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  Have you read the prequel?
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Love and magic don’t mix.



Lee can phase through alternate realms and jump across St. Louis in an instant. What she can’t seem to do is leave her down-on-their luck thieving crew and escape her overbearing cyborg boss.



When a handsome stranger offers to help her rob a magical antique shop, she agrees. After all, he only wants one thing from the haul: the odd black stone buried at the back of the shop.



Turns out, the stone is cursed. As soon as it’s stolen, horrible things start happening to Lee and her crew. To make matters worse, she’s falling hard for the man who took the cursed stone in the first place.



Can Lee find a way to destroy the ancient stone before it ruins them all? Or will her growing feelings keep her from doing what needs to be done?



Visit https://www.authorbreemoore.com/

and click on "GET A FREE BOOK" to start reading!








  
  Chapter One

Lee


Lee closed her eyes against the white-washed steel walls that surrounded her and adjusted her seat, making the rickety cot creak alarmingly. Her breath filled her lungs, feeling too shallow for the effort it took. 
This time it would work. It had to work.
She concentrated on reaching the liminal realm. Confined to a cell in solitary, one would think that would be easy. She was all but forgotten down here, locked beneath the FBI headquarters, waiting for more questions from agents practically giddy with their excitement at having finally nabbed her. Not just a thief, but someone who could travel through the liminal realm.
She still didn’t know exactly why she was in such a high security cell, but she was starting to get it.
Her jaw clenched as she strained towards the veil between the realms. A tingle spread across her skin, itching horribly. She endured it, weaving her fingers together, the irons on her wrists not allowing her to grab the cot like she wanted. She leaned forward as if the movement would take her closer to the liminal realm. Her skin felt as if it were splitting as the pins-and-needles sensation turned from a mild itching into pain.
Lee pushed past it, a red haze covering the brilliant whiteness of her cell.
Yes! She celebrated, knowing the liminal realm was close. Once she went liminal, she would be intangible and she could pass through these damned walls. It was right there, nearly within reach. If she could just get a little farther…
A force slammed into her, physically knocking her back onto the cot and into the wall behind her.
Pain blinded Lee as it spread through her skull, and she groaned and curled up, the chains on her wrists barely allowing her to hold her head. Clearly, whoever had made this cell had used some kind of magic or technology that prevented her from breaking out using her liminal ability. She’d never heard of technology like that, and even those who could Stop others from using their magic, like Finley…
No, don’t think of Finley. He doesn’t exist. He was a character constructed by the FBI agent tracking you, trying to brainwash you into trusting him.
Lee didn’t want to admit he’d succeeded. The new guy on the Gadai crew, Finley, had gained her trust and then lost it in one fell swoop when he revealed his true identity and arrested her.
Never again. When she got out of there, she would forget joining a crew and go out on her own. Easier to look after one, especially with no profits to split. She could find the rest of the items the Ceteri wanted—she only had two left—and they would stop this magic from killing her so she could live out her life to its fullest.
The pain faded from Lee’s head, leaving her with a throbbing, dull ache as she sat up.
Outside the cell, she caught the muffled shuffle of footsteps as they passed. After three days, she’d stopped expecting them to come to her door. She’d been frisked and stripped of her clothes and belongings, including the stone the Ceteri had given her to contact them.
She didn’t have a way to tell them that she’d found the Aether blade and hidden it where almost no one would find it—the liminal realm in Kaloyadu, the underground magical market beneath St. Louis.
She’d been questioned the first day. Not by Agent Finley. A smart move. She would have ripped him apart the moment he stepped into the room.
No, by a salt-and-pepper-haired man who introduced himself as Director Hatcher. Director. The man in charge. Finley’s real boss.
She had to stop thinking of that agent as Finley. Finley as she knew him might as well be dead. But calling him by his real first name—Adam—felt too intimate for the man who’d betrayed and arrested her.
Why was she even giving him space in her mind? She’d probably never see him again. Although, if he’d been assigned to her case, maybe he would be asked to question her. She hadn’t given the director much, mostly sitting in silence. He had bribed her with some kind of deal—give them the information they wanted and agree to become a science project in their lab, and he would get her sentence reduced.
According to the director, she faced hefty fines and fifteen years in prison for the items she’d stolen, plus damage to private and state-owned property and evasion of the law.
