I guess you’d say. The termino spell that closes the rifts doesn’t work when any of us try it. Only alterni can cast it. Only you can close rifts and stop the malevolenci from completely infesting this world.”

“So you want me to be a rift-detector and a rift-closer?”

“Short answer, yes. That’s what we’re hoping you can do.”

Her heart raced. “Why me? I’m nobody. You people took me without—”

“There’s a reason it had to be you.” Hakim sighed again, and he didn’t look happy about this either. “In the beginning, when the conjuri first convinced an alterni to stay and help us, they trained him to work with King Cesare. The man’s name was Omet. Cesare and Omet became partners. That Omet learned to fight the malevolenci and defend himself, and of course we’ll give you that training too.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“I won’t lie—this is dangerous business.” He glanced away. “To move on with the story... Unfortunately, that first Omet was killed after a particularly fierce malevolenci battle. Cesare was devastated. The Order was right back to where they’d been at the beginning, without a way to close rifts. So, the conjuri performed the summono again to bring another alterni. At first they tried to summono someone from the same alt-world as Omet, but it didn’t work. When they tried a different world, a twin version of Omet appeared. It was a shock for everyone, and I imagine it was especially hard for the king to see a copy of his old friend.”

Esme nodded, having gained some experience with the shock of seeing alt-world twins.

“The conjuri and Cesare trained that second Omet alterni, but he wasn’t as skilled as his predecessor and... Well, he died not long after he arrived.”

A knot was forming in Esme’s stomach. 

Hakim hurried on. “When the conjuri cast the summono next, they again got another version of Omet. Testing a theory, they decided to summon from several worlds at the same time. Can you guess what happened?”

She took a breath. “Every world brought an alternate version of Omet.”

“Correct. From then on, the conjuri decided that summoning several alterni at once was best. That way, they could pick which alterni was right for the task at the time.”

“Why not keep several alterni here at once, if we’re your best defense?”

“The conjuri tried that once, but our magic only connects to one alterni at a time. One can wield our magic in ways only an alterni can, but the rest are left defenseless, unable to tap into magic at all. So, now we cast the summono, pick the most capable alterni, and send the others back to the safety of their worlds.”

This sounded familiar, and Esme let out a breath. “That’s what you did with me? You summoned several worlds’ Esmes, tested us, picked me, and sent the others home?”

Hakim nodded, but he shuffled in his seat. 

“But why summon me’s in the first place? None of us seemed like we’d be good at fighting...” Then she understood. “This isn’t the first time you’ve summoned versions of me?”

“No.” Hakim looked her in the eye. “King Cesare had to summon three more versions of Omet. And he was one of the luckier kings. The next king had thirteen alterni. Three generations ago, our king went through twenty-two. Our current king... Owen’s already had eight.”

Esme felt herself pale. 

“Each king,” Hakim continued, “always has the same...person, for their lifetime. When a king dies and his heir takes over, sometimes the previous king’s alterni is still alive to help. But that’s not common. More often, the new king needs a new alterni right away. Then the conjuri cast the summono, and that first summono always brings a brand new person—and only one version, not multiple alterni like with later castings. It’s... I don’t know if anyone knows why, but it’s not surprising considering how many quirky laws our magic seems to have.”

She nodded, understanding enough.

“Anyway, that new person is called the origini. The origini always has a strong connection to our world’s magic, they’re amazing at alterni spells, and they do a lot of damage against the malevolenci. But they die too, unfortunately. If the origini dies, then the conjuri can summon several alterni, though they’re always alternative versions of the origini.”

Esme was getting a headache. “So with each new king, this process starts over?”

“Correct.”

Her palms were sweating. “You said the current king’s gone through eight. There’ve been eight Esmes before me?”

“Yes.” 

“And that’s why those people downstairs recognized me?”

“Yes. You’re all basically twins.” As Hakim looked at her, he seemed to realize something. “You, with your hair dark and long, look exactly like Owen’s origini.”

