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  Prologue

Reya


It was just a matter of time before they were discovered. 
Of course, an eleven-year-old would never see it coming. At eleven, Reya was more concerned with making friends, schoolwork, riding bikes, and the fascinating nature trails behind her house than whether or not her family would be betrayed by her best friend.
Until, one day, they arrived—men and women in tactical gear carrying heavy duty tranquilizers meant to knock out creatures with magic-enhanced strength.
Reya didn’t know that’s what the black gun-like objects were when she saw them. She eyed them nervously, standing at the door and wishing she hadn’t answered it.
“Are your parents home?” A woman in a suit asked. Reya turned her wide gaze to this woman with her very tan skin and shiny brown hair.
“Who’s at the door, Rey?” Reya’s older brother, Jake, came up behind her, then pushed her away from the door.
Reya stumbled back. “Hey!” She couldn’t help it. He’d pushed her.
“What do you want?” His voice seemed too harsh to belong to her kind brother. Had she done something wrong by opening the door?
“We just want to speak with your parents, son.” A man in a suit stood beside the woman. How had Reya missed him before? She had been looking at the black and yellow guns, the probes on the front reminding her of stingers. The man’s face was calm, his tone pleasant. Surely, he meant them no harm, but who were these people?
Jake gripped the doorknob, his knuckles white and his jaw tensed. He glanced at Reya, gave her a brief smile, then slammed the door in the man’s face.
“Run!” Jake urged, giving her a shove. He locked the door just as someone on the other side jiggled the handle.
“But why? Shouldn’t we get mom and dad?” Reya insisted.
“These are not friendly people, Reya. Whatever you do, don’t shift until you reach the woods. Keep them guessing about what you truly are as long as possible.” Jake’s golden-eyed gaze was so intense, Reya could only nod dumbly. The door beside them thudded and shuddered. Had someone kicked it? Jake touched Reya’s shoulder. “I have to warn the others. You grab anyone in the backyard and run to the den. No looking back. Okay?”
Reya nodded and took off running. She had a mission, but she didn’t feel any less afraid as she left her brother blocking the door those people were trying to kick down. She leapt out the back door, heart pounding in her chest.
She saw her younger twin brothers playing first, and then, from the corner of her vision, two armed men came from the front, using a pathway beside the house.
“Halt!” One of them called.
Reya grabbed her nearest brother, Derek, by the arm and started hauling him to his feet. “Run!” she cried. Derek resisted, starting to cry. He’d always been the more sensitive one. Even at five, he cried too much. Reya pulled him frantically as the men jogged towards them.
David caught Reya’s urgency and took Derek’s other arm. “Come on!” he shouted.
Seeing and hearing his twin did the trick. Derek got his legs under him and bolted for the woods ahead. Reya ran behind them, glancing over her shoulder. The men were getting closer.
“Keep going!” Reya shrieked at her brothers, then pivoted back to face the men and ran straight at them.
They pulled up in surprise, one holding out a hand to catch her. She twisted out of the way at the last second, helped by her fox agility. She was limited in her human form, but retained some ability and some enhanced smelling and hearing. She headed back for the house. Something crashed inside, and glass broke.
A hand clamped down on her shirt from behind, jerking her off her feet. Reya shifted without thinking, hands morphing into paws, vision muting, eliminating the colors she could see with her human eyes.
Reya snapped with her powerful jaw, catching the man’s gloved hand and biting it. He yelped and dropped her. She wriggled out of the jeans and t-shirt tangling her limbs and took off like a red-furred bullet around the side of the house to the front yard. Her father struggled against two men holding him, talking rapidly and saying things Reya was too panicked to hear properly. She headed straight for him, jumping at the two men nearby.
Her father’s face contorted in anguish. “No!” he shouted.
One of the men raised his gun, and a crackling filled the air, sending pulsing electricity through Reya’s slight fox frame. She collapsed to the ground, whimpering, the smell of singed fur filling the air. Her vision blurred, then went black.

      [image: ]Reya woke in an empty room. She shifted on the cot and sat up, tugging at the hospital gown hanging off her human frame. Steel gray cement walls met her searching eyes. There was a toilet, a tiny sink, the cot she sat on, and nothing else.
They’d caught her. The people in suits and the men and women in the gear with their guns, they’d been prepared to meet resistance. Worse, they’d seemed to be prepared for her family’s abilities. Reya had hidden her fox-shifting abilities from everyone, just like her parents, and their parents, and their parents, and on and on as far back as the Todde family had possessed the ability.
But then, a week ago, she’d shown the boy down the street. Because she liked him. Because she trusted him. And he’d seen her in her fox form before that anyway, playing in the woods. She’d tried to deny it, but admittedly, not very hard. She’d been so excited to have someone to share it with, and the shock and amazement in his eyes had been so worth it.
Until now.
Tyson had betrayed her. Who else could it be?
Reya drew her legs up to her chest on the cot and cried, the fat, warm tears dripping down her cheeks and soaking the thin hospital gown. She was alone. Her family was gone, and it was her fault. What would happen to them?
The heavy door at the front of the small room clicked and creaked open. A woman with soft eyes, crimped hair, and a swishy skirt stepped in.
“Reya Todde?”
Her gentle voice and eyes made Reya want to like the woman, but she was scared. Her entire body trembled, and her bottom lip quivered, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep herself from blubbering like a baby.
“Where’s my mom?” Reya wailed.
“Now then, she’s safe. And so are you. I’m just here to do some tests to see what makes you so special. Because you are special, aren’t you, Reya?” The woman came closer, kneeling beside the cot Reya sat on.
Reya gulped air and slowed her crying, her gaze locking on the beautiful color of the woman’s eyes. “They’re purple.”
The woman smiled. “Yes. They are. They match my name. I’m Violet.” She held out her hand.
Reya had never had an adult shake her hand before. She hesitated a moment before reaching out and taking the soft hand of the nice lady named Violet. The woman’s eyes flashed with a bright purple glow, and Reya jumped, then giggled.
“You’re magic!” Reya said.
“I am,” Violet said, smiling. “I’m a witch. And I’m going to take care of you. I promise. Will you come with me?” She held out her hand.
Reya smiled and slid off the cot, taking Violet’s hand in her own and following her out of the cell.
She passed all the tests. She sat still for every poke and prod, despite wanting to nip at the cold hands that touched her. She settled for glaring at the mean ones and smiling at the nice ones. The people who asked her questions made her shift again and again and again while they did scans, drew her blood, and gave her medicines to see if they could stop the shifting.
They couldn’t.
For nearly three years, they performed their experiments. Reya felt her mind numbing to it, accepting it as her life. She hated herself for her complacency.
She saw her parents twice a year. Her birthday and Christmas. Violet wouldn’t explain why Reya was kept away. When Reya saw her mom and dad, she’d gone from a little girl to a teenager, and her mother burst into tears at the sight of her baby girl half-grown.