More footsteps outside interrupted her thoughts. She counted them, a sure sign the isolation was starting to get to her. She hadn’t seen anyone except the director and the agent at his side since the day they’d brought her in. Three days without seeing another soul, tormented by the fact that they had Risa, too. At least Sam would be safe, unless Risa ratted him out, but she wasn’t the type to blab, even for a sentence reduction.
The sound of a latch opening interrupted Lee’s thoughts, and her head shot up in surprise. This time, the footsteps had stopped in front of her door.
The cover in front of the tiny viewing window moved aside, and a set of familiar eyes peered through.
Lee stood, heart pounding. Her lips moved of their own accord, mouthing the forbidden name.
Finley.
He’d come. And as much as she tried to convince herself the pounding of her heart was out of anger, she couldn’t deny the way her heart clenched with longing, or how her throat suddenly dried up. She wished she could see more of his face, his smile, his-
No. He didn’t deserve any of her feelings. Lee hardened her expression and squared her shoulders, finally finding the anger again.
A speaker set in the door crackled to life, but nothing came over.
Lee clenched her fists, waiting for the words he would say. Words that would never be enough to absolve what he’d done to her.
Agent Finley’s breath came over the line, rapid, as if he’d run to get there. “Lee, I have three minutes. I just wanted to see how you were doing.”
Lee pursed her lips. He didn’t even deserve a response. She wanted to turn her back on him, show him how she felt without saying anything because her voice would tremble and betray her with more than just anger. Her heart yearned to talk to him. He’d even won over her body enough it was betraying her.
She forced her feet to stay anchored, glaring at Agent Finley across the small room.
A sigh escaped his lips. “You have every right to be mad at me. I don’t know what else I expected.”
Damn right, Lee thought.
“I’m not even supposed to be here. I’ve been put on leave again. I couldn’t not come. Apologize for…” he trailed off. 
Probably because he realized what a jerk he had been. One couldn’t apologize for what he’d done. And if he expected forgiveness, he was delusional.
“It’s for the best, though. Can you see that? You’re off the streets, and you’ll live a lot longer now.”
Lee’s jaw clenched so hard it hurt. She relaxed it and released her fingers, flexing them as she let the anger simmer. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a conversation. He didn’t deserve her thoughts and feelings, even if her heart was begging her to confide in him.
She’d thought he’d understood her, that he’d wanted to get to know her better. Lee had felt things she hadn’t had since Shane had died. She hadn’t wanted to give her heart to anyone else, but this agent had been a good enough actor that she’d come frighteningly close to throwing caution to the wind.
Perhaps a little prison time was a good thing. She needed to remember her priorities. And a man that lied to her didn’t belong on the list.
She shook her head and glanced at her feet. Slip-on shoes that pinched her toes peered out from beneath the orange jumpsuit she wore.
“I don’t know what you’ve gotten out of this whole thing, but don’t fool yourself into thinking you’ve done some good deed by taking me off the streets. I wasn’t bothering anyone,” Lee said.
“You stole from them.”
“Only things too powerful for them to understand,” Lee shot back.
“It was wrong,” Agent Finley insisted.
“And that gives the government the right to experiment on me?” Lee shouted. “They think they can bargain for the right to my body, to my brain. But I’d rather take the jail time.”
Agent Finley closed his eyes. “Take the deal, Lee. It’s the best you’ll get.”
“Hell no,” Lee said. “My mind is my own. I’m not a rat they can experiment on.”
“They just want to run tests, understand those like you better.”
“Do you really believe that?” Lee asked, pacing now. Like the caged animal she was.
“It’s a couple years of lab work, then parole and community service hours. You’d rather take a decade or more in prison than do something that could completely change the medical field? Maybe even prevent others from Fading?”
“But not before I Fade,” Lee said, a sob cracking the last word. She sucked in a sharp breath. She would not cry in front of him.
The thought of the Fade made Lee’s stomach churn. The Fade was a phenomenon that only affected liminals, making them literally vanish from the planet, their bodies racked with torment as their cells disintegrated.
Magic affected all humans that had it. The Ceteri should have considered how their so-called gift would impact the natives before they unleashed it on Earth in order to somehow save their own home world. They had hired Lee to collect the items that had been charging in the magic introduced to Earth’s atmosphere years ago, like enchanted batteries. She still didn’t understand exactly why they needed her and couldn’t come get the items themselves, but she wasn’t going to turn down the chance to have her deadly magic removed and receive the payout of a lifetime.
A muffled voice came through the door, not over the speaker. Someone was with Agent Finley.