Esme wasn’t sure how to feel about this.

Even Hakim looked uncomfortable and glanced away.

I can’t believe this, thought Esme. I’ve been sucked into a different world. I could die here. Eight others... Am I crazy for thinking this is a little exciting?

She had so many questions. “How is it possible that we’re so alike? I mean, a few of the Esmes at my summono were different—that albino, for one—but they were all still basically...me. How? If we’re from alternate realities, it seems so unlikely that I’d exist exactly as I am in each of them. We even have the same name?”

Hakim widened his eyes in agreement. “I know. Crazy, isn’t it? Like I said, many of these alt-worlds are very similar, and that means a lot of our alt-selves are very similar. But there are differences too. We’ve learned from centuries’ worth of alterni that, while you look the same, you often have drastically different personalities. I suppose that’s because of living in different worlds and living different lives. Nature versus nurture, and all that.”

“You said, ‘a lot of our alt-selves.’ For everyone here, is there an alternate version somewhere else?”

“There’s no way to know if everyone has alt-selves, but many alterni have claimed to recognize people here from their worlds.” He pointed at her. “Your fourth alterni said she’d met me in her world, although I think she might’ve been screwing with me.”

“Why?”

“She said her world’s Hakim Safar was straight and something of a womanizer.” He made a doubtful face. 

Esme smirked at him, then looked outside in thought. 

There are other versions of myself in the cosmos. This is mind-blowing! Dozens or hundreds of alt-Esmes exist, living their own lives. It’s like I’m suddenly connected to this huge family I never knew I had... And we’re connected by the unfortunate fact that we’re at risk of being pulled into this world’s drama. Eight of me already have been...

Hakim likely guessed where her mind was. “Do you want to hear about the previous Esmes, what they were like?”

She swallowed. “Not right now. I’m sorry if I’m not taking this very well, but...”

“You’re doing quite well.” He smiled. 

Oh, she thought with a swallow. He’s had this conversation with me eight other times...

Hakim grinned at her. “You’re stubborn, a little too shameless, but your willingness to fight back is a good sign. You’re quick on your feet, and you have a natural instinct to protect others. All positive qualities, in my opinion.”

She gave him a small smile.

He reads people pretty quickly. That must be why he’s good at this. Plus, there’s something comforting about him. I certainly wouldn’t be this calm if Roman had been the one to initiate me.

“So this is your...job?” she asked, trying to take the focus off herself. “Roman casts the summono spell that pulls us alterni here. Then it’s your job to explain how we’re next in line to likely be killed by monsters in a world that isn’t ours?” 

Hakim winced, but she hadn’t meant this as a dig.

Esme studied the man. “It must be awful. To see our face over and over and remember what happened to each... And knowing it could happen again.”

Hakim dropped his gaze to his tie. “To be honest, it’s not great. But it’s far worse for the king than myself, so I’m glad to be of service.”

“The king must feel guilty about all this, huh? I mean, he needs us to help save this world, but he keeps losing partners over and over...”

“Yes. It’s a fair assessment to say he’s in emotional turmoil.” Hakim looked at her sharply. “Don’t tell Owen I said that. He’d break my pretty face in two.”

She saw he was kidding, and she smiled. “You’re very loyal to this king. You’re friends?”

“Yes, I dare say like brothers. When my family moved to Kansas City, I was nervous about a new school, but Owen became an immediate friend. We grew up together. I’ve been proud to call him friend, prouder still to serve him.” Hakim smirked. “Owen isn’t as kingly as the conjuri would like, but he has a good heart. He’s a good king. When his father died—peacefully, I might add, since they don’t all die by malevolenci—Owen stepped into his role without hesitation. He’d die for us. Every day, he puts his life on the line for a public who doesn’t know who he is.” 

“But his alterni keep dying.” Esme tried to sort out how to say this. “No offense, but it’s not reassuring to hear that my partner-to-be isn’t very good at protecting me.”