Reya cried the first time. The second, she just leaned into her father’s bulky warmth and sighed, letting the strains of the past year melt away. He felt skinnier than ever, and there were hollows under his eyes that suggested the experiments being performed on her parents as adults were different than the ones they used on Reya, and hopefully, her siblings.
Her heart ached for her twin baby brothers. They wouldn’t be babies anymore. And what of Jake, her older brother, and Lisa and Laura, her older sisters?
All taken. All being tested like her. For what? For evidence of humanity?
Then one day, it all ended as abruptly as it had started.
Reya got up and dressed in the clean clothes provided for her—a cotton t-shirt and loose pants. She did her hair in a pony tail, brushed her teeth, washed her face, and sat on her bed, waiting to be taken back to the lab or the single-room classroom with one desk where a tutor on a computer screen had given her a bland glimpse into the world she was estranged from.
But that day, they didn’t retrieve her at the normal time. And when they did come, they took her into a tiny room where they asked her to strip down, shower, then put on a hospital gown. Not too unusual, but Reya’s nerves frayed easily after all that she’d been through, and her throat closed up as she put on the socks they provided to keep her feet off the cold tile floor.
The frigid temperature of the floor seeped through the socks anyway, and Reya rubbed her feet and stood waiting to be collected. Her heart beat loudly. Maybe today was the day she was set free. But then, why did they take her clothes?
She twisted her long red hair around her fingers, winding and unwinding. A clock ticked on the wall behind her, but she didn’t look. It was sometime in winter, but she didn’t know the date. It didn’t matter anymore. Her life had become a singular experience for a singular, useless purpose.
Voices mumbled through the door. Reya walked to it and pressed her face against the crack in the doorframe, her cheek touching the icy cold metal.
“It’s a shame, you know. A crying shame,” said one voice.
“It’s wrong. Straight up. Giving a girl a lethal injection. And for what? It’s a waste of life.”
Reya pulled away, her face twisting with confusion. She couldn’t have heard that right. Were they talking about her? Lethal meant deadly. Were they going to kill her?
Her skin prickled, and her knees went wobbly. She needed to see Violet. To ask her questions. Violet always answered her questions.
When the two techs opened the door, they found Reya curled on the floor by the wall in the fetal position. They both had sympathetic eyes, but still they pulled her to standing, holding onto her arms to keep her from collapsing.
Reya mustered every ounce of her courage, looking at the woman with the soft brown eyes and skin, certain she was the one who had said this was wrong. She would be sympathetic to the teenage girl who had no control over her powers, who had never done anything wrong to anyone in her life?
“Please,” Reya said, her voice cracking and her bottom lip quivering. She didn’t have to act. This was all too real. “Please, can I talk to Violet?”
“Violet is waiting for you in the next room,” the man holding Reya’s opposite arm said abruptly.
The brown-eyed woman smiled sadly and moved Reya forward down the hallway.
Reya’s heart plummeted. Violet was in the next room. Violet was part of this. She wouldn’t save Reya. All the testing, all of Reya’s compliance, had been for nothing.
It couldn’t be for nothing.
“No!” Reya screamed. She yanked her arms away and dropped to the floor. In a flash, she was a fox, her spry body slipping easily through the loose hospital gown. Her claws clicked on the slippery tile as she ran.
The man shouted, his voice booming to her wide ears. Reya barked a warning as he lumbered after her, then darted down another hallway. She had to find a way out of there.
Ahead, a group of techs in white clothes spotted her as they came down the hall. There was nowhere to go but through. Reya zig-zagged, darting through their legs and tripping two of them. In the chaos and shouting, she managed to slip away, but she still had nowhere to hide. Her bright red coat, a muted brown in her own fox vision, was too easy to spot in the wide, white hallways. Where could she go?
Hands closed around her middle, coming out of nowhere. She hadn’t even heard the footsteps. She’d been so preoccupied with finding a place to hide, she’d walked right into the enemy’s hands.
The hands wrapped a jacket tightly around her, keeping her claws and snout away.
Reya whined. She didn’t know who held her. She didn’t want to know. They carried her through the building into a room with a metal table, and standing beside it with a clipboard was Violet.
“Reya, this isn’t helping,” Violet scolded.
Reya barked and growled. She was done helping. She wasn’t going to lie down and let them kill her. Did Violet really expect…?
“Call in some back up. When she shifts back, she’s going to have to be restrained.” There was a measured coldness in Violet’s tone and expression that threw Reya off guard. She squirmed in the man’s hands, tugging one paw free of the haphazard restraint.
“I’ll take her,” Violet said. She gripped Reya with practiced firmness, not enough to hurt her, but too strong to wiggle out of.
If Reya had had a mouth that could speak, she would have been yelling. Cursing the witch and her betrayal so everyone in the building might hear. Anger coursed through her, hot and human, feeling too big for her fox body. It had nowhere to go, trapped as she was, so it cycled around and around until three more people entered the room, and one man held up a syringe.
Violet nodded. “Do it now.”
The needle slid into Reya’s fur, and she yelped, then pain flooded her senses. Ripping, shrieking, grinding, writhing, the serum forced her to transform from fox to human in an insane three seconds flat. Reya lay gasping on the floor like a fish out of water, limbs still coursing with fire and agony.
Hands lifted her up and carried her to the table. A gown was placed over her head and pulled over her body, and all Reya could do was sit there and try to remember how to breathe without feeling like she drew needles in with her air.
Straps tightened on her wrists. She grunted and tried to arch her back, but straps gripped both her shoulders and hips. She tossed her head, barely comprehending anything she was seeing. Gray and white blurs. The flash of blonde as a woman tossed her hair, glancing at Reya as she finished tying down a strap. A blur of brown as a dark-haired tech checked her leg straps.
Tears blurred Reya’s vision, embarrassingly. She didn’t want to cry in front of these people.
“Leave us,” Violet said suddenly.
All activity froze as the techs stared at Violet.
“Are—Are you sure?” the male tech with the brown hair asked.
“She’s tied down. What can she do?” Violet’s voice dropped low and threatening.
The techs filed out to leave, the metal door banging shut behind them with a solid thud that made Reya wince.
Plastic crinkled. Reya glanced and saw the shiny, pointed tip of a long syringe, and immediately glanced away. Metal clinked on a tray beside her. She couldn’t look. Not at the needle in Violet’s hand.
The witch had promised to take care of Reya. Had advocated for Reya to see her family, to get more sleep when the lab rats wanted to keep testing, had brought toys and books and rocks and flowers from outside so Reya wouldn’t get bored or feel so alone in her sterile prison.
And now Violet was going to be the one to kill her.
“You lied to me,” Reya said, tugging against her bonds. But it was no use. They wouldn’t budge. She squeezed her eyes shut, then blinked rapidly to get rid of the tears pooling in her eyes, but she couldn’t stop them from coming, just like she couldn’t stop what was about to happen to her. She was only fourteen. She should be thinking about boys, preparing for end-of-year testing at school, getting ready for summer. Instead, she’d be dead within the hour.