“I have one minute. Listen, Lee, I’m sorry for the way this had to happen. If I’d had more time, I would have told you about this opportunity and asked you to step into it willingly. My plan was to avoid jail time for you altogether, but circumstances made that impossible. I have some influence with the director. I’ll try to get you removed from isolation, but you have to promise not to use your powers to get out. You have to take the deal he’s offered you.”
Now he revealed the real reason he’d come. Not to check on her. To convince her to take the deal and become a human lab rat.
“Tell your director to take his deal and go to hell,” Lee said, turning around. She waited for footsteps, but Agent Finley was silent as a ghost.
She was certain he’d left, but when she glanced back over her shoulder, he still gazed at her through the viewing window, eyes soft with concern.
She was so startled she couldn’t even muster a glare. She could only stare back, the one question she wanted answered circling in the back of her mind. She was determined not to ask it, but her mouth opened and her tongue moved, betraying her again.
“Was any of it real?”
He seemed confused at first, his brow furrowing, but understanding lit his gaze. “Some of it,” he said at last. “I—”
“Time, Finley,” the voice next to him said.
Lee glanced away again, staring at the smooth white wall opposite the door, fighting the tears that threatened. Knowing was so much worse. Now her mind roved over every memory she had with Finley, trying to decipher which parts were real and which were an act.
Whatever he said, she had to believe it was all an act so she could stay angry.
“Just a minute,” Agent Finley said.
“You don’t have a minute. You’ve already gone over. Someone could come down here any time and both of us will be screwed,” the other voice said. “I’m not risking my job any farther.”
“Lee, I don’t know if I’ll get to come back here, but you have to believe me. I’m sorry it happened this way.” Agent Finley paused, and then, “Please take the deal.”
Lee kept her face turned away, biting back the curses she wanted to hurl at him.
The latch on the window cover clicked and footsteps rushed away from her cell. This time she knew he was gone, but that didn’t stop her from checking the window, half-hoping to see his eyes still gazing back at her.
She was hopeless.
Lee paced again, frustrated that her hands were trapped. She wished there was a clock in the tiny room. Maybe it was better that she didn’t have a clock. Her stomach clenched, since it had been many hours since breakfast. Although, any food in her stomach might have come right back up with how sick she felt after her conversation with Finley.
He’d meant it. Some of it. Their conversation at the library, about his daughter. Was she real, or had he made her up to make Lee feel sorry for him? All those questions he’d asked her about what she wanted to do with her life, why she was with the Gadai. Things to report back to the director, not a genuine desire to know her.
The more she paced and thought, the more her anger flared, and she practically ran into the wall. She paced back to the cot and sat on its hard surface, staring at the door before rolling onto her side. She faced the wall and covered her eyes with her chained hands to block out the brilliant fluorescent lights.
She couldn’t go liminal in this room. Or maybe the chains prevented it. The only times they were taken off were when she asked to use the toilet in her cell or eat the bland food they brought. The next time they were removed, she would go liminal and get out of there. That would show Finley what a mistake he’d made, and that he’d underestimated her. She’d make him regret ever knowing her.
Light forced its way under her hands and through her eyelids, brighter than ever. Lee groaned. They could at least give her a light switch so she could get a break from the achingly bright lights in her cell.
The light grew, and so did the pressure in the air.
Pressure? Lee froze, barely breathing, listening and feeling. The sensation crushed down against her chest, making each breath harder to draw. She sat up and dropped her arms, immediately throwing them up again to shield her eyes from the blinding silvery light filling her cell.
The pressure built up in the air popped, sending waves of relief through Lee’s body as she gulped air.
A figure stepped through a swirling disc of silver light, dressed in all black with a shock of silvery hair and a familiar smile that sent Lee’s heart racing. Her eyes lingered on his torso, then his face as it fully materialized, landing on lips she’d kissed a thousand times.
“Shane?” she asked, bewildered.
Shane grinned and held out a hand. “The one and only. Let’s get you out of here, sweetheart.”
“I—how—" Lee stammered.
Shane glanced towards the cell door.
Lee didn’t hear any alarms, but then her heart was pounding so loudly in her head she could hardly think, much less hear anything except Shane’s voice. A voice she never thought she’d hear again.
Shane crossed the cell and wrapped an arm around her waist, then picked her up in a swift, effortless move.
Lee stared up at him, only closing her eyes when they stepped through the portal he had miraculously appeared through. Pleasant tingles moved across her skin, so unlike her own liminal travel that she actually relished the sensation as the cell around her vanished, and a new scene took its place.
Her dead boyfriend had just busted her out of federal prison.






