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To every recovering perfectionist and control freak.

Let go a little.

Mess it up.

You’re good enough just as you are.







THE CHAKRAS AND their Energies





Muladhara: The Root Chakra - Earth Element


The energy of nourishment and home, family and safety. 





Svadisthana: The Sacral Chakra - Water Element


Fluid and adaptable, the energy of movement and connection, of practical and physical creativity. The energy of pleasure, sexuality and sensation, and emotions.





Manipura: The Navel Chakra - Fire Element


The energy of the individual; of confidence, of proactivity and of drive and passion. Playful and proud.





Anahata: The Heart Chakra - Air Element


The energy of healing, and of balance, located in the middle of the body and the seven Chakras. The energy of love, of relationships, of devotion. Of compassion and empathy.





Vishudha: The Throat Chakra - Ether (Space) Element


The energy of communication, of conceptual creativity, and of truth. Of expression, and of listening.





Ajna: The Third Eye - The Mind


The energy of imagination, of visualizations, and insight. Of clarity and wisdom. Of dreams and intuition.





Sahasara: The Crown Chakra - None* 


The purest of all the energies. Only experienced through the Grace of the Source (the energetics’ name for the creator, the divine).








*Neither a dominant nor auxiliary Chakra for energetics
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Archer’s feet pounded along the trail, while to his left, dusk enveloped the looming rust-brown metal towers that bled into the manicured lawns surrounding them. For Archer, Seattle’s ‘iron Stonehenge’, aka the Gas Works Park, was a fascinating combination of humans’ complexity: they destroyed and they created.


He changed his pace to cool down from his regular three-mile circuit. It was more dark than not, the silence of the usually busy park creating an illusion of intimacy between him and the woman coming through his Bluetooth headphones. 


“Sorry Phoebe, I can’t make it,” Archer said. “I need to take over as lead coder on Whisper.”


“I need you at this meeting. I only agreed to you taking on the project management because Whisper is so important to the future of the business, and you seemed keen,” she said. “It’s been a while since you were so excited about something.”


Along with being best friends, Archer and Phoebe were, respectively, the CEO and COO of Disp@tch, the successful communications technologies business they had built together over the last couple of decades. 


“I’m still excited. That’s why I’m taking over the coding. It’s just been a busy week, remember?”


A senior member of the management team had resigned this week due to family issues outside Disp@tch’s control, leaving a pile of work undone, and there had been a potentially high-profile exposure issue where a teenage energetic had used their powers and had been caught on camera. Luckily, in this day and age it was easy to convince people that the real video was a fake, debunk the story, and ensure his race stayed hidden. But it took time. 


Archer slowed the last few yards to where he’d locked up his mountain bike. He always used the same spot to secure it when he went for his much-needed run. 


A prickle of discomfort ran across his shoulders, and he shrugged them a few times to dissipate the feeling, glancing around him to see if there was a source. He saw nothing out of the ordinary. He looked at the sky. Perhaps it was the threat of rain to come.


“It’s critical you come,” she persisted. “We need these investors. This opportunity has huge potential, but only if it gets funding. I need you there to present the technical aspects, and with a working demo. Arch, you handpicked the team for this. What’s wrong with Indu’s work?” 


He stretched out his quads. “There are problems with the code, and it’s easier for me to do it myself than have him fix it. Think of it like this: he’s the equivalent of a state champion, I’m an Olympian. There’s no comparison.” 


While he could almost hear her eyes rolling her side of the call, Archer was one of the best in his field, he had no doubts about that. And no, this was nothing at all to do with the fact his favorite thing was coding. 


He had a sneaking suspicion that Phoebe enjoyed actually running the business a lot more than him these days. 


“If you try and do it all yourself, you’ll run out of energy. You need to take care of yourself, and using the team is part of that.”


“I am using the team.” He grabbed the sports drink he’d stashed in the down-tube bottle cage and drank.


“You need to stop trying to micro-manage every detail,” she said. “Burnout is a thing, even for energetics.”


“If you want the best demo, I have to be the one to develop it.” It wasn’t arrogance. It was fact. “Whisper will be a success because I’ve made the tech, not because I was at the meeting.”


A rustle sounded in the scant trees behind him and he spun, his senses alert. A gull flew past him and his shoulders dropped. He shook his head, annoyed, rolling his neck. His unease likely stemmed more from guilt than from anything amiss in this tranquil park. 


“How close is the team to finishing the demo?” Phoebe asked.


“Close,” he said: only a partial fib. It was at least three quarters complete. Well. Half. Indu and his team had been working on it, but Archer had stopped them earlier that week, knowing he could finish it in much less time, with better results. However, it had been a busy week, and he hadn’t gotten around to it. Yet.


He sighed. There’d been a time when he’d dreamed of being a historian. He’d stayed up late into the night as a child studying the myths of his people, the energetics of Atlantis, and how they intersected with the legends of humans. But that time was past. Day-to-day he had to be satisfied with places like this park, and while he loved its contrast of the natural world and industrial archaeology, it contained nothing like the mysteries of why his people had to leave their homeland many thousands of years ago. 


He’d fallen into running Disp@tch—what had started as a fun coding project had become one of the largest communications businesses in the world. As well as providing various messaging apps and services for humans, it also provided a way of monitoring potential discovery by humans of the energetics race. As Disp@tch had become more successful, his parents had finally shown an interest in his work, and he’d become ‘the business one’ in his family, while his older sister was always ‘the academic one’. 


“Alright,” said Phoebe. “I appreciate it. Can you show me a working demo by the end of the week?”


“No problem,” he said, wincing as he worked out how many hours of overtime stood between him and Friday.


“Are you seeing anyone new?” Phoebe said, in the swift change of topic she was known for.


Archer pressed his eyes shut tight, a headache coming on. “I’m not dating anyone right now.”


He unlocked his bike, then walked his empty drink over to the recycling can and dropped it in. 