She turned her head away from Violet, unable to watch that needle descend.
“Reya,” Violet said, her voice deceptively tender. As if she really cared.
Reya wouldn’t fall for that trap again.
“Reya.” Violet’s voice changed, taking on an urgency that made Reya’s eyes pop open.
“What?” Reya snapped her head back towards Violet. “Just get it over with. I know my family is probably dead already. Or will be soon. You betrayed your own kind. I hope you feel that guilt for the rest of your life.”
Violet’s brow creased. Her fingertips brushed Reya’s wrist, then withdrew. “I’m not here to kill you.”
“You don’t have to pretend. I heard what the guy outside said,” Reya said with bitterness.
“I’m not pretending. Now, shut up and listen.” Violet’s lips pursed. “We don’t have much time to get this right, and once you’re under, I can’t wake you up until the perfect time. I’ve had a vision, Reya. It showed me the end of the world, and you were part of it. You’re scheduled to be killed by lethal injection today, but I am going to protect you. You’ll appear dead. I’ll put a spell on you. The injection itself is only saline and will not harm you.”
Reya’s eyes widened. She lifted her head off the table. “What do you mean? I’ll be asleep?”
Violet pressed her back down. She fiddled with something on the table beside her. It clinked against the stainless steel tray that held the needle. “Not just any sleep. The Hundred Years Sleep. Sleeping Beauty’s nap, if you will.” Violet gave a wry smile. “Your spirit will travel through the dream realm until someone comes and guides you back to your body and wakes you up.”
“The dream realm? How long will I be gone? Will anyone else be there? My family?” Reya asked, her words choking in her throat. Oh, how she hoped she wouldn’t be alone.
“I don’t know how long you’ll be there. It could be years. Your body will age, but your life will be preserved, so you won’t need to eat or drink. The dream realm is expansive, and I can’t guarantee you’ll find anyone you know, but I’m attempting to get your family out this same way. Stay away from evil entities that will steal your light. I wish I could prepare you more, send you with protections, but the hasty ones I’ve set in place will have to do.”
Reya opened her mouth to ask another question when the door to the room opened.
“Is something wrong, witch?” A man growled. Reya kept her face straight, staring at the cracks in the ceiling. Her arms trembled, and coldness seeped into Reya through the thin hospital gown she wore.
“Just double-checking the solution percentages. Can’t be too careful when magic is involved. You can tell the others I’m ready to proceed,” Violet said in a clipped tone.
The door shut in response.
Reya flexed her fists. “I’m scared,” she whispered.
Moisture glistened in Violet’s eyes as she raised the syringe in a blue-gloved hand, pausing over Reya’s arm. “You’re going to make it, Reya. You’re going to survive. And you’ll fight in a war for paranormal rights and change the whole world.” 
Violet raised her hand and plunged the needle into Reya’s arm.
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  Chapter One

Harper


Harper’s lungs burned with each inhale and exhale, her throat parched and desperate for water. She ignored her body signaling for rest, sucking in more air and dredging up all of her energy. Her wings quivered, straining from her shoulder blades as if they’d launch her into the air at any moment. 
She screeched, making the entire room stop and stare. Several people covered their ears, exchanging amused, even mocking glances with their training partners.
Her cheeks heated, but she squared her shoulders and faced her trainer, who blinked rapidly and pasted a smile on her oval face.
“That was, er, good. But not exact. When singing the Song of Breaking, notes go up, like this.” The raven-born trainer, Nauja, opened her mouth wide and trilled a perfect rising scale. The same scale Harper had attempted a dozen times that morning and failed to reproduce.
Harper clenched her fists, then forced them to relax. It was impossible to sing the songs of her people when she was tense. At least, that’s what Nauja told her. Along with every other bird shifter in this place.
Each tribe, or rather flock, of bird shifters had their own songs. Ravens could not sing the songs of the eagles, or the owls, or the blue jays. And there were blue jays here, among the rebels of the Transcendental Redemption Society.
Harper had seen the flash of blue wings in her first week and had left the training room without explanation. Over time, she’d grown used to the sight, but those blue, black, and white feathers never failed to bring Fletcher’s face to the surface of her mind.
She forced herself to see his face. Not the broken body under a white drape. But remembering helped too. Helped her keep training, keep trying, despite the embarrassment she felt when she got the notes wrong. When she failed to sing even the simplest versions of the songs of the Tulukaruq people. Her people.
Remembering Fletcher reminded her why she had joined the rebellion. To fight. To make the world into a safe place for paranormal and human alike.
Nauja considered Harper’s face, then nodded, as if she understood something. She clasped her hands behind her back and paced a few steps.
“The primary bars. Run through them again. Practice your voice control. You won’t invite the river of magic until you get the notes right,” Nauja said.
Harper breathed through clenched teeth and rolled her shoulders. Nauja meant well. But Harper had been singing the primary bars—fledgling songs meant to train the youth of the tribe—for weeks now, with little to show for it.
Where was the song she’d used at Camp Silver Lake to save Tyson from the band of rogue paranormals intent on killing him? Where was the power that had come so readily, so naturally to her in times of need? And why was she forced to bear the humiliation of singing the primary bars in front of everyone?
Even Quinn had advanced to the more complicated, full versions of the songs. There were eight in total, and he had already mastered three to their trainers’ satisfaction.
Harper hadn’t even mastered one. But she wanted to. She needed to. So, she shoved her pride aside and closed her eyes, swallowing past the dryness in her throat, unwilling to ask for a drink of water, to show any weakness or sign of fatigue.
Nauja seemed to read her mind and passed her a water bottle, but Harper pushed it away.
Harper cleared her throat and pursed her lips into a tight ‘o’ shape and whistled. Up and down, sharps and minors, trying desperately to feel the tone and invite the river of magic that Nauja claimed flowed through every raven-born individual.
“If you have the wings, you have the songs,” she’d said during their past training sessions. “It’s just a matter of bringing them out, making them second nature, rather than something that explodes from you in times of trouble.”
Now, Nauja watched Harper, nodding as she hit the right notes and kept her pacing even.
Harper’s hand slapped her thigh, giving her a rhythm to follow. She moved from whistling to singing and back again, the notes becoming wild, taking shape, flowing.
She was doing it.
Immersed in the music, joy surging at the flow she felt in the simple measures of music that emerged from her chest, it took Harper several moments to notice that the mutterings around the room weren’t for her performance of the primary bars, but because someone important had entered the room.
Anna Aguta-King, raven-born daughter of the Tulukaruq tribe and leader of the council of the T.R.S., not to mention Harper’s own mother, strolled around the room, greeting the practicing avian shifters.
“Please, continue your training. Don’t stop on my account,” Anna called, and the room bustled once more as training efforts renewed.
Some practiced fighting, but more practiced their songs, like Harper. Most of them were much more advanced than she.
The bar Harper had been practicing caught in her throat. She watched her mother circle at the far end of the room, hardly hearing Nauja’s praise and encouragement to keep going.