  
  Chapter Two

Adam


Adam ran like his life depended on it, taking stairs two, even three at a time. He slowed as he neared the top and paused on the landing, catching his breath and rearranging the tie and suit coat. He’d been called in to talk to Director Hatcher. Looking professional couldn’t hurt, but running in a suit was killer. 
Hair fixed and heart pounding slightly less, Adam straightened and opened the door leading to the main floor of the federal office building. He acted as if he’d been exactly where he was supposed to be, rather than breaking the restriction placed on him when he’d brought Lee into FBI custody.
Adam wasn’t to talk to her, send messages to her, or even ask to see her.
Fortunately for Adam, he had friends who owed him favors, and one of the guards on duty over the temporary, high-security holding cells beneath the federal offices had let him have three minutes with Lee.
It hadn’t been nearly enough, and Adam knew he’d probably just made her angrier, but the visit had been more selfish than altruistic. He’d needed to see her with his own eyes, to make certain she was okay. They wouldn’t mistreat her here—the FBI didn’t torture simple thieves for information. Especially not someone they wanted to work with long term.
No, he’d worried about Lee for other reasons. Reasons he had inflicted on her. Was she sleeping? The dark circles under her eyes told him a story no report ever could. Though he’d glanced at that too, and seen what Hatcher had offered her. Three years of lab work, then parole and a thousand hours of community service.
It was a good deal. If he could convince her to take it…well, it was the least he could do after the way he’d betrayed her.
No, he’d just done his job. He’d gone undercover as Finn, a member of Silas’s thieving crew, to get a liminal in custody to satisfy the Thaumaturgic Council that was threatening Hatcher’s department with defunding if they couldn’t get their numbers up.
Not to mention Adam’s personal interest in getting close to Lee—a liminal who could help him teach his daughter how to safely use her own liminal ability. Millie’s vanishings were growing more frequent and seemed even less controlled. She hadn’t successfully traveled through the liminal realm and back on her own yet, a fact that worried Adam more every day.
He wished Lee hadn’t been caught, and it was all selfish. He wanted her to meet Millie, to help her practice, show her tricks, and teach her to use her abilities wisely.
It had been a crap plan from the start, and he knew it. Too many factors were at play. All the previous liminals he’d tried to contact had Faded before he could talk to them. Lee seemed stronger than so many, using her ability daily without showing signs of wear. Until he’d learned she’d started taking drugs to relieve the pain of going liminal, and realized just how close to the Fade she was.
Now he wished he could go back in time and take her in like the criminal she was, if only to stop her shifting through space and tearing her cells apart sooner.
Adam bumped into a desk and cursed, rubbing the spot near his knee that hurt far more than seemed reasonable for hitting the wooden corner.
The agent at the desk looked up in shock, then gave him a sympathetic smile. Adam grimaced and waved, then headed towards Hatcher’s office. He glanced at his watch—three minutes past the hour, and his appointment time. His drifting thoughts had cost him precious time, not to mention the extra minutes he’d stolen to talk with Lee.
“Finley, my office,” Hatcher barked, breaking through Adam’s spiraling thoughts.
Judging by Hatcher’s tone and the hard look on his face, Adam knew he was screwed. He’d heard, somehow, about Adam’s jaunt to the basement. His career was already on the line. Did he have to jeopardize it further just to torment himself?
Adam walked like a man on death row through the forest of desks to the windowed director’s office. Hatcher waited inside, standing at his desk rather than sitting, staring at Adam as he shut the door behind him.
Hatcher left the blinds open, and Adam caught the sympathetic glances of several coworkers as he sat down.
He tried to ignore the stares as he adjusted his suit coat and faced Hatcher, clearing his throat.
“Director, you look well today. Color in your cheeks. Have you lost weight?”