“I promise, Owen will do everything in his power to protect you. He’s done so for each Esme before you. This is just extremely dangerous business. It’s hard on him, whenever...”

She nodded, knowing what he meant. 

Hakim debated with himself a moment. “That’s why I was the one to pick you. Owen couldn’t bring himself to do it again. At least this way, if he loses you, it won’t be entirely his fault. I was happy to choose you if it meant easing his burden, and perhaps now he can train you without that guilt distracting him.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel better.”

“Sorry.”

Esme sighed and looked around the office. 

I’m not feeling great about my chances. Or this emo king... 

She faced Hakim again, her next question the biggest. “I don’t have a choice in this, do I?”

He held eye contact. “We returned the other Esmes to their worlds. If you wish, we can do the same to you. You won’t remember any of this, and you’ll go back to your normal life. If at any point you wish to leave, the same offer stands.”

She hadn’t expected this from her abductor, and she felt a pressure rise off her chest. “So if I can’t handle this...”

“You can go home, yes.”

“But then you’d have to bring another Esme to do the job?” She thought back. “None of the ones from my summono seemed like they’d be able to handle this.”

“Yes, you were the standout. Spoon choice notwithstanding.”

Esme snorted a chuckle but had another thought. “Do you know the Esme of this world?” 

Hakim lifted his eyebrows. “Never existed.”

“What? How’s that possible?”

“It’s another weird quirk of how this works, the conjuri say. For each origini, they’ve investigated that person in our world. And none of them have existed. The conjuri suspect it’s part of how alterni can come here in the first place. It’s like the alterni fill the void of their nonexistent version here.” Hakim shrugged. “It’s beyond me, honestly, but it is interesting. Anyway, you don’t have a counterpart in our world. Never have.”

She thought on this. “In the summono spell’s golden circle, I saw those symbols for the different worlds. How many alt-worlds are there?” 

“According to centuries of conjuri study, over six hundred.” 

“So there could be hundreds of other Esmes?”

“Yes, in theory. But again, not every world has an alt-version of ourselves. In some, maybe we were never born, for a thousand different historical reasons. In others, maybe we’ve already died.” He caught himself and swallowed. “Sorry, I know this is all weird to hear.”

“No, I need to know.” She took a breath. “I might not be the best version of myself, Hakim. Shouldn’t you people find the best one, so you quit killing the rest of us?” She realized how this sounded. “Sorry.”

“It’s a valid point. But we do try to choose the best alterni to spare the others. That’s why we do the tests with groups, as I explained.” Hakim tapped his fingers on his desk. “Honestly, Esme, while we search, we leave our world vulnerable. In the month since your last alterni was killed, scores of malevolenci have invaded. Without an alterni to cast the termino spell, the rifts stay open. We have people positioned to keep an eye out for malevolenci coming through, but we can’t detect when new rifts open in different places, and...”

She understood. “While you wait for an alterni, people die.” 

Shit. I saw those other versions of myself. None of them would be up for this. Am I up for this? What if there’s an Esme out there who knows how to kick butt and fight monsters and keep an emo king strong? 

She looked out the windows again.

But what if that perfect Esme has a family? I have nothing back home...which is a strange blessing in these circumstances. I might not be perfect for this job, but I might be able to save some perfect Esme somewhere else. I’m no great chosen one, but if I did go home, these people would have to keep searching for my replacement. It sounds like a lot of people here could die in the meantime. I don’t want that on my conscience...not that I’d remember any of this.

“Okay,” she finally said. She looked back at Hakim and rubbed her sweaty palms on the pants he’d given her. “I don’t have a clue what I’m doing, and I’m still a little pissed that you abducted me. But if you people are willing to teach me, I’m a quick learner. I promise I’ll try as hard as I can. If I don’t work out... Well, I’ll try.” She thought this sounded weak, but she held to her decision.

“Great.” Hakim smiled wide and pushed back his chair. “Then let’s go see the king.”
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Esme’s ride with Hakim through downtown Kansas City wasn’t as interesting as she’d expected. Looking out the window as their driver weaved through the streets, she tried to remind herself this was only an alternate reality. 