“I understand you don’t love it. Believe me, I don’t love parading myself with a random guy on my arm for the magazines either. But you haven’t been on a date for weeks. Our public profiles are a core part of the business, and we agreed while we’re both single we’d take advantage of the fact and keep generating PR and networking opportunities.”


He turned the collar of his windbreaker up and walked back to the bike, where he leaned over to unlock it. This was a recurring argument. “You’re a lot more photogenic than I—”


Before he finished his sentence, something hard slammed into his upper back; the breath knocked from him. The cellphone fell from his hand, and he lost an ear bud. He stumbled and tripped over the bike, landing in a tangle of limbs and metal. 


“Archer?” Phoebe said, but he was thrusting himself away from the bike and springing to his feet, searching for the attack’s origin. 


Human or energetic? Random or targeted? Understand your opponent and you were more likely to beat them. Brains could beat brawn when combined with the sort of martial arts and energetic training he’d received.


He glimpsed a figure at the tree line, shrouded in morning mist, arm raised. A whirl of dirt rose from the ground in front of the figure and headed toward Archer. 


Alright. That answered one question. An energetic, either a Muladhara, given the earth, or an Anahata, given the air. He glanced around, saw no-one else, and got ready to unleash his power.







“We need you. Kayla’s having another episode.” 


Cara heard the words with a sinking heart, but jumped up from her desk and followed Ife through the corridors to the locked-down part of the Healing Center. Leeching could, and would, kill, eventually. Cara’s job was to make sure that didn’t happen.


As they ran, Ife apologized. “We wouldn’t disturb you if we didn’t need you, Cara. Sorry.”


Cara served as General Manager of the Center, her role focusing on the smooth administration of both the Rehabilitation Center and the therapeutic section. She acted as a Healer in emergencies only, or she’d never have time to go home.


“It’s been weeks, and I’m still not sure which side of the Center Kayla belongs on,” Cara muttered as they bolted down another corridor, its smooth walls the healing green of Anahata Chakra.


Cara slammed her palm against each energetic ward and human-made biometric that they flew through. Security was a lot tighter in the Rehab section, and instances like this showed why.


Kayla had been a victim of a truly horrific act, her energy drained by another energetic. She had also been forced to leech from others, which had twisted her energy, and she trembled on the line between normal energetic and Rogue. Cara’s team had been working with the girl to rehabilitate her, but she suffered terrible energetic and mental episodes, each more destructive than the last. Ife specialized in talking therapies, and possessed deep experience in integrating art therapy to help with expression of trauma, but the girl had yet to open up.


“She’s trying to leech from Jason,” Ife said, his long legs eating up the ground alongside Cara, concern visible in the way his delicate fingers wove through the air to illustrate his speech. He caught her glance and reassured her. “Thea’s with him. He’s not alone.”


“Is he hurt?” Jason was the least experienced Healer in the Center.


He shook his head. “But the girl is a junkie. She should be clean by now, but she’s not. Her energy is still twisted. I don’t know if the block is coming from inside her, some kind of energetic residue we haven’t picked up, or is something external.” 


“How could it be external?” Cara stopped for a moment outside the door to the girl’s room. She pulled energy from the ether to fortify herself. A high-pitched scream came through the thick door. Something hammered against it from inside, and it shuddered. “Nothing should be able to get in or out of that room.”


Cara gestured to Ife, who unlocked the door, opening it only enough for them both to slip quickly through, then closing it behind them and reactivating the locks. 


Despite numerous wards, many of which Cara had woven personally, the room was in chaos. Kayla stared straight ahead, her dyed-blue hair lank around her shoulders. But she was one of the few points of stillness in the space, as items from the room whirled around her. 


Energetics called these spaces Holding Rooms. Not cells. Never cells. Designed to be temporary, once the individual was no longer in danger of their energy distorting, they would take on a role that would help them atone, usually in one of the Guilds, using their energy for a purpose that served the race.


Kayla’s room, like the others here, contained a bed, armchair, and desk with a wooden chair, and a private en suite bathroom.


Simple furniture, in natural materials, with clean lines, enchanted by Muladhara energy to be unbreakable. 


They estimated Kayla’s age at about nineteen or twenty, with energies of Ajna-Vishudha, though they hadn’t been able to find out much about her life before an energetic on a walk had stumbled across her—broken, drained and left for dead in a small forest clearing near Vancouver. 


The one thing they were certain of was the importance to her of art. She refused to talk about the events that had ended up with her lying beneath the trees, and in fact spoke rarely, but she had asked for art supplies. She barely ate, yet she completely covered every piece of paper given to her with sketches and drawings. Kayla had also taken to painting symbols on the white walls. Cara’s hope was that it would prove a way for the girl to work through some of her trauma.


At the moment, Kayla clutched Jason by the upper arms. Her strength belied her wiry frame. Jason talked to her in a soothing voice, attempting to build a connection and talk her down, while the girl’s art supplies blinked in and out of existence around them. Kayla had drawn a protective circle around them both in pastels—the intention held significance, not the material. Another Healer, Thea, her usually serious eyes wide, frantically worked on negating the magics the girl erected around herself and her captive. Flashes of light and color winked in and out around her stout body. 


The girl was trying to take energy from Jason, and while he kept his voice steady, sweat beaded on his brow and his breath came in rapid bursts. 


The chair disappeared from the desk, and reappeared the other side of the bed.


Cara’s heart tripped, shocked to see this use of powers. Manipulating objects in space was a power some Vishudha energetics had, but usually those with more maturity and training than Kayla. 


Though, as Cara took stock, it didn’t look like she had control of the teleportation. Rather, it seemed to happen in reaction to the stress of the situation. Cara needed to stop this, and soon. With that little control, the girl could accidentally drain Jason in a heartbeat. Oh, Source. Cara rubbed her temple. This was getting out of hand, fast.