“Cut the crap, Finley. We both know why you’re here. Do you want a cell next to your lady friend? Best you can expect at this point is two-weeks’ notice without severance.”
Adam leaned forward. “You can’t do that. I’m an asset to the team. You need me to get your numbers up.”
“I need you like I need a lobotomy. Which I apparently need for ever approving this mission. It’s been way more paperwork than it’s worth,” Hatcher said, finally sitting down. He shuffled through the admittedly impressive piles of papers on his desk, pulling a single sheet from one of the piles.
“‘We regret to inform you that due to recent events within your department, additional funding will not be approved this quarter, and the remainder of your department’s funding is under review.’” Hatcher dropped the paper and looked at Adam, wiping his free hand down his face. “Do you know what that means?”
“Why the early decision?” Adam asked, his mind reeling. He felt as if the ground under his feet had been removed entirely and he was floating off into space. Not only could he lose his job, but the department had lost funding. And if he had to guess, it was because of him.
“Because of your damn white-knight complex, Finley!” Hatcher roared, tossing the paper onto the desk. His voice must have traveled beyond the confines of the office because the heads of Finley’s coworkers outside swiveled towards the office, then quickly away as Adam glanced at them.
Adam swallowed. “All I did was go undercover to earn Lee’s trust.”
“Being on a first-name basis with a criminal isn’t doing you any favors. And finding out that you’ve disobeyed my order to stay the hell away from her, moments before meeting with me, isn’t helping matters either. What did you say to her?” Hatcher’s gaze bore down on Adam, making him wish he could disappear.
He’d really screwed up this time.
Adam forced himself to straighten. “I told her to take the deal you were offering. I thought, coming from me, she might consider it more seriously. I know you’re not making any headway with her.”
“She’ll come around or she’ll do her time. Why do you care so damn much?” Hatcher demanded, rolling a pencil under his fingers.
Adam hesitated before answering. He’d gotten too comfortable with Lee. He should have pulled out when he got put on probation the first time. But he couldn’t leave her with a floundering crew, her reputation and livelihood almost destroyed, and her liminal ability killing her.
Not when he thought he could help. Not when he knew she could help him with Millie.
Did Hatcher need to know all of that? What could Adam say that wouldn’t get him in worse trouble?
“I admit to getting too attached. And I hoped…I hoped that Millie…” He stopped, so many words and emotions vying to get out that they blocked up his throat.
Hatcher’s expression softened. “Your daughter? What does she have to do with this?”
Adam took a deep breath. “She’s liminal, sir. Has the same powers as Lee. I thought that maybe, if I earned her trust, she could mentor Millie.”
Hatcher stared at him, dumbfounded. “You wanted a thief to mentor your little girl? Are you insane? She could be dangerous! Hell, you’ve seen her use her knife. She is dangerous.”
“She doesn’t kill people,” Adam argued.
“But she’s a criminal. And desperate. You should be doing everything in your power to get her off the streets and away from your daughter. Not introduce them for hell’s sake.”
Adam glanced at his hands. “I didn’t know what else to do. There isn’t a manual for it. For any of it.”
“Some centers have started to get off the ground. Thaumaturgic therapists. Specialists.”
Adam laughed. “But liminality isn’t a common ability. No one knows how it works, how to teach a child to use their powers. They’re guessing at best.”
“Better to hire a clueless but well-intentioned professional than make a deal with the devil.” Hatcher sighed and swiveled in his chair to the computer beside him, clicking through a few screens, then typing.
The computer screen had a special darkened cover over it that prevented Adam from spying on what Hatcher was typing.
He waited a few agonizing minutes, then cleared his throat. “What will happen to her now?” He wasn’t sure he could bear it if his selfish desire to see her had killed her chance to take the plea deal. She deserved that much, at least. Even if he would never talk to her again, a thought that pained him more than he wanted to admit.