It’s not like I’m on a different planet. This is the same world, same language, same history...just subtle little differences. Like that billboard for Peppermingles—a candy? Or that movie poster with actors I’ve never seen.

She frowned.

Then again, there are major differences. This world has monsters that tear through the fabric of the universe.

They left the nicer part of downtown, and Esme leaned in her seat as their car rounded the long curve of an entrance ramp. They merged to drive north, then west, along one of several ascending highways. From this height, Esme now saw industrial buildings, concrete streets, and scant trees below. There was a lot to look at and nothing to see all at the same time. In the distance, the outskirts of the city looked as she remembered from her world, with strangely little suburban sprawl for a major city. 

Esme smiled to herself.

I was so happy to leave this place behind when I moved to Florida. Now, in an alternate dimension, it’s comfortingly familiar. 

They crossed a bridge over slow-moving, brown water. Esme tried to remember if it was the Kansas River or Missouri River, but she’d never been able to keep straight where the border was. 

“Yuck.” Hakim, sharing the backseat, also watched the passing river. He chuckled. “I really miss big bodies of water sometimes. It’s laughable what these locals call a lake. If I see one more pontoon boat in a man-made watering hole...”

Esme laughed. “I love the water too. That’s partly why I moved to Florida. Where are you from?”

“Detroit.”

“Ah. Yeah, that’s certainly on a legit lake.”

Hakim looked surprised. “You have Detroit in your world?”

She nodded. “Never been there, but it’s a big city with cool history.”

“Interesting.” Hakim dug in his suit coat for a pen and opened the folder on his lap, making a note of this. “In most alt-worlds, Detroit is called something different or else doesn’t exist. In one alt-world, it’s underwater. In others, it lies in ruin and decay.”

She made a face. “Yeah, well...” 

They returned to silence, and Esme faced the window again. The highway ended, and now they drove into a part of the city with fewer and smaller buildings. Short grass grew along the streets and also fought for life in a few parking lot cracks. Buildings here looked more like offices, and the roads were less busy. The area gave off the vibe that you didn’t bother coming here unless you had a specific reason, maybe even an appointment. 

Still, it’s all so normal, thought Esme as they passed a gas station. This whole city looks exactly like my old home...except this version is protected by an ancient, magical Order and their warrior king. 

She was having a very hard time imagining this king as anything other than a bearded man wearing a crown and metal armor. 

Well, that’s just naturally the picture you get when you hear ‘king’ and ‘magic’ in the same story, isn’t it? But he’s Hakim’s age, so early thirties. Apparently he isn’t as ‘kingly’ as the conjuri would like. What does that mean? If I’m going to trust this guy with my life...

Their driver pulled to the curb, and Esme looked to see a modest but modern building labeled Police Headquarters. The building was a few stories high and blocky looking, but with clean brick and high, old-fashioned windows trimmed in white. Stone columns supported the overhanging second story, creating a shaded path along the sidewalk. In front of the station, a flag with the familiar red, white, and blue hung limp in the still air. 

Esme looked at Hakim. “Please, tell me we don’t have to break the king out of jail.”

He laughed. “Not today. He’s the chief of police.”

Esme made a questioning face. “Uh... What?”

Hakim just winked at her and opened his door. Esme took a breath, ran fingers through her hair in an attempt to look presentable, opened her own door, and stepped into bright sunshine. 

The first thing that hit was the humidity. Second, the sounds of the city. She looked farther up the sidewalk to see people entering and exiting shops and restaurants that lined the street. A bus was just pulling up to a stop nearby. The streetlight on the corner changed, and traffic lurched onward again. 

“Esme?” 

She turned and found Hakim waiting, so she joined him as he crossed the sidewalk. 

In the shade by the main doors, they were met by a woman dressed in a normal-looking police uniform. The officer appeared a few years older than Esme. Her face was beautiful, though with an aloof expression. She was as tall as Esme, as fit as Esme, and her long blond hair hung in a low ponytail. 