Was Kayla even aware of her actions?


“She’s locked herself down, emotionally and mentally,” Thea called. “She’s drawing strength from her warding circle.”


Cara nodded. Kayla didn’t seem to have enough power to lock the Healer in place, keep Thea out of her circle, and leech, all at the same time. Thank the Source for that. 


They were going to have to be more careful with her in the future. 


Cara stepped into the chaos, and wrapped her own far, far greater power around the wards. Thea was very experienced, but Cara was the Center Manager. That made her more powerful.


Cara was Anahata-Manipura. She could have used her combat powers here, but that wasn’t what Kayla needed. 


Anahata was air and healing, but it was also the Chakra of love. And this girl was terrified. A black hole of self-hatred and agony. 


Cara fed Anahata energy into the cracks in the circle the girl had drawn. Tiny threads of power crept into the minuscule fractures, widening them at a steady pace.


As she did, she stood as near to the girl’s eye-line as possible. Kayla held Jason close, blocking her view of anyone else, but she could still hear. 


A tense silence fell over the room. A stand-off. 


Except it wasn’t. Cara intended to distract the girl until her own magics worked their way into the circle. She wouldn’t fail her patient.


“Kayla, release him.” More blue energy edged through Kayla’s barriers. Cara was nearly there. The girl must be tired. “This isn’t the way. We can get you through this dependency and guide you so you can pull power from the ether again. Hurting others isn’t the way to deal with your pain.”


There was a flicker from the girl, her pale sea-foam eyes darting briefly to where Cara stood, and an almost imperceptible tightening of her mouth. The art supplies flickered in and out of existence in different parts of the room faster and faster—a pack of pencils moving from the bed to the nightstand to the bathroom door; a drawing shifting from the table, to the wall, to Cara’s chest, where it drifted down to the floor.


The distraction was enough for Cara’s energetic tendrils to push through. She shoved energy in and broke the circle. Stepping in quickly, she snapped a shot of sedating Anahata energy straight at the girl, who dropped her captive and fell to the ground. Cara got an arm under the girl before her head hit the floor, and Jason broke his fall with his arm.


“Clear this room out,” Cara said, “And once she’s down for the night, I want a meeting to review what happened. She shouldn’t have been able to do this.” 


She laid Kayla gently on the bed. Standing, Cara turned to Ife. “I think we need to lock her powers down for the periods she’s unattended.” 


Ife raised her eyebrows. “I thought we were treating her as a victim, rather than a Rogue?”


Cara swiped at her forehead with her wrist. “It won’t be in any permanent way. But we can’t have her do this again, whether or not she did it deliberately.”


It took another thirty minutes to complete the ritual. 


Cara yawned as she traipsed back to her office, passing through the various security points on autopilot, considering Kayla’s case.


It had been a long day. The girl was unpredictable, and the route they usually took to rehabilitate those who weren’t yet full Rogues didn’t seem to be working, and Cara wasn’t sure why. 


Cara loved her job, and though she’d anchored her physical age to her early thirties, she had over 100 years of life experience, thirty of which were based in this Center. For twenty of them she had been running it, and during her time, she’d seen a lot of typical energetic health issues. This case both frustrated and intrigued her, and her usual approaches weren’t producing results.


Perhaps she was getting stale. With their long lifespans, most energetics tried many roles and paths connected to their Chakras, in part to ensure the surrounding humans didn’t notice their co-workers never aging. In their remote part of Vancouver Island, with no humans around the Rehab Center, it hadn’t occurred to her to find a role elsewhere. She was good at her job, but was her job still good for her? 


She stepped into her office and tried not to groan when she saw Ai lying on the sofa, her body on the cushions, her legs slung over the armrest, army surplus boots kicking against the side. Ai, an energetic girl whose parents had died, had somehow slipped through the cracks and had been placed into human foster care. ‘Discovered’ by Cara’s dearest friend, Tierra, and her partner Fintan, Ai had missed out on the typical energetic upbringing, and was staying with Cara at the Center to learn more about Anahata, the energy they had in common. 


The teen rolled off the seat and came to her feet. “I heard there was an issue with Kayla. Is she okay?”


Cara’s forehead creased. She’d been trying to get Ai to take more of an interest in healing, but she had showed none so far, despite her sharp mind. How did she know about Kayla? Especially given that Kayla was currently on the rehab side, rather than the healing side? Cara wanted to keep her away from the Rogues, potential and actual, given Ai’s traumatic history with them. 


So where did this interest in Kayla come from? And why, exactly, did Ai care?
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Archer’s dominant energy was Vishudha, the element of sound, space and void, and combating the air attack coming toward him was as simple as creating a vacuum. The dirt fell to the ground, but the cloud masked the movements of his mysterious attacker, who had closed the distance between them. The dark-haired man raised a hand toward Archer, who jerked his shoulder back, avoiding the attempt to lay a hand on him. You never wanted an enemy energetic to touch you, as some could do significant damage with physical contact.


Archer’s heartbeat pounded as he tensed, ready to move. Archer was lean and fit, and while he enjoyed martial arts, his Manipura training had been a long time ago. He had little to no experience of a true fight, a fight where the opponent wanted to cause lasting damage. 


He fixed his gaze on the energetic as rain pooled at his nape, sliding uncomfortably down his back. So much for summer. His muscles were tired after the run, and stiffening, despite his expensive base layers. He needed a way out of this. 


What was happening here? Who would want to attack him? Especially in the energetics’ world? He had plenty of human competition, but the energetics race, a small group who lived peaceably and hidden alongside humans, had few conflicts between themselves. It was only Rogues, those whose energy had twisted, who were a danger to those around them, and he had no idea why one of them would openly attack him like this.


“Who are you? What do you want?” Archer asked. Maybe he could talk his way out of this. His greatest strength lay in his mind, not his body, as his Vishudha energies included the gifts of persuasion through his voice and words, as per his training in the archetype of a Communicator. 