Anna’s cold, dark eyes landed on her daughter, then slid away. She touched a lark shifter’s shoulder, smiling as she said something, perhaps giving advice, then moved on.
Harper swallowed past the lump in her throat.
“Perhaps that’s enough for today,” Nauja suggested gently.
Harper’s jaw tightened. “No. I want to do the Song of Breaking.”
“But you haven’t done your focus exercises, and given your current state, I don’t think that’s the wisest…”
Harper glared, her wings flaring, and Nauja’s words faltered.
Ravens did not have alphas like the werewolves, but Harper had observed that there was still a natural hierarchy. Some of the ravens were more dominant, others more subservient. Her mother was clearly a dominant shifter, and Quinn had shown it as well. The others responded to Harper deferentially, but her position in the flock was still uncertain.
Nauja did not have much dominance, but she did have authority as Harper’s trainer. Going against that authority was disrespectful, but Harper didn’t care.
She had to show Anna what she was capable of. The woman had hardly looked her way, much less addressed her, in the weeks since they had stopped the witches from summoning Ragranoth several weeks prior.
Hadn’t had time to even talk to her only daughter, who had been lost to her for almost twenty years. Hadn’t offered a single explanation for her disappearance. So far, being reunited with her mother had turned out to be nothing special, and Harper’s gut ached at the loneliness she felt, which had grown worse since she’d joined the T.R.S. and found her mother.
Even having Quinn back didn’t help, since he spent all his time going on special missions for the rebellion and had no time to spend with Harper to rebuild the memories she’d lost to the beryllium orb.
Maybe, if Harper could show her mother the power she’d used instinctively before, maybe that would be enough to get her to notice, and Harper could be sent on a mission with Quinn next time one came up.
Harper ignored Nauja’s attempts to dissuade her and opened her mouth, launching into the complicated Song of Breaking.
The notes cracked as they passed through her dry throat, but Harper persevered, focusing on the flow she’d felt during the primary bars. And to her amazement, the notes held. She raised her voice, the song rising above the chatter and the quieter tunes in the room.
Nauja stepped aside, wings folded against her back submissively, her eyebrows knit with concern, but she cleared the space around Harper.
Harper concentrated on the object she was meant to break with her song—a small glass jar contained in a box to avoid shrapnel striking anyone nearby if—when—the jar broke.
Harper focused on it, pushing her voice to its limit, letting the river of energy rush through her and into the jar. She imagined the song filling the jar, pushing outward.
Faintly, she heard a voice telling her to stop. Why would she stop? She would do it this time. She could feel it! She rushed the last four notes, holding the last high note as long and loud as she could, power coursing through her. The jar gave way, shattering with the telltale tinkle of glass. A heavy object thudded to the ground.
Someone screamed.
“Stop!” A harsh voice commanded.
Harper opened her eyes.
Nauja stood doubled over, her hand on her face, blood trickling between her fingers.
The table stood a few feet away, its legs broken from underneath it. The jar was no more than a pile of glass shards in the center of a flattened box.
Harper’s song had broken too much. Too loud, too fast. She glanced breathlessly at those who gathered, their faces serious, even angry.
“I-I’m sorry, Nauja. I didn’t mean—”
“What were you thinking!” Anna interrupted, stopping next to Nauja and taking her hand from her face to check the cut. It looked deep, the angry red line reaching from her mouth nearly to her ear. Anna passed Nauja off to another of the bird shifters to be taken to the healing floor. Then, she faced Harper again.
“I have rarely seen such irresponsible behavior. To disregard the safety of others, to ignore one’s trainers. Again and again, you defy them, acting as if you know better. When will you learn?” Anna asked, her harsh voice cutting into Harper’s mind.
Harper’s wings drooped. She fidgeted. “I just wanted…”
Anna laughed. “Wanted what? To harm others? To ruin this entire operation? Next time, aim to bring down the entire Tower, if that’s your goal.”
Renewed anger surged through Harper. She’d fought harder than anyone she knew for the chance to live a normal life with her family, and now the only family she had left accused her of being a failure who would bring down the rebellion.
“You send Quinn on missions; you include him in the council meetings. Did you forget that I’m also your daughter? Don’t I deserve a chance to serve where it really matters?” Harper asked.
Anna’s hand balled into a fist, and her entire body shook as if she resisted lashing out.
Harper wished she would. She understood that kind of pain. Exchanging blows resulted in a clear winner, at least. The pain flaring in her heart didn’t make any sense. No one could win in a war of emotions.
Especially if one side refused to engage.
Anna’s hand relaxed, and she shook out her wings, brushing back a loose strand of dark brown hair from her face. She straightened her shirt and regained the impersonal expression that Harper had learned to recognize as her command face.
“As you’ve consistently shown, you’re reckless and unreliable, I cannot send you on missions that require obedience, control, and discipline. Having a blood connection to me does not automatically qualify you for those positions.” Anna drew in a breath and turned away from Harper.
Conversation over.
“What do I have to do?” Harper shouted. She panted, exhaustion settling into her chest and limbs from acting as a channel for the power of breaking.
Anna didn’t stop, and Harper let the emotion surge out of her as a burst of sound, a cry of frustration and rage.
“Two weeks on double kitchen duty. Breakfast and dinner.” Anna’s voice carried clearly through the training room, and she didn’t even spare a glance back at her.
Harper headed for the open-air patio attached to the training room. She had to let off some steam, or she’d break something else.
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  Chapter Two

Tyson


Tyson sat in a windowless room, sweat dripping down his nose. His bare chest and back were slick with sweat and oil, and his head swam with hunger. 
Ewu, the shaman assigned to train Tyson in the art of astral travel and war, insisted that fasting was the key to unlocking his full potential. Something about denying the carnal flesh and forcing his spirit to grow stronger.
Tyson just wanted a sandwich. Turkey and swiss, ham and cheddar, peanut butter and jelly…he wasn’t picky; he’d eat whatever the cafeteria had that day. But he really, really wanted a—
A hand whistled through the air and clapped Tyson on the side of his head.
“Ow!” Tyson said, flinching away from the blow.
“If you were not so busy thinking about food, you would have blocked my strike, Tyson Miller,” Ewu chided, adjusting his seat across from Tyson on a simple woven mat, legs criss-cross and arms relaxed on his naked thighs.
The man wore nothing but a thin pair of boxer shorts, his silvery aura gleaming like starlight around him. He insisted Tyson wear the same thing, claiming that shame was a barrier to ascension, and the energy that emitted from man-made fabrics inhibited truth, or something.
Tyson thought the guy was crazier than the online guru he’d studied when he first learned astral travel. Crazier than Charlemagne, the hippie auto-mechanic and soothsayer he’d run into what seemed like a lifetime ago. Before Alaska, before Harper’s possession, before the Transcendental Redemption Society had taken over D.C. and captured the President of the United States.