Esme tried not to fidget.

This woman was definitely popular in high school. Why can you always sense that about a woman? She clearly thinks she’s too cool for me, that’s for sure... Glad Hakim at least gave me nice clothes, but I’d kill for a hair tie!

Hakim made introductions. “Esme, meet Lexi Montague, Deputy Chief.” He smiled. “Although, if we’re being honest, Lexi’s the real boss around here since Owen has bigger fish to flip.”

This saying caught Esme off guard. “Bigger what?”

“Bigger fish to flip. You don’t know that one?”

“We say, ‘bigger fish to fry.’”

“Huh. I like yours better.” Hakim pulled out his pen again and opened the folder to scribble a note. 

Lexi ignored this. Esme now noticed the woman was working hard not to react to the sight of her.

Guess she’s met a few other me’s too. 

Lexi recovered and offered a stiff smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Esme tried not to feel like an awkward nerd. 

Hakim clapped his hands together. “Well, Lexi, let’s go see the big guy. When I called, they said Owen was in. Still here?”

“Yes.” Lexi wasted no more time and stepped forward to activate the automatic doors. “He’s been taking calls all morning.”

“Hmm...” Hakim frowned.

They walked through the entrance into blessed air conditioning. If the front room was an accurate first impression, the station was clean, official, but not overly fancy. The officer behind the large counter looked up, but Lexi ignored the man and headed for a door leading farther into the station. Hakim and Esme followed, now walking down a tiled hall with offices on one side and a glass divide on the other. Through the glass, Esme saw a large room with multiple desks and cops busy at work. 

Esme whispered to Hakim, “The king’s been taking calls all morning? What does that mean?”

He tilted his head to whisper. “We have people who scout the city and surrounding countryside for malevolenci. Whenever there’s a sighting, they report in. Owen’s been getting a lot of calls lately. It’s a big task to keep our cavali coordinated.”

“Cavali?”

“Our trained fighters who hunt and kill the malevolenci.”

“Oh. You made it sound like it was the king’s job to do all the fighting.”

Hakim chuckled. “Owen can’t be everywhere at once. Globally, the Order has millions of members. Throughout the ages, the kings have taken posts in the areas with the most malevolenci sightings. Over time, the malevolenci get smart about where they invade. In the old country, they aren’t seen much anymore because the first kings hunted them so well. The malevolenci then opened rifts more often in Western Europe, so the kings moved there. That was during the Dark Ages. Then the malevolenci concentrated their invasion on China. In the last hundred years, they’ve appeared mostly in the United States. Since Owen’s father’s time, they’ve been most prevalent in this region. That’s why Owen’s stationed here. We have squads of cavali in Europe and Asia and everywhere else, and malevolenci still show up everywhere around the globe. But...”

“But they’re worst here, so the king’s here.” 

Hakim nodded with a smile. “Quick learner, like you claimed.” 

Lexi turned and led them through a glass door into the main section of the station. Police officers of every degree walked about on errands or else sat at desks working. Several lifted their heads from their work as Lexi led Hakim and Esme across the room, and Esme noticed double-takes aimed in her direction. A few stared. Esme soon kept her eyes forward, following Lexi. 

So the Order has members working here too. Not just the king and Lexi. Makes sense, I suppose... How many me’s have these cops met? I hate being the center of attention at the best of times, and this is downright unsettling. It’s like I’m my own ghost.

Lexi looked back at Esme and offered a quick smile, possibly sensing her nerves. She motioned for Esme to walk beside her and said in a lower voice, “Don’t worry. Those in the Order know you’re an alterni, of course, but the uninitiated won’t recognize you because of the illuso Roman put on your aura.” 

Esme’s eyes widened. “Roman did what to my what?”