He still heard Phoebe frantically talking in his remaining earbud, but he ignored her. 


Archer wasn’t helpless physically, of course. But he underplayed that side of himself to the public, having settled into the role of the geek many years before. His wire-framed glasses with clear glass encouraged this impression. He hoped this assailant would also underestimate him. Archer had no illusions about fighting if he didn’t have to. There was no shame in running from a fight you couldn’t win, and Archer didn’t take chances when the odds were against him.


The man ignored Archer’s question, and lunged for him. He was definitely aiming for touch. Archer side-stepped quickly and, catching sight of a wooden bench to his right, he moved to put the bench between them. It wasn’t much, but put him out of the other man’s reach.


He had an odd look. He wore what Archer estimated to be a very expensive, tailored suit, dress shirt, and tie. Yet the jacket looked crumpled, the white shirt dirty at the collar. The man was unshaven, and had fixed his physical age in the mid-forties, unlike Archer’s late thirties. He had the look of a feral, absent-minded professor.


There was a rumble, and the earth underneath Archer shifted. He began to sink. Shit. The earth energetic had created a kind of quicksand that clung to Archer’s sneakers. He groped for the bench and twisted his body, freeing his feet and landing outside the patch the man had created.


More debris from the park swirled around Archer, slashing his face and exposed legs and arms. He needed to get gone. Drawing in power from the ether, he charged his Manipura, and released a wobbly, but effective oval of fire around his body that burned the debris to ash. He wiped a sweaty hand across his face, smearing the fine dark powder across a cheek.


He scanned the environment while trying to monitor his attacker. He needed to immobilize him long enough to get his bike and get gone. There were no other vehicles close by he could use. Phoebe’s townhouse was a handful of blocks away and had plenty of wards to keep unwanted visitors like this one out. He could regroup and get help.


The rain was coming down harder, and puddles formed on the surrounding earth. A branch flew past him like an arrow. He dodged at the last minute, though it grazed his arm. He hissed in pain as his forearm stung. But the feel of the fiery burn gave him an idea. He turned his gaze up, looking at the awnings of a concession stand that stood empty and closed at this time of day, near where he had parked his bike. Water was pooling, dragging the plastic down, so it bulged. Archer could use that.


He needed to draw the man underneath, but another branch came towards him, narrowly missing his hip. Then another. Thankfully, the man’s aim seemed off, his powers erratic. Archer moved backwards slowly, his hands raised. 


“Look, I think you might have the wrong guy,” he said, weaving a thread of his Vishudha energy into his voice in case some basic persuasion magic might work. “You should head home.”


Blank eyes from the other man, and no response except for two branches thrown in quick succession. Archer was close to the concession stand, the other man following him carefully, almost robotically. Branches kept coming. Archer turned his body to the right to present less of a target, his left shoulder and hip closest to the assailant.


Without looking at it, Archer sent his Manipura energy into the water that had collected on the concession stand’s awning, heating the liquid. Steam rose off the water as it boiled, thankfully going up and not drawing the attacker’s attention. 


Having heated the liquid, he then started to burn a hole in the awning. 


But the next branch caught him in the gut, the broken, jagged end going through all three layers of clothing into left of his stomach. He screamed and bent over. Source, it hurt. Blood seeped from the wound, but Archer knew he didn’t have time to tend it. He needed to get away, and now. He staggered back, drawing the attacker after him, until he was passing under the awning. As he did, Archer shoved his power into the plastic and blazed a hole in it, so the water, now boiling, drenched the man under it. 


The man’s shriek was louder than Archer’s, and he dropped to the floor and rolled away from the water, panting and sobbing. 


Archer felt a wash of shame that he’d used his powers to such negative ends before he drew in energy from the ether once more, knowing he had little left in him to get away.


He used ether to shift through space the few yards to his bike, an unusual power he liked to keep hidden, but given the other man’s agonized cries, he didn’t think he’d noticed. Archer dragged his bike from the pile of leaves that it had been thrown into, and eased himself onto the seat, the branch stabbing into him and causing him to almost faint for a moment. Shit. He couldn’t ride like this. 


With a swift movement, he pulled the branch out, the pain so intense he couldn’t make a sound. He froze, then pushed ether into the wound and created a small stasis bubble, so it wouldn’t change or get worse. 


He knew he didn’t have either the power or the energy to do that for long.


Getting on his bike, he pedaled for his life.







Elrian screamed, the pain of the boiling water excruciating. It took several seconds for his mind to free itself from his tortured body, until he could cut himself off from the sensations. He thrust both hands into the earth on either side of him, and drew on the cooling energy of the mud there, transferring the heat out of himself. 


What in Nature’s name had happened? He’d planned this so carefully. Watched the other man for days, understanding his routine. He’d painstakingly created a space nearby to try the remnant stone creation ritual again. 


He lay limp on the now dry soil, trying desperately to draw energy from the ether. It was almost impossible for him now. His only access to his energies was through leeching on others, or from direct contact with the elements themselves, such as earth, for his Muladhara Chakra, or in the dreamscape for Ajna, the Chakra of the mind. 


It limited him. The order that ruled his world was off kilter. 


His lungs worked strenuously as his back pressed against the earth. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to ground himself. He wasn’t himself. Perhaps he had been wrong not to bring Dagon or Jowaki, his associates, with him. But working with a hired thug had nearly gotten him killed. Since then, Elrian’s level of delegation had dwindled almost to nothing, uncertain who he could trust outside of Cassidy and Imogen. His skin crawled with a permanent sense of being hunted. Was he paranoid? Or perceptive?


He heaved himself to his feet, feeling brittle. He looked down at himself, clothes caked with dried mud, and shuddered. Unclean.


He’d crossed paths with a familiar energy more than once recently in the Pacific Northwest, and while twice it had felt like it could reasonably be a coincidence, the third and fourth times, he’d become concerned. 