Ewu’s growl interrupted Tyson’s thoughts. “Clear your mind.”
Tyson straightened, attempting the impossible. Especially now that he’d thought of Harper. It frustrated her, not doing anything she considered important. Everything important in her eyes was inherently dangerous. And Tyson, for one, was glad that she’d been assigned benign tasks that contributed to the good of the residents of the Tower that housed the T.R.S. headquarters, even if it did make her cranky.
“Your thoughts are drifting, Tyson Miller.” Ewu’s growl became a bark, and he boxed both sides of Tyson’s head with a ferocity that belied his frail appearance.
The polar bear inside of Tyson bellowed at this abuse. He clamped down on it, trying to control the shift like he’d been practicing. He wasn’t here to work on that today. At least, he didn’t think he was. He’d been sitting in this meditation pose for over an hour.
Tyson gritted his teeth. “Maybe if you told me what the point of today’s lesson was, I wouldn’t have such a hard time concentrating. It’s hard to focus on nothing.”
Ewu snorted. “Until you learn the art of focusing on nothing, you will not get anywhere. It took me three years in Vale do Javari to master that skill. Do not expect it to take you any less.”
Tyson cleared his throat. “Master Ewu, I’ve been assigned to you to learn things that will help us win the war we’re in now. We don’t have three years.”
“Such insolence. This is not a war. This is a stand-off. Each side showing what it can do, like territorial stags trying to frighten the competition. The war has not even started yet,” Ewu insisted.
“But it will start, and in less than three years. What can you teach me before then?” Tyson asked, trying to keep his tone humble. His stomach grumbled.
Ewu certainly heard it. His laughter bounced off the walls in the dimly lit room, and he finally cracked open one of his ancient, crinkled eyelids to peer at Tyson with a single, clear blue eye.
He scanned Tyson from top to bottom, and Tyson got the impression that the old shaman had stripped him not only of the boxer shorts he wore, but his skin, muscle, and bone, all the way down to his soul.
Tyson shifted uncomfortably, feeling that stare in the most vulnerable depths of himself. He felt a bubble of gas build in his stomach and let it pass, the only sound in the small room.
Ewu chuckled, breaking the tension. “You are smarter than you let on, I’ll give you that. So, you want to learn how to go to war in the realm between realms. I can teach you a thing or two. You know you cannot shift into your animal skins there. To face the demons that could besiege you seeking your life force, you must be able to form a weapon.”
Tyson couldn’t help the grin that formed on his face. Weapons. Yes. He would need weapons. Weapons were much more useful than meditation.
“Young men always think war will bring them glory. It only brings death and gore. But you will learn that soon enough. It is not something young men learn from old men. Only from experience. Do not be so quick to prove yourself. Hold back until you cannot possibly hold back any longer. Defend and protect. Do not seek to destroy, or you will destroy yourself.”
Tyson’s muscles cramped. He wasn’t sure what Ewu was talking about. He didn’t want glory. He wanted to be able to fight when the time came, to not always rely on people like Harper to defend him, or his polar bear form, which while destructive, was unpredictable and draining to use.
Instead of asking for clarification, he just nodded, hoping the old shaman would get to the part about weapons.
Ewu peered at him again with that same single-eyed stare, then smacked his lips and clamped his eye shut once more.
“Summon your spirit guide to enter the dream world, Tyson Miller.” The shaman hummed a tone that Tyson had come to recognize. It was Ewu’s way of putting his body into a vibration that allowed him to travel into the astral realm while awake.
Tyson had learned the tone, but he preferred his own method. He imagined the world yawning open, like someone had pulled a zipper in the air in front of him, and his spirit form stepped through into the astral realm.
Todd? Tyson called, summoning the fox-faced guide who had helped him come into his dreamwalker abilities during the trials in Alaska.
The astral world spread before him, the nearby area holding the shape of the room Tyson sat in with Ewu, before opening into a broad landscape filled with shapes and colors that only existed outside of Earth’s limiting atmosphere.
It always seemed to be sunrise or sunset at the place where Tyson entered the physical plane. Never anything in between.
Ewu stood a few feet away, his frame skinny, but muscular. Here, he wore a loose orange tunic shirt and baggy leggings that matched, and his beard appeared about six inches longer, reaching his navel.
Tyson quickly imagined clothes for himself. He still struggled with changing his reality here. He could imagine anything, and yet, his mind often drifted back to reality—like the fact that he was sitting in a dark room, sweating and practically naked…
Ewu coughed, and Tyson glanced down to realize he had lost his clothes and was naked again.
Jeans and a t-shirt appeared in the blink of an eye, covering his intangible, floating form once more.
“Intention. Control. Clothing should be as innate as breathing. Do not let your emotions get the best of you. This is especially important when forming a weapon to attack.”
A sword appeared in Ewu’s hand. The glowing golden blade looked as if it had been formed out of the sun itself, its surface shifting with reds and oranges down to the ruby in the hilt. He swung it expertly, then paused. “Did you call for your spirit guide?”
The shaman’s own guide, a gecko Tyson had learned was named Ohki, clung to Ewu’s shoulder.
“I called him. Maybe he didn’t hear me?” Tyson said, uncertain. Todd usually appeared soon after Tyson arrived in the astral realm. As a spirit guide, he had been assigned to Tyson and would always be with him, even after he’d mastered his dreamwalker abilities.
No one should travel alone in the astral realm, Ewu said. Tyson had done it before and didn’t see the issue, though. He couldn’t help it if his guide wasn’t as attentive as others.
“He will find us when he’s able. Come.” Ewu snapped his fingers, and the world shifted, turning into a grassy field. A blue sky filled with white, puffy clouds appeared above. A single tree rose on the far horizon, but otherwise, Tyson saw nothing but grass and sky.
Ewu swung his sword around again and it turned into a spear. Still the color of molten gold with shifting red flames dancing across it. Still that ruby at the end. The appearance seemed tied to the shaman somehow.
Excitement filled Tyson. What would his own weapon look like?
“To form an energetic weapon requires immense concentration and effort. It does not come as readily as you might think…”
Tyson only half-listened as Ewu continued, picturing a spear like the one Ewu had. He imagined it made of green lightning at first, thinking of weapons from video games and movies he’d seen. A spark flared in his mind’s eye, orange, like a 4th of July sparkler. He stretched the flame with his hands, forming it into the shape he intended.
A spear. I want a spear.
Something solid fell into his hands, as if dropped from the sky, and Tyson opened his eyes. They widened. Ebony wood, sleek and polished, mixed with patches of carved bone, and the tip of the spear gleamed obsidian, sleek and sharp and deadly.
It looked similar to his ulu knife, the gift from Nana that had once belonged to his grandfather Nukilik, and others who had come before him.
Ewu had stopped talking, his eyes narrowed. “You weren’t listening, were you?”
“Er, no,” Tyson admitted.
“Let’s see if you can fight with it, then,” Ewu said calmly, a voice that Tyson knew meant his mentor was angry, no matter what the man said about emotions clouding the mind.