His mind spiraled as he considered what it would mean to never see her again. Because he wouldn’t once he left this office, whether or not Hatcher was able to preserve his job.
No more following her when she snuck out of the hideout. No more late night banter. No more vulnerable conversations. No more saving her ass while she saved his.
Hatcher cleared his throat. “Forget her. She’s already ruined your career, maybe mine and this whole department’s, too. If we lose funding completely, we’ll have to dissolve all the units and our best agents will get poached by Causey at the CIA. I don’t want that for any of us, but I can’t justify not writing you up and reporting the details of this incident. If you had just stuck to your own damn business instead of getting involved with that second heist, we wouldn’t be here!”
Hatcher slammed his fist on the table, then flattened it out, rubbing it across the papers that had scattered. He sighed again, finally looking up at Adam.
“I blame myself for encouraging you. I should never have approved this, when I realized you had something personal at stake.”
“You didn’t—" Adam started, but Hatcher held up a hand.
“Let me finish. I encouraged you when the council gave me a time limit on that additional funding and when I realized the CIA was after our department. I let you convince me that handing over a liminal would appease the council and they would give us more time, maybe even the funding we’d asked for.
“I should have known you were in too deep, and that even a liminal wouldn’t help if you went rogue. I know you, Finley. I should have shut it down weeks ago and found another way to improve our numbers legitimately without relying on bribery. That’s on me.”
“So…am I fired?” Adam asked, unable to take the tension in the room. He wanted to get out of there, maybe go for a run. But he was in deep this time, violating his two-week leave and getting caught up in illegal activities. Agents had recovered from worse, but unless Hatcher was on his side, Adam didn’t think he stood a chance.
“Would you let you keep your job?” Hatcher asked, taking a long drink from the water bottle on his desk.
Damn. Adam swallowed. “I wouldn’t, sir.”
Hatcher snorted. “I thought you’d say that. And that’s what policy would dictate. But my instinct…damn it, I may not understand why you did what you did, but I’m certain you had good reason for it. I have to put you on an extended suspension while I try to sort out this mess with the council. It’s best if they think you’re going to be let go while I negotiate for funding. Find something to keep yourself busy until this blows over.”
Adam swallowed the lump in his throat. “I understand.” He breathed more freely, knowing that Hatcher still believed he’d done what he thought was right and didn’t necessarily deserve to be fired. But the director would have to report the incident. He couldn’t cover for Adam anymore, not without risking the department’s reputation further. There would be a case opened. Court appearances. And jail time if Adam was convicted.
The thought of jail time worried him, but still seemed to take second place to the painful thought of never seeing Lee again. What was wrong with him?
Hatcher pulled a paper from the printer and slid it to Adam for him to sign. A statement of suspension, the reason listed as “unauthorized illegal actions” and “emotional instability” listed under the reasoning.
Adam withheld a groan as he left his signature on the bottom line. He’d have to undergo mandatory counseling for the second one, something he did not look forward to.
He slid the paper back to Hatcher. The director signed on the opposite line with a flourish, then added the document to a stack on his desk—one so tall the papers exceeded the rim of the basket they’d originally been set in.
“I wish I could guarantee you’ll be back, but for now you’ll have to take my assurance that if it were entirely up to me, I’d work with you again in an instant.”
“I appreciate that, sir,” Adam said, pushing past the clenching in his chest.
Hatcher stood, and Adam followed. Adam put his hand out for the director to shake, but the man just stared at it.