Concealing his tracks, he made efforts to weave new pathways from place to place rather than lead someone to his homes or boltholes. 


He’d thought he’d escaped whoever, or whatever, it was. But had there been more at play? After all, the geeky CEO of a tech company had just outsmarted him. Had he known, somehow? Or had someone warned him?


He rolled his shoulders, aching all over. His limbs felt disjointed and seemed not to respond to his directions.


He had managed to snatch a taste of Archer’s energies during their fight, which was a double-edged sword. Leeching from matched energies would have buoyed him up, but Archer wasn’t a match. Elrian’s body flushed with heat, presumably from the Manipura energy he’d taken from Archer, and the burns he thought he’d cooled with earth energy flared again. He shoved his energy against the alien energy he had taken, his body flashing hot, then cold, then hot. He broke out into a sweat. 


How had Archer—a suit, a figurehead for other energetics to interact with—managed to best Elrian, centuries his senior both in magics and experience?
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It wasn’t even a mile to Phoebe’s high-end condo, which, on the bike, Archer shouldn’t even have noticed. With a gut wound, however, every push on the pedals brought additional torment. The stasis bubble held, but it didn’t cover the entire site, and there were still places where he was aggravating the bleeding. His brain was so foggy, he couldn’t quite work through what else to do. He pulled on his auxiliary chakra energy, Manipura, the energy of fire, as he went. Drawing on the vitality and willpower of Manipura, the spark of life, helped him avoid collapsing, despite being almost drained. It was harder than usual to pull from the ether.


He cauterized the ragged edges of the wound that had escaped the stasis bubble with a brief wash of fire, which caused new agony, but halted the bleeding while he wobbled on his bike to Phoebe’s entrance.


He stumbled off the bike and dumped it where it lay. He’d buy another one if it got stolen. The doorman strode over, but exclaimed in worry when Archer looked him full in the face. 


“Phoebe,” Archer choked out. He didn’t need to worry. Phoebe, clutching her cellphone, was pacing the lobby. 


Catching sight of him, she ran over, her unusual blue-black hair with its white streak flying behind her. 


“What the hell did you do this time, Arch?” She nodded to the doorman. “Help me get him upstairs.”


“Do you need a doctor, ma’am?” he asked. 


She shook her head. “No, thank you, Gordon. I believe I have supplies upstairs. I’ll call you if there’s anything we need.” 


Archer must have blacked out for a minute, as the next time he opened his eyes he was in Phoebe’s luxurious penthouse, lying on her rich burgundy sofa, and there was no sign of Gordon. 


Phoebe was muttering to herself as she cut off Archer’s retro Tetris t-shirt. “I can’t leave you alone for five minutes. You don’t need a COO, you need a minder. Honestly, the things you’ll do to get out of meetings.”


Her touch was cool and competent, and he felt a great sense of relief to be in her hands. They’d worked together for decades, and she’d never let him down. 


Phoebe was a tall, striking woman and Archer had joked once her look was ‘bohemian businesswoman’, a mix of eclectic jewelry and accessories, usually combined with dark dresses and kitten heels. She had just returned from the office and was wearing a black, fitted jersey dress, with 50s makeup and a yellow polka-dot scarf in her hair. Their looks usually contrasted well, his own geek chic uniform of unnecessary glasses, brown cargo pants, button-down shirt and sweater combining with her appearance to demonstrate to the world their nerdy eccentricity. You could get away with a lot if you were ‘quirky’, they’d found.


Either way, she didn’t look like your typical nurse, but he was grateful for her care. 


“Thank you,” he croaked. “It’s probably not as bad as it looks.”


She stopped and stared at him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? I’ve called the emergency line. The chopper’s coming. We’re taking you to the Rehab Center on Vancouver Island. The bleeding’s stopped but you have a bad internal wound. I’ve reinforced your stasis bubble, but we need to get you there before it disappears.”


Archer jerked up in panic to disagree, or tried to. The movement sent a white blanket of pain across his system that concentrated his attention on the excruciating stomach wound. The last thing he heard as he lost consciousness once more was Phoebe asking what had happened.


Time passed. The loud rumble of a chopper brought him back to consciousness. He tried to move his body, but he was strapped to a flat surface, an IV going into the back of his hand. He was exhausted and had burned his fire energy to get himself to Phoebe. His head was so heavy that he could hardly lift it. He opened bleary eyes and saw a broad-shouldered man belted-in next to Phoebe. A gray and white husky lay next to the man, who was listening intently to Phoebe. 


Archer groaned to get their attention, but the noise of the chopper was too loud. He flexed his fingers, and Phoebe caught sight of the motion, and put a pair of headphones and a mic on him.


The noise faded, and the man spoke. “Got yourself into a mess this time.”


“Adam. What are you doing here?” Archer’s vision was swimming, his brain a confused jumble. How did Adam, a Protector Archer knew through his work with the energetics, get here? Who was he hunting?


“I was on Elrian’s trail,” Adam said. “A burst of energy drew me to the area. Arrived after the fight. Threat assessment told me I needed back up before tackling him.” 


“Adam said you were lucky to get out without more damage,” Phoebe said. “He tracked you because he could see from the blood trail that you were injured,” Phoebe said. “He caught up with us just as the chopper arrived.”


Elrian? Why was Adam tracking this Rogue? “What did he want with me?”


Adam’s dark eyes were grim, and he rubbed a hand over rough stubble. The man was a mountain, his arms and shoulders thickly muscled. “Unclear.”


Archer shook his head, or tried to. His vision swam. Adam was one of Disp@tch’s key contacts in the Guilds. But he couldn’t quite piece together why he would be here. 


He couldn’t get a grip on anything that was happening.


There was a muttered conversation between Adam and Phoebe, and a woman Archer thought might be a medic reached over and adjusted the line connected to the IV.