Tyson braced himself. Here, it didn’t matter if he knew how to fight. He could imagine his astral form doing anything he wanted it to do. His ability would depend on his energy levels and his focus. Right then, he trained all his focus on Ewu, and the spear thrumming with power in his hand.
“You still want that sandwich? Land a blow, Tyson Miller. A single blow, and I’ll concede.”
Tyson nodded, adjusting his grip on the spear. In reality, his stomach twinged, the thought of food drawing his attention away from this realm.
The spear in his hands flickered, and Ewu lunged.
Tyson stumbled back. He refocused, forcing his mind away from his physical body. He didn’t have a body here. He didn’t have a stomach, empty or otherwise. He was whole, here, without need, without concern, except to land a blow on Ewu.
Tyson held the spear in one hand. It was made for him and balanced perfectly. He tried a few different handholds, settling on one that felt right.
“Can we hurt each other with these?” Tyson asked, suddenly hesitant.
“Yes,” Ewu said. “Strike with the flat of the tip or the butt only.”
He raced forward, leaping into the air, and Tyson brought his spear up, wood cracking on wood. Grunting, Tyson thrust Ewu back, feeling a surge of confidence. The weapons had form to them. If Tyson reached out to touch Ewu with his hand, he would feel nothing. But the weapon, formed of a different kind of energy, could touch Ewu’s weapon. Could touch and possibly harm Ewu himself.
That gave Tyson pause, and Ewu took advantage, spear swiping through the air, the flat side of the tip striking Tyson’s shoulder.
The blow rippled through Tyson’s astral form, and his physical body, sitting in meditation on earth’s plane, trembled.
“These weapons influence your energy, your soul. If I tear into your energy, I can steal your life force. It will make me stronger. Younger. I will live longer. But it is an abomination to steal the life force of another. My soul will warp. My energy—and my soul—will darken. Eventually, I would become a demon. A lower vibrational being, eternally hungry, seeking always to steal the life force of others. Every soul that enters this realm makes a contract with the Eternal Source to protect life and never take it.”
Ewu leapt into the air, rocketing far higher than humanly possible. Tyson got lost watching him soar, and then the man plummeted down, and Tyson scrambled to get into a defensive position. He breathed in, planted his feet, and imagined his astral form as a boulder, immovable, unshakeable.
Ewu’s spear cracked against Tyson’s, and the shaman was flung back by an invisible force. He tucked and rolled across the ground, coming up spryly as a warrior, not a creaky, old man.
He grinned at Tyson, his blue eyes bright. “You turned your defense into an attack! Excellent. Now, land a blow.”
Ewu waited, and Tyson rolled his spear in his grip, wondering if this was a trick. It was undoubtedly a trick, one that Tyson would likely fall into. But before he made his attempt, he had a question to ask.
“Is this something I could form back on earth? You know, energetically?” He could see that being extremely useful in the war between the rebels and the humans that opposed them. To have the ulu knife and to be able to change it at will into a deadlier or more practical weapon.
“No,” Ewu said, his voice harsher than Tyson had ever heard it. “Not unless the veil between worlds has torn and the energy lines get blurred. And that is something that we must avoid at all costs. Now, attack!” he shouted.
Tyson bolted, closing the space between them. He raised his arm, pulling it back as he flipped into the air. The staff twisted, the end now pointing down, and Ewu, who waited, seemingly frozen.
He was going to do it. There was no way Ewu could get out of the way in time. Tyson pushed himself to fall faster, like a bullet plummeting to the earth. He pulled back at the last second to soften the blow.
Ewu vanished. The green, swaying grass vanished, sucked into a void that opened up in the physical plane of the astral realm like a black hole.
Tyson tried to reverse his trajectory, but he couldn’t escape the pull of the void. He screamed for Ewu, for Todd, for anyone. His spear flickered in and out of existence, then disappeared altogether as Tyson was sucked into the void-hole, and the blue sky above him winked out, plunging his vision into blackness.
The blackness was total. Tyson couldn’t tell which way was up, or whether he floated. Time stretched, immeasurable here. He realized he could conjure a light.
Blue light flared, a little ball hovering next to his head. Darkness on all sides. No light, no variance. He’d been dragged into a true void, the likes of which he’d heard existed in the Lower Mental plane, two levels down from the physical plane where Tyson had spent most of his training.
Todd had shown him parts of the Lower Astral plane and the Higher Astral plane, gradually exposing him to the less stable, more unpredictable levels, but beyond that, Tyson didn’t have much experience.
Ewu! Tyson yelled. Even his voice was different. It did not carry, swallowed by the void. There was no sound here, no color, nothing. 
Fool boy, you’re going to draw the attention of every demon in the lower planes! Put out the light. An impression of Ewu’s astral form appeared, like an echo of his spirit.
Did Tyson appear that way to Ewu?
Tyson put out the light, obeying his mentor without thought. He could still see Ewu’s form, a translucent outline, shifting and flashing in the impossible darkness.
How do we get out of here? Tyson asked.
Before Ewu could answer, a light blossomed, disrupting the void-light. It was dim, gray, unappealing, but any light seemed good to Tyson. He wouldn’t go towards it without Ewu’s word, though.
Ewu?
A dark chuckle responded, and Ewu’s form shimmered, changing into a monstrous figure, black and gleaming as if covered in oil.
Tyson swallowed the scream that formed in his mind and reeled backward, away from the monster, away from the sickly light.
The monster grew in size, oily tendrils reaching for him.
He screamed, and a vision of Harper popped into his mind. He would see her again. He wouldn’t die here, at the hand of this lower vibrational being.
Anger shot through him, clearing the panicked haze and allowing him to conjure an astral weapon. The spear appeared in his hands, eight feet long with an ethereal fire racing down its length.
Tyson swung, and the demon reared back, squealing in fear. He didn’t need to eliminate it, just scare it long enough to get away.
The demon loomed behind him, closing in for the kill. Tyson waved his spear, frantically searching for a way out. He’d suddenly forgotten everything, fear clouding his inner vision.
A sensation like a giant hook grabbing his sternum yanked painfully inside his spirit-form. Spear and monster disappeared, the void reversing as something dragged him away. Back to life? Or another hell?
Tyson slammed back into his body, gasping and doubling over, his entire body quivering. He’d wet himself, and his stomach tried to empty its contents, but since he’d been fasting, there was nothing but yellow bile.
Soft, wrinkled hands grasped his arms with surprising strength, forcing him to kneel. Ewu’s clear blue eyes searched his, frantic.
“You’re still you, Tyson Miller.” A statement, said with relief.
“Yes,” Tyson replied, even though he knew it was unnecessary. The shaman had seen his soul, vibrant and still his, through his eyes. “What…happened…”
Tyson swallowed, gulping down the sweet, sweet air. He felt keyed up with adrenaline, his entire body rigid with terror, ready to fight should that monster follow him into the real world.
