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      List of abilities should not be considered complete.

      DANCER

      Element: Water

      Potential Abilities: Read and manipulate emotions. Agility and Grace. Manipulate water. Sense patterns, up to and including most likely outcomes of events. Change appearance.

      Rumored abilities: Manipulate Weather

      FERR

      Element: Blood

      Potential Abilities: Strong sense of smell. Can sense energies around people and objects and track them. Scrub disease from blood. Manipulate blood and heart in their own body and in others.

      Rumored abilities: The ability to coerce and control people by creating an affinity in their blood.

      MESMER

      Element: Air

      Potential Abilities: Read and manipulate thoughts. Telepathy. Manipulate air in ways that effect light, the composition of air, wind.

      Rumored abilities: Flight

      STONE

      Element: Earth

      Potential Abilities: Super strength. Make skin impermeable. Ability to change mass of their bodies. Manipulate dirt, rock, stone, and plants.

      Rumored abilities: The ability to detect lies

      WISP

      Element: Fire

      Potential Abilities: Super speed. Call fire. Lend their raw power to others to increase their ability. Manipulate electricity

      Rumored Abilities: Create bombs from stored power.

      ZEE

      Element: Bone

      Potential Abilities: Manipulate bodies of others. Healing and Regeneration. Sense types of power in others. Manipulate bones.

      Rumored abilities: Coming back from the dead. Resurrecting others.

      VASUM

      The vessel

      Abilities: Can borrow the power of any other type.
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      Vinnie had bought too many cookies. Four plastic boxes filled the shopping bag, forcing her to hold her hand at an awkward angle to get her fingers through the loops. It hadn’t been uncomfortable when she’d left the grocery store, but five blocks later her hand was cramping.

      Her other hand was straining, too. Three large bottles of soda were heavy and the cap of one bottle had punched a hole in the thin bag. As Vinnie walked, the hole continued to tear, causing the bottles to list to the side, threatening to spill out onto the sidewalk.

      Just one block to go. The bag would hold up—it had to. She needed this event to go smoothly.

      Vinnie breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the entrance to the alley that would take her to the charity library she ran. The plastic bags bumped awkwardly against her legs as she rounded the corner and jerked to a halt. The library was in the building’s basement, its entrance was halfway down the alley. Someone was standing at the bottom of the stairs, in front of the door, graying blond hair glowing dully in the afternoon light.

      Please don’t be Carla. Please don’t be Carla. Vinnie kept her Vasum power open all the time now. With it, she could determine if others had power and borrow it if she wanted. The woman was normal and as Vinnie got closer, the rest of Carla came into view, her customary scowl already in place.

      “You’re late.” Carla’s scowl deepened. Several plastic shopping bags rested at her feet and Vinnie could just make out some bright colors.

      What was Carla doing here? And with what looked like party supplies. Carla had suggested the fundraiser but hadn't said anything about helping.

      “We don’t open until one today. There’s been a sign on the door for a week.” Vinnie stepped back from the top of the steps. The stairs were narrow, and she needed Carla to move so she could unlock the door.

      “We agreed I’d come early to help you set everything up,” Carla said.

      No, Vinnie had not agreed to that. Zandia was going to help Vinnie set things up. Carla had been in the same room.

      And she wasn’t going to move.

      Vinnie transferred both of her bags to one hand and fished in her front pocket for the key as she went down the steps. She wedged herself between Carla and the door and stuck the key in the lock, only bumping into Carla twice before she got the door open.

      “The fundraiser starts at one. Getting here early to help set up would be now.” As Vinnie stepped through the door, the bag carrying the drinks gave way, spilling the three large bottles on the floor. They tumbled, thankfully they didn’t break open as they hit the ground.

      “You can’t set up for a party in 30 minutes.” Carla stepped around the bottles on the floor and plonked the bag she’d been carrying on the counter and started pulling out streamers that looked like they belonged at a children’s birthday party.

      Vinnie opened her mouth to protest and then shook her head. It didn’t matter. She doubted anyone who came to the library would care what the streamers looked like, and Vinnie was grateful for the fundraiser idea. Carla was tired of the same old books and wanted new ones, but Vinnie had a different motive.

      She’d used what little money she’d had saved to put a deposit and the first month’s rent down for an apartment. Her first paycheck from working at Walt’s convenience store wouldn’t be until next week, and the rent for the library was due Monday. If she didn’t make enough, she’d be calling her landlord and begging for an extension, and he was not known for his generosity.

      The bell on the door jingled again. Vinnie snatched the third bottle of soda off the floor and scooted out of the way as Zandia entered.