“Adam,” Hatcher said. His expression seemed troubled. “If the review of your case goes badly and you need some work to get you by until you find something else, I might have an opportunity for you to consider.”
“For the FBI?” Adam said.
“It would be off the books,” Hatcher grabbed a sticky note pad and scribbled numbers across it. He tore the note off and handed it to Adam. “Call this number to get more information if you decide to take me up on it. It’s not easy work, but I need someone I can trust. Someone with the experience you have.”
“I don’t assume you can tell me anything else about this?” Adam tucked the note into his suit coat pocket.
“Not on FBI time,” Hatcher said. A thin smile spread on his face. He held his hand out, and Adam took it, gripping tightly. “It’s been a pleasure working with you.”
“You too,” Adam said, throat tightening around the words. It felt too much like goodbye. He was still holding out for his job, but he had to face facts: he’d broken the law and his director’s trust. The council would have to be blind to let him come back.
Hatcher let go of Adam’s hand, slapped his shoulder, then released him with a nod.
Adam left the office, walking as if through mud. Even his hearing seemed muffled until Agent Zarrow walked up and pounded him on the back.
“You okay, man? You look pale,” Zarrow said.
“Not okay, Zarrow, but I will be.” Adam managed a smile and headed for his desk. He had a few personal items to clear out, and it would be easier today than in a few weeks after the official termination came through. Clearing out his desk would start the rumor mill in earnest, but he didn’t care much what anyone thought of him.
Zarrow followed, jogging a few steps to keep up with Adam’s longer stride. “What happened in there?”
“I don’t want to talk about it yet,” Adam said.
“We could go for drinks later?”
“Maybe tomorrow,” Adam said, deflecting as he grabbed a picture of Millie from next to his computer. He added a few knick knacks and the set of pens his mother had gotten him for his birthday to a pile, then hesitated as he pulled a picture of his wife from the back of the drawer. Looking at it wasn’t as painful as right after her death, but in his current emotional state he had to shove it between the other items to keep that kind, beautiful woman from staring up at him so he didn’t think about how she would react to all of this.
She would be disappointed in him. Of course, he wouldn’t have gotten as involved with Lee if Allie were still alive. Maybe his mother was right and he needed to meet a woman, so he wasn’t so lonely. Because if he hadn’t felt as lonely as he did, he never would have let Lee in.
Adam slammed the drawer shut, harder than he intended, and the drawer bounced right back open, the items inside jumbled up. He muttered to himself and closed the drawer more slowly, then scanned the desktop. He had so few personal items, he didn’t even need a box. All the better. He would draw less attention that way.
“Want me to walk you out, man?” Zarrow asked, following Adam away from his desk.
Adam shrugged, not feeling like speaking. He strode for the glass doors at the front of the office, trying not to think about how once he stepped over that threshold, he’d never see Lee again. He hesitated as he reached the door, gritting his teeth as his fingers wrapped around the handle to pull it open, bracing himself for the tightening in his chest to flare into full-on heartbreak.
A white light blinked across the room, flashing as an announcement came over the speakers. A robotic female voice intoned the same line over again. “Security breach. Cell 2A. Security breach.”
“Shit,” Zarrow cursed under his breath. “I gotta go check that out, man, sorry.”
He dashed off, leaving Adam frozen with one hand on the door handle, watching the office devolve into chaos. Hatcher emerged from his office and made eye contact with Adam, as if to reassure himself that Adam hadn’t been involved.
Cell 2A was the cell Lee was being held in. A security breach meant that she had broken out, or attempted to.
Adam hoped it was a technical glitch and they would find her safe and sound in her cell. Otherwise, she might lose the parole deal.
A traitorous part of him couldn’t help but cheer her on. He hoped that she had found a way to get her life back, even if he would never be part of it.