Lexi saw Esme’s surprise and sighed, rolling her eyes. “Roman didn’t bother telling you? After an origini dies, the Order has to explain to average citizens why each of the next alterni looks slightly different from the origini.” She pointed to Esme’s hair. “Although, you look exactly like your origini would if she’d lived to thirty.” 

Esme chose to ignore this. “So Roman did something to disguise me?”

“Well, it’d be stupid to pretend each of you was a new twin, so a long time ago the conjuri decided to use illuso spells on the alterni. That takes care of the problem right away. You won’t notice any change. People in the Order won’t see you any differently than you really are either. But if a non-Order person who knew a prior alt-Esme sees you, the spell will kick in. To those people, you’ll appear different enough that they won’t recognize you.”

Esme huffed. “Good to know.” She glared back at Hakim.

He shrugged. “Sorry. I assumed Roman told you.”

“Hakim, we have a saying in our world about what happens when you assume. Do you say that here too?”

He chuckled. “Yes. And again, I’m sorry. I’ll make sure Roman explains the next time you meet with him, since he’ll have to keep reinforcing the illuso to maintain the spell.”

Esme took a breath and turned back to Lexi as they cleared the desks and reached a wide set of metal stairs leading to the next level. “I’m guessing it benefits the Order to work from within the police force?”

“Yes. Owen’s father, King Daniel Lord, was stationed at a nearby military base and worked with cavali from there. However, like many kings before him, Daniel ran into the difficulty of hiding our work from the public. It’s hard for soldiers to blend in and not cause public alarm.”

Esme nodded her understanding. 

“King Daniel came up with a solution and suggested Owen go into local law enforcement. It was a good move. Now the Order doesn’t have to worry about working covertly. We look like cops out on patrol, cops responding to calls... You get the idea. Being cops is a lot of work on top of our Order mission, but we’re trained for anything.”

They reached the highest stair, and Esme saw an open room of desks that matched the one on the first floor. Lexi led them toward the far wall with a hallway opening.

“How many Order members are here?”

“Half our officers are cavali, so around one hundred and sixty. We try to team them up with the non-initiated to cover as much ground as possible. A few commissioners on the board are from the Order too, so they let us use the resources we need to hunt malevolenci.” She glanced at Esme as if she expected opposition. “The Order donates plenty of funds, so we’re not a drain on the department. We take all of our work seriously.” 

Esme nodded to indicate her support. “Hakim made it sound like you run the show around here. You conduct the day-to-day cop business while the king deals with malevolenci?”

“Exactly. Owen and I have used this system since his coronation, and it’s worked well. We’re a team.” Lexi didn’t look at Esme, but there was a tone that hinted at putting Esme in her place. 

They walked along another long hall of offices. It was quieter here, away from the bustle of the main rooms, and Esme was glad for fewer eyes to widen in recognition.

She took a breath and asked the aloof woman, “What’s the king like?”

“Smart. Strong. Everything you’d want in a good leader.” Lexi glanced at Esme and added, “He’s also a perfect male specimen. Handsome. Well built. Tall.”

“Although,” Hakim pitched in from behind, “I’m the tall, dark, and handsome one.”

Esme chuckled. 

Lexi half-grinned. “Owen’s taller than you, Hakim.”

He scoffed at this.

Esme smirked back at him. “Well, even if the king is ten times prettier than you, I’m immune to pretty men.”

Hakim laughed. “How so?” 

“Because of my days working with models.”

“I thought you were a freelance artist?” Again, out came Hakim’s pen, and he made a note in the folder. 

Esme shrugged. “That’s the job I finally settled on, but I was a model scout when I first moved to Florida.”

It was a weird job, but I needed a drastic change. After mom died, Florida was a good escape. 

They approached a closed office door at the end of the hall. 

Esme pushed away the memories and chuckled. “Besides, I’ve had enough bad experiences with tall men to turn me off of that type forever. As far as the king is concerned, I’m quite safe from developing a crush.”

Lexi eyed her sideways. “That’s refreshing.” She sounded bitter. 

“Lexi...” Hakim said from behind with a gentle note of warning in his voice.