      Zandia was Vinnie’s most frequent patron, and she’d been here even more in the last few weeks. She was the closest thing Vinnie currently had to a friend, which wasn’t saying much. She didn’t know much about Zandia, aside from her love of romance novels, and was trying to keep it that way. She’d moved away from her other friends so no one could use them against her, and making new ones would just repeat the cycle.

      Zandia’s eyes crinkled in a smile, deepening the lines around her eyes, and she propped open the door.

      One of the bottles in Vinnie’s arms started to slide and she tightened her arms.

      “Where’s your table?” Carla’s sour voice asked. “Where are you going to put those?”

      Vinnie looked at the bag of packaged cookies at her feet. “I’m going to put them on the counter.”

      “That’s too high up. You need food to be at waist level. Tell me you have a table.”

      “They’ll be fine. I don’t need a table.”

      Zandia looked from Carla to Vinnie. “Don’t you have a table in the back, Vinnie? I’ll help you bring it out.”

      She had a table in the back, but it was heavy and Zandia was at least seventy, and while this whole thing had been Carla’s suggestion, it was still Vinnie’s fundraiser. “It would be awkward to move. The counter will be fine. Or we can move the coffee pot.”

      Against the far wall was a small table with a coffee pot.

      “Nonsense. If you’re not up to it, Carla can help.” Zandia was already around the counter. She paused to look Vinnie up and down, and Vinnie self-consciously tugged the end of her sleeve over her thin wrist. She had lost a lot of weight in the last few weeks, but she could still lift a table.

      “I can lift the table,” Vinnie said.

      Ignoring her, Zandia opened the door to the back room, which had been a large closet before Vinnie opened the library.

      It was harder to say no to Zandia since she was kind where Carla was critical, so Vinnie stop trying and followed her to the back room.

      Zandia had already picked up the books that were on the sorting table and moved them to the floor. Vinnie helped her move the rest of her supplies to the floor and together they maneuvered the table into the front room. By the time they set it down out front, Vinnie was a little winded, but Zandia just slapped her hands together and moved on to setting up the cookies and drinks.

      Fatigue drew Vinnie’s shoulders down. Sitting would be nice, but she couldn’t let her patrons do everything. Maybe just one cookie to give her energy.

      She opened the paper plates and one package of cookies. One of the giant pink frosted confections went in her mouth where she held it while she arranged the rest on a plate. Once she had them arranged, she allowed herself to bite down on the cookie and chew, almost moaning with relief.

      “Really, Vinnie,” Carla said. “If I had known you were going to buy that garbage, I would have baked some nice homemade cookies. It’s like you’re not even trying.”

      “I love these,” Vinnie said. “When I was a kid, my dad would never let me have them. Everything had to be made by hand.” Their personal chef made the cookies, but she didn’t want to say that. “Even for school bake sales. Most of the other kids brought store cookies, and I was different.”

      She took another big bite.

      Carla pursed her lips. “You’re not a child anymore. People blame their parents for every little thing.”

      Then she turned and pointed at the streamers and the welcome sign she put up, a proud smile on her face.

      The streamers looked bright and garish — a perfect complement to Vinnie’s store-bought cookies — the elementary school party aura was complete.

      “They look good, Carla,” Zandia said.

      “Very colorful,” Vinnie said around another mouthful.

      “Are we having a party?” Ed, one of Vinnie’s few male regulars, stood in the doorway.

      “It’s a fundraiser,” Carla said. “We haven’t had any new books in ages. If you take a cookie, you have to leave a donation in the jar.”

      Zandia must have seen the horrified look on Vinnie’s face because she squeezed her arm. “Why don’t you have a seat, Vinnie? You look exhausted.”

      There was a nice, cozy library chair near the coffee pot. The thought made Vinnie snap her spine straight. She did not want to sit down. Was Zandia manipulating her? She directed her Vasum power at Zandia and dug in to find her spark, that tiny bit of power that everyone had. Stone, Zandia’s spark was Stone, so weak it couldn’t have even helped her move the table.

      She wasn’t Ferr. Vinnie knew that, but the memory of Kara putting her hand on her arm and forcing her to be still while she tortured Conor and Cerulean haunted her.

      Zandia wasn’t trying to manipulate her, she was just concerned.

      Carla had dragged Ed off, and Vinnie could hear her extolling the virtues of donating to the library somewhere in the back.

      “You know she didn’t really suggest this to get more books,” Zandia said. “She wants more books, but we know you use some of the donations for a salary, but you don’t take nearly enough. You’re so pale and tired all the time and she’s worried.”