A calm, heavy feeling sucked Archer down into blissful unconsciousness.







Cara handled Ai’s concern about Kayla. She wouldn’t let Ai meet the unstable energetic any time soon. Her new ward was street-smart, but she was still learning about the world of her genetic family, the energetics, and her maturity needed a lot of development. Hopefully Ai had hundreds of years ahead of her to make her own mistakes, but for now, she was Cara’s responsibility.


Cara met with the Senior Healers to discuss what had happened with Kayla, and they agreed on a new treatment plan, with greater security—one that would manage the strange hallucinations she was having until they could understand what was causing them. 


Once Kayla rested, Cara would need to reassess her. She was missing something, she was sure of it.


Cara sat at her desk and rubbed gritty eyes with her left hand, rotating her stress balls in her right. This day had been a long one. Every time she’d tried to finish the last few critical tasks of the day, someone had popped in to ask her a ‘quick question’. She’d tried to keep a smile on her face and support her staff, but she was at the end of her rope. She needed to rest and recharge. 


Her office was a space designed to support her in that, despite her workload, and she adored it—lucky given how much time she spent in it. The room had more touches of the Châteauesque buildings the Center had been modeled on than some of its spaces. Oak paneling, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on one wall. A large curved window with a window seat. Even a stone fireplace, though now it was summer and she hoped not to need it for a while. 


Another knock at her door. Cara glanced towards it. “Come in.”


It was Osana, her executive assistant. Loyal to a fault, and still working, despite the fact it was late. When Cara’s gaze met Osana’s friendly brown eyes, her smile softened and became real. “What can I do for you?”


The other woman bustled over and plucked the stress balls out of Cara’s hand and put them on the large oak desk. “You can go home and get some sleep. We need you in good condition. All this work will still be here tomorrow.”


Huh. That was unusually assertive for the warm Osana. Cara glanced at her reflection in the computer screen and winced. Alright. She did look pretty bad. She was sort of…fraying at the edges.


Cara shuffled the papers on her desk, and picked up her mug to take it to the kitchen, but Osana grabbed it and steered Cara out of the door, bundling her coat, scarf and hat into her arms as she did. “I’ll wash that.”


“You need to go home and rest too,” Cara called back. Osana lived offsite with her wife.


“Don’t worry about me. I’ll come in a bit late tomorrow. You should too, though I know you won’t. I know it’s pointless saying this to you - again - but we can get in more help if you need it,” Osana said.


Moments later, Cara was out in the cool night air, shrugging on her coat. She walked to her small house on the grounds. She was so ready for bed. There had been an increase in the number of energetics whose energies were twisting recently. Instead of the usual five to ten, she had nearly double that to handle in the Center, yet the same number of resources. While she probably needed to hire more people, she had hoped it was just a blip, an anomaly. Was it more than that? She’d spoken to a few of the other Healing Centers and they all had more Rogues than usual, with no apparent reason.


She sighed. Another problem to fix. As the Manager of the Center, she was its ambassador to the outside world, ensuring her team could get on with the amazing and important work they did unbothered by the ebb and flow of Guild politics.


She’d skip her usual thirty-minute training in the morning. Most days, to keep her auxiliary Chakra, Manipura, honed, she did a quick practice of some offensive and defensive skills with the energy of fire, combined with a brief run. Though recently, the frequency with which she’d skipped it to catch up on her sleep had increased. Was she leaning too much on Anahata? Out of balance with herself? She shook her head. She was tired. And had a right to be, given everything that was going on.


Her cell rang, and she pulled off the glove she’d drawn on moments before, digging around in her bag to answer it. 


“It’s Adam. We’re flying in an emergency. I’ve told your people. I need you on it.”


She blinked. Adam was her best friend’s brother. She’d known him for decades. He was also a Protector working for the safety of the Guilds and their race, and had brought in a prisoner or wounded colleague now and then to her over the years. It was rare that he requested her personal involvement. 


“What kind of guest?”


“A friendly. Gut injury.” A pause, which wasn’t like the quietly decisive Adam. Taciturn maybe, but never hesitant.


“What is it?” she asked.


“The friendly,” Adam said. “Elrian attacked him. It’s bad.” 


The tiredness fled her system. She spun on her heel and ran.
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Cara went directly to the helipad, where several of her staff had already gathered a wheeled gurney and other medical equipment.


She scanned the skies until she caught the distant sound of blades cutting through the air. The thump-thump-thump got louder, and a staff member passed her ear protectors before it got close enough to land. 


The chopper touched down, and her staff transformed into the efficient machine they were. Adam jumped out and helped unload a body strapped down for transport onto her team’s gurney, his dog leaping down after him. Once the patient was secure, she ran alongside the gurney as they made their way along the paths to an emergency treatment room.


“Status?” she snapped out.


“Gut wound with stasis bubble,” said Adam. “Sedated for transport.”


She could see a medic from the chopper liaising with Thea, presumably filling her in on treatment details so far. 


In the room they had prepared, she stood at the patient’s head while her staff took care of his IV, cut off what remained of his clothes, which looked like sportswear, and washed the blood away so they could inspect his wound. 


In the meantime, she centered herself, and once again drew energy. Always harder when she was tired, it took effort, and she knew she’d suffer for this the next day, but needs must.


She placed her hands gently on the man’s head, his medium-length brown hair softer than it looked, and sent exploratory energy across his body, seeking abnormalities and aberrations. A couple of healed hairline fractures, one in an arm from childhood, and one in his tibia, which looked like an adult break. Scratches and bruises. 


Energy levels dangerously low. 


She swore. “He’s been leeched from. It doesn’t seem to have gone too far, but it’s there.”


The biggest wound, and the one they needed to address first, was the wound in the gut. It was concerningly deep, made by some kind of jagged object, and had caught the small intestine and punctured it. Shit. She probed the torn edges and found minute splinters of wood. This kind of injury had only a fifty percent chance of survival in a human facility. His odds were better as an energetic, but still not the odds Cara wanted. 