“You were sucked away by a void pocket. They can be maneuvered by an experienced demon. What did you see there? What did you hear?” Ewu asked.
“I saw you, first,” Tyson said, gathering his breath and his thoughts. “It mimicked you. Tried to get me to go with it. Then it became…something. Something horrible. Oily. A demon.” He shuddered at the memory of its chuckle, of its claws and teeth that he was only now processing.
“What did it want?” Ewu asked.
“To eat me, I guess. Consume my essence?” Tyson faltered. No. Yes, but no. It had wanted something else.
Ewu grimaced, then lifted his hand, passing it over Tyson’s trembling body. A wave of warmth passed through Tyson, and his muscles stilled, relaxing at the touch of Ewu’s power.
“The Mental planes are difficult to navigate, even for experienced walkers. Even we do not go there unless forced. Demons that live in the Lower Mental plane will reach into your mind and manipulate your fears, distract you with false realities.”
Tyson nodded, sitting back on his heels and breathing deeply through his nose. Air swirled around him, cool on his sweat-covered skin. He needed to get out of this stifling box of a room, out of this tower.
Most of all, he needed to see Harper, to remind him of what was real.
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  Chapter Three

Zeke


Zeke stood at attention behind a twelve-foot electric fence surrounding the White House grounds, playing security guard for the President of the United States being held in the building behind him. 
He shifted restlessly as a chick with blue hair screamed profanities at him through the bars, shoving her sign through and waving it in his face.
TAKE THESE PUPS TO THE POUND, the sign read. It included a rather artistic rendition of a snarling werewolf head, blood dripping from its teeth.
Zeke resisted the urge to shift and scatter some of the humans. It would only rile them up more. Every time one of these demonstrations happened, the human rebels attacked after dark in force. He needed to reserve his energy for dealing with those who acted on their feelings of discontent about the shift in power happening with violence, rather than just angry words.
To distract himself, he thought of Mandi.
He hid his smile from the raging protestors, but he felt as if he radiated with joy every time he thought about her. He wanted everyone to know his love for the talented witch who had given so much to the paranormal rebellion that would soon change the world for the better.
Mandi’s unclouded, brown eyes unnerved Zeke more than anything else that had happened recently. More than the battle at the Washington Monument, more than Mandi being the only one of Lilith’s coven that had survived the broken demon summoning, more than the violent humans raging outside the White House daily with their picket signs and megaphones.
She worked day and night to bring about change in legislation, contacting senators and chairmen and chairwomen, trying to persuade them to join the winning team before the T.R.S. sent agents to their homes and brought them in by force.
They would replace every person in the senate and the house if they had to, though they much preferred an equal split to show humanity that the paranormals didn’t intend to destroy the government or take it over, simply to be part of making the laws that concerned them.
Clanging sounds at the fence jerked Zeke out of his thoughts, and his head itched where his wolf ears would have been in his shifted form, as if they were perking up to better take in the alarming sounds of the picketers turning into a mob.
Rocks pelted the gate. One got through and bounced harmlessly off Zeke’s leg, but he growled anyway, showing fangs. He wouldn’t go any farther than necessary to keep these humans in check. He was under strict orders to avoid violence.
They were building bridges, not destroying them. But damn, the humans could give a little and meet the T.R.S. halfway, couldn’t they?
Zeke’s growling and bared fangs only seemed to incite the humans further. He glanced to either side at the other shifters standing at attention forty feet away. They circled the White House, preventing a daytime assault on the White House if the humans attempted to get the president back.
People at the back of the crowd pushed forward and the blue-haired girl flew into the fence, crying out at the force of the shock she received. She fell to the ground beneath the careless feet of the surging crowd.
Zeke cursed and pulled a radio from his belt, putting it to his mouth.
“We’ve got a mob situation out here. Is there someone around who can soothe them?” he asked.
“All soothers are busy elsewhere. You have permission to handle it, Z. We’ll get some holding cells ready at the Tower,” Jorge, another wolf shifter, said.
Zeke grimaced. “Copy that.” He changed channels to talk to his team of mixed shifters. “Northside shifters, on me.”
Hisses, howls, and words all echoed through the radio static as Zeke shoved the radio into his belt holster. He stayed in his human form and picked up the megaphone on the ground at his feet, raising it to his mouth.
“Security teams are on their way. I suggest you lot clear before they get here. Force will be used if necessary, and inciters will be arrested.”
“Go back to hell!” a bearded man shouted. Cheers erupted around him.
Zeke let the shouted threats and profanities roll off his back as he stripped off his outer clothes and shifted into a large black wolf. He leapt the twelve-foot fence with ease, the crowd scattering, except for the blue-haired girl that had fallen.
She gaped up at Zeke, an abrasion on her head bleeding down the side of her face. Otherwise, she seemed unharmed, and Zeke relaxed slightly.
He approached, head down and ears back in a non-threatening position, then when he was certain the crowd would stay back, shifted back to human form. It was easy during the week of the new moon.
“You okay?” he asked. “I can call an ambulance if you need it.”
Her face morphed from terrified awe to ugly fury in an instant. Her lip curled back over her human teeth.
“Eat my taser,” she shouted. Her left hand came up and the taser she’d hidden beneath her body shot out and connected with Zeke’s bare arm.
He barely even flinched. It took a lot more juice than a standard-issue taser could muster to take a werewolf down. 
Damn. Why did these kids always think they could take on a fully grown shifter? And why was it always the small ones?
The pinch of the electricity vanished in a moment, and Zeke calmly reached out and yanked the taser from the girl’s hand, then leaned forward letting his wolfish eyes and teeth come through.
“I really wish you hadn’t done that,” he said. And then he changed again, baring his teeth and joined the other shifters on guard duty herding the cowed humans that hadn’t run into a tight circle.
A handful of witches and warlocks finally came on the scene, casting a cloud of confusion over the humans and making them more compliant for transport to the Tower via truck. Zeke was disappointed when none of them turned out to be Mandi.
Once the prisoners were recorded and settled, Zeke requested a replacement and headed upstairs to shower and get something to eat.
He hunted through several floors, checking Mandi’s familiar haunts, but she wasn’t in any of them. Her room, the witches’ corridor, the lab, and the library were all void of his favorite person.
He didn’t have a way to reach her, either. He hadn’t gotten a cell phone yet, and neither had Mandi. Supply chains in a lot of areas were shutting down in protest of the paranormal takeover.
Getting groceries and clothing for the thousands of rebel members and prisoners now occupying the Tower after joining the T.R.S. was problematic enough. They’d had to open several hubs for the rebellion in other states across the U.S., and contacts from foreign embassies were pouring in.
The world was on the brink of war, each nation in danger of eating itself from the inside out as paranormals and sympathetic humans faced lash back from frightened, prejudiced humans.
Zeke wandered down to the cafeteria, hoping he’d run into her there but mostly just needing to satiate his growling stomach with a shredded beef sandwich. They didn’t have any pepperoncini peppers or vinegar to dress it with, but he could forgive them for not perfectly mimicking his favorite food from his hometown of Chicago so long as they fed him.