      “Did she say that?” Vinnie asked. She had a hard time imagining Carla suggested this to take care of her.

      “Not in so many words,” Zandia said. “You know she’s hurting from that little girl dying. She knew her mom. Sit.” She pushed Vinnie toward the chair and went to greet a mom with two kids who had wandered in.

      Vinnie sat, but she couldn’t stay sitting long. She needed to move so she wouldn’t have to think about Maddie, the girl who had died. Carla had been the one to tell Vinnie she was missing, and Vinnie had tried to find Maddie and save her, but she’d been too late.

      More people trickled in and Zandia and Carla took turns greeting them. Zandia seemed content to hover by the door, greeting people and explaining that they were having a fundraiser. Meanwhile Carla was rattling off made-up stats about the benefits of libraries.

      The donation jar was about half full. Maybe there would be enough to pay the rent and get some more books for the patrons. After Vinnie had rested and eaten more cookies, she got up and wandered, surprised at the number of people who had come. She smiled and talked to people, glad it was nothing like the fundraisers she’d had to go to as a teenager.

      When she sat back down, a little girl wandered over to her. The girl, who looked like she was around four, put her hand on Vinnie’s knee and looked up at her with round eyes. There had never been any kids in the library before.  Almost all of her patrons were older, either retired or close to it. She didn’t even have any children’s books because she’d never thought about it.

      “This is like grandma’s house,” the girl told Vinnie.

      “Your grandma likes books?” Vinnie asked.

      “No, but being there makes me feel happy, too.” She yawned.

      “Emma!” A woman had come around the same shelf the girl had appeared from. “I’m so sorry. She thinks everyone in the world is her friend. Come on, Emma, it’s time to go.”

      Emma took her mother’s hand, and together, they headed for the door.

      Vinnie stood as well. Time to be social again.

      “Oh, excuse me,” the woman said, stepping back as a man came through the door in front of her.

      “Conor.” His name was past Vinnie’s lips before her brain engaged.

      He stood in the doorway, and his eyes met hers.

      “It’s my fault,” he said to the woman as he stepped into the library and out of her way. “I’m sorry for almost running over you.”

      The woman laughed nervously and dragged her daughter out the door.

      Conor was an athlete who played in the Warrior games. Lots of people knew his face. Even if the woman hadn’t recognized him, he was gorgeous. Vinnie’s eyes raked over him. From this distance, she couldn’t see any scars on his face or neck from being burned by Kara. She hadn’t seen him since that day. He had wanted nothing to do with her after that, but he also hadn’t reported her for being Twisted.

      Zandia, who had been standing by the door with her mouth agape, widened her eyes as Conor approached Vinnie. She didn’t know Vinnie and Conor had almost dated.

      “You look tired,” Conor said.

      From up close, she could see his face didn’t have the same healthy color it used to, and his usually blinding smile was absent. She could say that he looked tired too. Instead, she said, “Thanks.”

      His lips quirked and a trace of the old warmth returned to his eyes. “Sorry, I guess that was rude.”

      Her tongue was paralyzed. Conor had been with her a month ago when she’d finally found Kara, the woman who had murdered Maddie. She wanted to ask how he was and what he remembered. Everything she knew came from news sites since he refused to talk to her. The news reported that he’d been dropped off at the hospital by an unknown person with first and second-degree burns over half his body. He had trauma-induced amnesia and didn’t know where he’d been and how he’d gotten there. They weren’t first and second-degree burns, though. They were partially healed third-degree burns. Would the doctors have known that? And it wasn’t trauma-induced amnesia. Kara had erased his memories, but how much had she taken?

      “I see you haven’t replaced the wallpaper,” Conor said.

      “I didn’t have anyone to help me.” The words were out of her mouth and she wished she could call them back. Conor had said he’d help her replace it before everything had happened.

      “Right. So…” He looked around at the five or so people in the library and the few remaining cookies and soda on the table.

      “Fundraiser,” Vinnie said.

      “Ah. I’m sorry to bother you here. I didn’t realize it would be busy.” He rubbed the faint pink scars on his neck. “Can we talk?”

      He meant alone. There was no place in the library where you couldn’t hear what someone said in another part.

      Zandia, eyes still wide, nodded toward the door.

      “We can talk outside.” Vinnie led Conor out the door.

      When they were outside, Conor glanced around, movements furtive. “Maybe in my car?”

      His nervousness was making her uneasy. Something was going on. “Sure.”