  
  Chapter Three

Lee


Lee’s first thought was that Shane was a ghost, but the physical sensation of his hand tightening around her waist made that impossible. Ghosts went through people; they didn’t break them out of jail. 
Risa might know what he was, but she wasn’t available for Lee to consult as she blipped from one realm to the next, landing in what looked like some sort of office.
Shane steadied her with both arms. “Woah, there. It’s a bit of a doozy to get used to, but once you do it’s pretty convenient.”
“What is?” Lee asked breathlessly, looking everywhere but at Shane. At his impossible presence that still had her brain scrambling. How could he be standing in front of her, touching her, when less than a year ago she’d held his dead body as it disintegrated?
“Interdimensional travel. Though I guess since you do something like it every day, maybe it’s not as shocking as I expected.” He knocked a knuckle under her chin, making her look at him. “Hey, you okay?”
“Okay?” Lee repeated. “I was just broken out of jail by a man I presumed dead and brought…here. Wherever here is. Do you think I’m okay?” Her voice took on a panicked shrill, and Lee focused on slowing her breath to get her heart rate under control. 
Shane laughed. Oh, how she had missed that laugh. He pulled her close, the bumps in his leather jacket pressing against her cheek. He felt colder than she remembered, but maybe that was just the leather.
After a moment of drinking in his embrace, Lee backed out of his arms and stared him up and down.
“You look pretty good for a dead guy. How is this even possible? Where have you been all these months? I saw you—" she choked on the words. She hadn’t been able to say them to anyone else, either, and saying them to Shane was no different. Especially when it was apparent that she’d been wrong somehow. He wasn’t dead. He was there in front of her.
Shane rubbed a hand through his hair, smashing some of the spiked-up sections. Ghosts didn’t have hair that got crushed when they ran their hand through it. What was he?
“There’s a lot to explain, and I don’t have the words for half of it. I can’t even tell you some things until I get clearance from the top. But I’ll get it.”
Something about the way he talked seemed unnatural to Lee. It was his voice, his lips moving. So why did it feel off?
Shane continued, “I’ve been trying to get permission to recruit you for months. And then I failed last time, and they almost pulled me off the job.”
“Job? Recruit me? For what?”
“You know, I went about this all wrong. But you’re here now, that’s what matters. We can pick up where we left off, make up for lost time. There’s so much I want to show you here.”
“Where is here?” Lee asked, trying to ignore all the questions warring in her mind. They would get their turn.
Shane crossed to the room’s only window, so wide it almost took up the whole wall of the office, and pulled up the blinds, revealing a scene that looked like it was from a modern post-apocalyptic steampunk movie.
A jungle of a city covered in graffiti sprawled below. The building they were in stood so high she almost couldn’t see the ground from the floor they were on. A man flew past the window, waving at Shane.
She backed away, bumping into the edge of a desk and stumbling to the side, nearly falling. Her cuffed hands wouldn’t catch her if she did.
Shane was there in an instant, his strong arms steadying her. “Let’s get those cuffs off. Look away.”
Lee didn’t know why she obeyed, but she did, glancing at the wall opposite the window. A bright blue glow came from beside her, and her skin crawled with a strange sort of heat.
Shane muttered to himself, and the blue glow subsided. Then he grabbed both manacled wrists and bent them downwards.
Lee gasped and glanced at the aftermath of his efforts. There was no sign of the tool—or perhaps magic—he’d used, but the metal had clearly been melted, the magic in them somehow disrupted, and then they had been broken apart at the newly created weakness in the joints.
She stared at the pieces on the floor, then wrapped her arms around herself, trying not to hyperventilate. This was impossible. First he was alive, now this?
“Where are we?” she whispered, not looking at Shane.
“Nowhere to be scared of, not when you’re with me. This is the Fringe.”
“The Fringe?” Lee echoed. She was starting to feel like she’d lost her mind. Where had he brought her? “We’re not…on Earth…are we?”
Shane pulled back and shook his head, hands still gripping her arms. His thumbs rubbed circles on her skin, and she realized it wasn’t just his leather jacket that was cool to the touch—his skin didn’t hold the warmth it should have. Or maybe she was in shock and not processing information correctly.
“No, this isn’t Earth. It’s connected to Earth, though. Every soul that passes from your realm ends up in ours. They get filtered by the recruiters, and the ones the Reaper selects get to stay here—”
“The Reaper?” Lee’s mind jumped, remembering when she and Agent Finley had been threatened Chloe’s bar by the impossibly tall man with a hellhound. It jumped again to the parking lot of the taxidermy business, where a portal had opened and a host of ghosts or demons or something supernatural had swarmed after her. “Did anyone else get
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