They stopped outside the door. Esme looked from Lexi to Hakim, wondering what this was about. 

Does Lexi have a thing for the king? No worries—I prefer to avoid love triangles. Besides, I have enough to focus on without getting a crush on an emo, underwear model monarch. 

Lexi held the door handle, ignored Hakim, and refocused on Esme. “Ready to meet the king?”

Esme took a breath and again tried not to fidget.

“Relax,” said Lexi. “You’ll do fine. You always do.”

What an unsettling thing to say, thought Esme. 

Lexi opened the door to lead them inside. They stepped into a carpeted office with big, old-fashioned windows in the far wall. A desk stood in the sunlight from these windows, but the chair behind the desk was empty. So was the sofa in front of the right wall’s bookshelves. The two chairs facing the desk were empty too.

“Damn it, Owen,” muttered Lexi. She turned back to the door. “I’ll find him. Have a seat.”

Hakim chuckled as Lexi shut the door, and he motioned for Esme to pick a chair. She took the one to the left, and she felt the smooth leather as she sank into the seat. Hakim tossed Esme’s folder on the desk, unbuttoned his suit coat, and sat beside her, smoothing out a wrinkle in his crossed pant leg.

I would’ve scouted Hakim back in the day, thought Esme with a smile. I like my abductor so far. Okay...

“Any way in particular I should greet his royal lordship, coach?” 

Hakim smirked. “Don’t call him ‘his royal lordship,’ for starters. I told you, Owen’s not that kingly.”

“Well, you’re the people who use the word ‘king,’ and where I come from—”

“Owen only takes advantage of the title when there’s a big decision to be made and those within the Order try to argue with him. Don’t worry.”

Esme was sick of trying to guess about this man who was responsible for keeping her alive...and who had a miserable track record of performing that task. 

With a sigh, she scrutinized the office for clues. The books on the side shelves looked official and boring. No knick-knacks. A few landscape paintings hung on the opposite wall, but they might’ve come with the room. As for the desk, it was neat and orderly, except for a pile of stacked papers in a bin. Even here, she saw no pictures or personal keepsakes. 

“Does the king not have family?” 

Hakim paused what he was doing and wouldn’t look at her.

“Oh, shit.” Esme realized she’d hit upon something. “Did he lose someone to malevolenci? You said his father passed peacefully, but... His mother? A wife?”

Hakim looked back at her and used the gentlest voice she’d heard from him. “He lost Esme.”

“I know that, but...” Then she understood. “He loved one of us?”

“Yes. Very much.”

“Which one?” 

Hakim sighed. “The origini.”

Esme paused. “What happened to her?”

“That’s something Owen should tell you, in his own time.” Hakim looked at her with a sad smile. “Please, Esme.”

She nodded, still thinking. “So that’s why all the Esme deaths have been especially hard on him. Hell, even meeting each new Esme must be...”

“Yes.”

Esme felt horrible now for thinking of the man as an emo king. “This is also why you picked me this time. You’re trying to make this as easy on him as possible?”

Hakim looked sad and only nodded. 

“You really are a good friend, aren’t you?” Esme tried to ignore how weird this would make things for herself, and she smiled at Hakim. “If you hadn’t abducted me, I’d hug you.”

At this, Hakim chuckled and regained his suave. “Well, I am sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought letting the truth come out in time—or else burying it entirely—might be best for both of you. We told a few of the others too soon, and it left things...awkward.”

“I can imagine.” She made a face. “Is this why Lexi was so weird about me being attracted to the king?”

Hakim rolled his eyes. “Well, Lexi’s a whole other thing.”

Esme had her suspicions. 

And here I thought a love triangle would be complicated. I certainly don’t want to compete with a ghost...or eight...of myself. This is so—

The door behind them opened. Hakim popped to his feet, turned, held his hands at his sides, and bowed deeply at the waist. Esme hurried to stand and copy Hakim’s deep bow. She almost fell
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