The casting of the stasis bubble was fading, but the wound gave the impression of being created minutes ago rather than hours ago, as Adam had told her. If the patient had done this, he was a quick thinker.


She pushed energy into the area to reinforce the stasis for the moment until she could do more. Keeping a hand on the patient’s head to continue monitoring his energies, she studied his body, looking for confirmation of her findings so far. It seemed more than one wooden projectile had caught him, but most of them had glanced off or hit him in less problematic areas. 


“We have two priorities,” she reported. “He has very little energy in reserve, and what he has, needs rebalancing. Thea, I want you on that. Second, the gut wound has torn through the small intestine and needs to be closed. I don’t think we need a resection, but we can assess as we operate.”


Her team bobbed their heads around her, attending to their various tasks. She jerked her head at Adam and a vaguely familiar female to get them out of the room, and got to work.







Several hours later Cara rested her back against the wall and rolled her head to stretch out her tight neck muscles. They had stabilized the patient. She couldn’t spot any signs of infection, but he would need to be monitored closely for a while, and it was going to take time for him to recover. 


Around her, staff secured, stored and disposed of the items they had used during surgery while she studied her latest case as a person, rather than a patient. Clothed in one of their gowns that he made look surprisingly good, he had the lean body type of a runner, with well-defined arms that had long, smooth muscles over the upper portion.


His mouth, relaxed in sleep, had a full lower lip, and a faint shadow under the skin indicated there would soon be stubble on his jaw and chin. 


Those weren’t the only shadows, however. His eyes were closed, but they had bluish smudges underneath them, showing he could really use the rest they were giving him. She had been surprised to see that they’d needed to remove glasses from him. No energetic needed them, so there was rarely a reason to wear them, and it made them stand out. In fact, the last time she’d met someone—


Oh.


Realization flooded through her, and the vague feeling of familiarity Cara had had on seeing the woman he’d come in with clicked into place. This was Archer Hampton, and the woman was the co-founder of Disp@tch, Phoebe Korr. One of his people had needed treatment at the Rehab Center the year before, and Archer, clearly used to being in charge, had tried to run the show. But this wasn’t his boardroom. This was her clinic. Her domain. It had been a power struggle he was doomed to lose.


She washed up and walked out to update Phoebe and Adam. 


Phoebe sat upright on a club chair in the well-appointed relatives room. She jumped up as soon as she saw Cara, hands clenching and unclenching. “How is he?”


“He’ll be okay.” 


The other woman sagged in relief.


“As long as he follows our treatment instructions,” Cara said, flatly. If anyone had control of the man inside that room, she suspected it was Phoebe, though it was unclear if they were lovers as well as business partners. 


Phoebe grimaced. “Ah, yes. Sorry. I’ll talk to him. I wasn’t sure you’d remember us.”


Cara tilted her head. She very much doubted that, yet Phoebe had been nothing but polite to Cara and her staff, unlike Archer. 


She relented. “He’s going to be okay. But it was a serious wound. How did it happen?”


“Fight with Elrian,” said Adam, who took advantage of the low, boxy design of his club chair to relax, his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. Adam didn’t waste energy.


“Yes, but why? Why was he attacking this guy?” A guy who had nothing to do with fighting and prophecies and healing, one who had chosen to operate in the human world, for financial profit and gain.


Phoebe held up open palms, shrugging helplessly. Adam’s husky got up, padded to her and wound through her legs before returning to sit at Adam’s feet.


“We’ll ask him,” said Adam. “Thank you for your care.”


“Of course,” said Cara. She would treat anyone, Rogue or regular energetic, nice person or arrogant jerk.


“At least he can’t boss you around this time,” said Phoebe, with a weak laugh.


Damn straight, he can’t. 


Although she might enjoy putting him in his place if he tried.







Archer groaned and tried to blink his eyes open. Where was he? Where was Phoebe? What had they been doing? He turned his neck.


Oh, Bright Source. Agony tore through him, and he grunted. His head fell back. 


A cool, small hand touched his check, then his brow. It felt so good. Was it Phoebe?


“What’s happening?” he ground out. “What’s wrong with me?” 


“You’re being treated. Looks like your metabolism went through the pain management more quickly than most.” It didn’t sound like his friend. The voice was lighter and warmer than Phoebe’s more melodious tones. 


He sucked a breath in and cracked his eyes open the smallest possible amount. Bright. It was so bright in here. 


He was in a room he didn’t know, but not a human hospital. There were several people in the room. The woman at his bedside looked familiar, but he couldn’t place her. Pain throbbed through his gut, and the lights in the room made his head ache. It was hard to focus with the pain pressing in on him, crushing his skull and tearing through his abdomen. 


A male voice growled into a cell in the corner of the room, a large husky alert and watching Archer at the man’s feet. Definitely an energetic place.


“…unclear why they targeted him,” Adam said into the phone.


Pieces flooded back: his run, the attack, his flight to Phoebe. 


“His injuries are severe. He needed help. I had to make a choice. Archer, not Elrian.”


Archer’s chest was tight. He tried to swallow and coughed, squeezing his eyes shut against the pain. The gentle hand lifted his head and put an ice chip to his lips. He sucked it gratefully, though he desperately wanted water to ease his parched throat. 


An apologetic voice spoke. “Sorry. No water, in case we need to do more work on you. I’m going to put you under again in a moment.”


He shook his head quickly. Too quickly. Everything spun, and he wanted to throw up. His stomach muscles cramped in anticipation and the pain shot through him like lightning. Source, this was tiring.


“Phoebe,” he demanded, though her name came out weakly, not in the imperious way he’d been going for. A small sigh, tightly controlled, but definite, slipped from the woman beside him.


Darkness. He rested a moment, two, three; he wasn’t sure.