He went through the dinner line mechanically, sliding his tray down the counter and accepting everything that was offered, except the chocolate cake at the end. Being a werewolf had its downsides sometimes, and chocolate did not sit well with most canine shifters.
“That’s right! Werewolves can’t eat chocolate. It’s your lucky day. I saved one lemon bar just for you.”
Zeke glanced up, gaping at Mandi as she slid the lemon bar onto his tray and gave him a small wave. The smells from the kitchen had masked her scent. He got a good whiff of it now, but he was embarrassed that his stomach had ruled him so thoroughly that he’d missed her, of all people.
Those playful brown eyes blinked at him, her smile stretching a little wider as he didn’t respond. He was holding up the line, he knew, but he had to familiarize himself with that gaze. She had been blind the entire time he’d known her until her sight had been restored somehow in the magical backlash that sent Ragranoth back to the abyss the demon had tried to emerge from.
No matter what anyone said, Mandi was a hero. She’d risked her own life to break the pentagram and disrupt the summoning.
“Hey man, stop ogling the witch and let the rest of us pass, yeah?” A man with sandy hair flopping over his dazed expression nudged Zeke with his tray.
Zeke breathed deep to avoid snapping at the guy with his fangs and finally responded to Mandi.
“Thanks. For the lemon bar. Are you off duty soon?”
“I think I’m due for a break. I’ll come join you once there’s a lull in the line,” Mandi said.
“Nah, go now sweetheart,” Madge, head of the cafeteria, said from where she parceled out sandwiches. “I’m not one to begrudge young love. You need all the help you can get falling in love in these times. I’ll ask Susan to cover. Susan!”
A twitchy, thin woman bustled over and took Mandi’s place.
Zeke picked out a table and was joined a moment later by Mandi carrying her own tray of food. She still wore her apron and an air of fatigue as she joined him.
“You’re off early. Did something happen?” Mandi asked, her gaze floating off over his shoulder, as if she were too tired to look straight at him. He didn’t blame her.
“The picketers got a bit restless. We had to arrest a bunch.”
“They’ll come around. Some do, anyway,” Mandi said, obviously trying to reassure him. She scooped applesauce from a small plastic container and spoke around the bite. “We’re finding that cute, fluffy shifters help desensitize the prisoners to their preconceived notion that all paranormals are frightening or violent. You should apply.”
Zeke started to object then cut off, giving Mandi an exasperated look. A look she never would have seen just a month ago, and it still amazed him that she reacted, her giggles the brightest sound he’d heard all day.
He placed his hand on top of hers, rubbing across it with his thumb. “How about you? How’s your day going?”
“Oh, you know, typical rebellion stuff.” Mandi waved her other hand, and Zeke realized the crystal bracelets she typically wore as protective wards were gone.
“Where are your bracelets?” he asked.
“Oh!” Mandi glanced at her wrist, as if this was the first time she’d realized they were missing. “I took them off to work in the kitchen. Didn’t want them ruined or anything. Plus they kind of rub wrong sometimes, you know?”
Zeke didn’t. He wasn’t the jewelry or the crystal type, but it made enough sense that he let it go.
He bit into his sandwich, wolfing the entire sub down in just a few bites, washing it down with water and the applesauce from the container, which he finished in a gulp. He’d noticed that they’d reduced the amount of meat in the sandwiches. If they didn’t solve the food supply problem soon, the packs would have to find a place to hunt.
Mandi seemed content to eat in silence, which was unusual for her. In fact, a lot of her typical behaviors had been absent lately, like the way she would twist her curly hair around her finger when she was thinking, and her laugh. When was the last time Zeke had heard her laugh?
Zeke didn’t press the matter or spend too much time stressing over the changes. They’d both been under a lot of pressure lately, getting called into councils and sent out to subdue human rebels and raging paranormals alike. An endless cycle of politics and danger.
What they really needed was a break.
“Mandi?”
“Hm?” she said absently, turning towards him with her sunglasses on. She carried them with her to take breaks from the exhaustion and overwhelm of her newly gained sight. She still couldn’t read, struggling to learn the letters, and headaches were a daily occurrence.
Zeke rubbed her hand, suddenly nervous. They’d spent time together at Camp Silver Lake, and since romantic relationships had been strongly discouraged there, they hadn’t acted on their feelings. They’d slept together, but only with him in wolf-form at the end of her bed. He had a sudden surge of fear—what if her feelings for him had all been in his head? What if she’d never seen him as more than a seeing-eye dog and a protector?
He licked his lips and almost chickened out. But he hadn’t run across the United States, getting attacked by monsters and mobsters, and risked life and family just so he could get intimidated by asking this woman out on a date.
“Do you want to go on a date with me? Nothing fancy, but there’s this spot I know about…there’s a garden that hasn’t quite died yet. I thought…it would be nice for us to get some time alone.”
A slow smile spread on Mandi’s face. “That sounds nice,” she said, and her voice had a far-off, dreamy quality to it.
Zeke’s shoulders slumped in relief. It almost gave him the courage to ask the other question he’d considered over the past few weeks, one that came up every time one of them had their lives endangered by the work they did for the T.R.S, but a bustling cafeteria was no place for important questions like that.
Quiet, beautiful gardens, however, were. Especially if Zeke called in some of the favors owed to him and fixed it up a bit. A table and chairs dressed with a simple dinner, some candles and fairy lights around the gazebo he knew rested at the center…the image was turning into quite the incredible daydream in his mind, and he barely registered when Mandi said something.
He startled at the sound of her voice. “Sorry, what?”
“I said, ‘what should I wear? And where should we meet?’”
“Oh! I’ll, er, pick you up at the elevators at seven? Is that enough time for you to get ready? And wear something you feel nice in. Casual is fine.” Zeke smiled at her, feeling like a sap but loving every second of it.
If his family pack caught wind of this, they wouldn’t approve of the cross-species union, but since things couldn’t get much rockier there, he let the twinge of guilt go.
Mandi kissed him on the cheek, then stood from the bench. “I’ve got to finish my shift. I’ll see you in a couple hours!”
Her voice had a falsely cheerful tone Zeke’s keen hearing picked up easily. Maybe just trying to psych herself up for the rest of her time volunteering behind the lunch counter. Serving food wasn’t the most exciting job, and if she had a headache coming on, he could only imagine what another forty minutes of work would be like.
Zeke called in a few favors, asking for help setting up the garden the way he wanted it. He still had an hour left after he finished—his friends had insisted on doing all the work, leaving him to wander through the Tower, looking for something to pass the time. He had gotten roped into filling hygiene kits for the dozens of new recruits that came to the Tower every day, when Jack walked in.
Zeke dropped the travel-sized toothpaste he was stuffing into a zippered pouch and stood, knocking his chair back.
Jack’s face lit up. “Z! My man! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” He crossed the room and
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