“Archer, thank the light. You’re badly injured. You need to do what Healer Cara tells you.”


Cara. He knew that name. Didn’t he? There was something he was missing, something to do with this place, the voice. He had a stray thought about honey.


“Do you know why he attacked you?” Adam said.


He shook his head again. He really didn’t. 


“Who?” he got out.


“A Rogue.” Adam put a hand out to his dog, who rubbed his colossal head against it.


“A bad one. What have you got yourself tangled up in, Archer?” Phoebe asked. “Is this connected to one of your extracurricular projects? Have you been consorting with pirates again?”


Adam’s head moved fractionally to the side. “Pirates?”


Phoebe rubbed her temples. “He goes treasure hunting. He’s always getting into scrapes. Though never anything like this, and usually with humans, not energetics.”


“I didn’t…I haven’t…”


A voice cut across him. “You can ask him later. Right now, he’s in a lot of pain and needs to rest.”


Archer bristled. He couldn’t remember anyone but Phoebe interrupting him outside his family for the last decade. Apart from one. 


Oh. 


His eyes widened. Fuck the pain, he thought, and turned his head to see the owner of the voice, who he now had a strong suspicion he recognized.


“The sexy shrew!” 


He was in the biggest energetic Healing and Rehabilitation Center in North America, on Vancouver island, off the west coast of Canada, a place he knew because he’d brought in a seriously injured employee for treatment before.


The treatment had gone great, the equipment and design of the Center incredible, but his interactions with this woman—who he remembered with a groan was both the head honcho of the place, and one of the top Healers in the region—had not. 


She’d been bossy, opinionated, and really, really annoying. 


“Archer!” Phoebe sounded aghast. “Behave!”


“If you mean we’ve met before, then yes. If you mean I’m the person in charge of this facility, then also yes.” The woman’s smile was sharp and fast, disappearing as quickly as it appeared on the heart-shaped face. “Welcome back, Mr. Hampton. I’m Cara, the Head Healer of this Rehabilitation Center, in charge of your care.”


Dammit. Pain was wearing him down, and he struggled to think. He didn’t have his usual filters in place. “Like hell you are.”


He needed out of here, and into a facility where the gorgeous general manager didn’t hate him and think he was a privileged jerk. 


Whether he was one wasn’t relevant.


He tried to rise out of the bed, but for the third time the pain tore through him. He attempted to pull energy, but he was empty, and trying to draw on the ether felt like mining diamonds with a Q-Tip.


Cara was busying herself at the IV that went into his arm. He groped for it with his other hand, but it was leaden, and she easily placed it back at his side as if he were a child. Not a hair moved out of place on her honey blonde bob.


“Stop.” He swallowed, his mouth dry again. She twisted something, and he felt the disturbing sensation of cold liquid rushing into his veins. “You’re not my Healer. Or my Doctor.”


“Mr. Hampton, you need to rest now.”


He shook his head, muzzy, the room wavering at the edges. He was losing focus. “You’re pretty, but that doesn’t mean you can boss me around.” 


“Oh Source.” Phoebe stifled a horrified laugh. “Cara, I am so sorry. It’s the pain and the drugs. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”


“Mmm hmm,” Cara said, though it was distant. 


She was bossy. And she was pretty. So pretty. But he needed to go home. He was good at words. He’d tell her. She’d let him.


“I have to leave. But you are pretty,” he repeated. There. That was right, wasn’t it? Those were the two things he needed to say.


He nodded slightly, with satisfaction, and laid his head back down.


Very pretty.
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Cara’s cheeks were pink as she watched Archer go back under, his face smoothing out into peaceful lines, though retaining its distinctive angular jawline. 


She pressed the button to summon another of her staff members. “Prudence, can you monitor and review the drugs we’re giving Mr. Hampton? His energies are more powerful than I realized, and we need to keep him sedated overnight so he can begin the healing process.”


Prudence, sweet, competent and kind, was a specialist in pain management and anesthesia and would make sure that Archer got the rest he needed. In the meantime, Cara’s annoyance with herself grew. She’d underestimated Archer, which wasn’t like her. Had her personal feelings clouded her judgement? 


If only she could put him under every time he got annoying. When he’d been here before, he wasn’t even a relative of the patient she and her team had been looking after, just his boss, and he’d been difficult. He leveraged the charm of Vishudha to cajole or bribe her staff, and sometimes even the other patients, into doing whatever his employee wanted, whether or not it was what he needed. Archer had no idea about the healing arts.


Still, she thought grimly, he was a patient and needed her care. She finished in the room, handing him over to Prudence and others, and nodded a crisp goodbye to Phoebe.


“Adam, can you come to my office? I’d like a word.” 


He jerked his head in assent and followed her. She opened her office door to find Ai sprawled on her front, frowning in concentration, trying to create a puff of air that would blow out the candle she had lit, mercifully on the hearth of the fireplace.


“Ai, you should be asleep,” Cara said. But Ai had already jumped up, awkwardly greeting Adam with a fist bump. Cara shot a narrow blast of air at the candle so Ai didn’t set the office on fire, as the girl spun toward her.


“I heard Archer Hampton and Phoebe Korr were here,” Ai said, almost bouncing in place, though it was the early hours of the morning. Cara was starting to suspect the girl had an energetic’s sense for trouble. That, or the chopper had woken her up.


Cara sank into her office chair and massaged her temples. “Yes. Archer Hampton is a patient.”


“They’re famous! You know that, right? Are they really energetics?” The last words were muffled as Ai had her face in the long-suffering Argus’s fur, her arms wrapped around his neck.


And that really said all you needed to about the pair. What energetics - who could live hundreds of years - in their right mind would court fame? Live in the public spotlight where they risked bringing attention to their race?


Cara gave up and buried her own head in her arms on the desk. Maybe everything would go away if she closed her eyes.


“Yes
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