      They had almost made it out of the alley when Conor spoke again. “No, maybe the car is a bad idea. They might have bugged it. Can they hack car computers? Do they still bug people’s cars?”

      “They probably do.” But why did he think someone would bug his car? Will’s warning that people would come looking for a dragon trilled in her mind. She’d left and moved out of the only real home she’d had since the government took her mom, so her friends would be safe, but if Conor was worried that someone had bugged his car, then maybe someone was already looking for her. “There are some benches down near the light.”

      They walked down the street to the corner and settled on the bench. Conor glanced around again. Vinnie resisted the urge to do the same. Instead, she allowed herself to pay attention to the people in the area to see if there was power she could borrow. She was hoping for a Mesmer, so she could hear his thoughts, or a Dancer so she could feel his emotions. She didn’t think he would lie to her, but the extra information couldn’t hurt. Unfortunately, the only power nearby was Stone.

      Conor leaned forward, elbows on knees, and rubbed his hands together in front of him. His right hand also had some light scars, what remained after he got burned and Jory partially healed him. He was wearing long sleeves, so she couldn’t see the rest of his arm, but it was probably covered in scars.

      Finally, he spoke, “Some people came by to talk to me yesterday about Kara and Maddie.”

      Kara. And Maddie. At the same time. As far as Vinnie knew, no one had connected the two — Maddie’s death and Kara’s disappearance. Kara’s disappearance had been all over the news — She’d been a trainer for the Warrior games, and that made her somewhat high profile. Maddie’s death had barely been a blip to most of the city. People asking about both might mean someone was putting the truth about what happened together. That was a bad sign.

      “The police have come to talk to me, too, about Kara’s disappearance.” Her voice sounded calm.

      Someone — they all guessed Will because he’d told her he’d taken steps to make sure she’d be safe — had erased a lot of the connections that would tie Vinnie and Conor  together but a dragon had appeared the same day that Conor turned up with partially burn scars. which was also the last time that Kara McKnight had been seen. That was too big of a coincidence to be ignored. Will also couldn’t hide that Vinnie had been looking for Maddie. Someone making a connection was probably inevitable.

      “Not the police. They were FID agents. Someone,” He paused and let out a breath. “Someone told them I had been asking around about Maddie after she disappeared, and then Maddie was dead and Kara disappeared.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t think asking you would put you in danger.” He’d been asking about Maddie because of her. It didn’t matter that she’d thought he might be the killer — this was her fault.

      “You were trying to do something good,” Conor said. “And I didn’t get the impression they thought it was me. They asked a lot of questions about you and the two friends who came with you to the game the day of the explosion.”

      The FID was looking for TK and Hilda. The three of them had all gone to the stadium so that TK could try to match the power signature to the killer, and Kara had used one of the Twisted teams to create an explosion to get to Vinnie. Will had covered up a lot, but they couldn’t hide that they’d been there that day.

      These last few weeks, she’d wanted to ask him what he’d told anyone about what had happened or how much he even remembered, but she hadn’t had the courage to go see him when he didn’t want to see her. Lou, one of Conor’s teammates, didn’t tell her why he didn’t want to see her, but Lou knew that he’d gone to see Vinnie that day. Conor had to have figured out she and her friends were Twisted, and he could have given them up at any time, but he hadn’t. She had told herself that had to be enough of an answer, no matter how much it hurt.

      “I didn’t have to tell them you asked me to ask around,” Conor continued. “They knew.”

      Of course they had. “What else did they know? What —” She couldn’t ask, though. She couldn’t bring herself to ask what he told them about that day.

      “They were very interested in what you and your friends were doing at the stadium the day of the explosion. How well you knew Kara. Why were you interested in finding Maddie? I just wanted to warn you. If you’ve got any more tricks up your sleeve, like people who can get me to the hospital without anyone seeing them, now would be the time to pull them out.”

      Vinnie swallowed hard and nodded. Did they have any more tricks up their sleeve? If the Federal Investigations Department was coming after them, did they have any defense? Will still texted her, trying to get her help, but she hadn’t responded. In the fight with Kara, Will had taken over her body and tried to kill Kara. He might still help, but she wanted to stay as far away from him as possible.

      “Vinnie,” Conor said, his voice threaded with pain. “I told them the truth about the day I was burned.”

      Her head shot up.

      “The truth is, I don’t remember any of it,” he said. “I guess I might have lied a little. I said we’d gotten into a fight that morning after you texted me and I left. The last thing I actually remember is you asking me to help you find your friend. I’m sorry. I never asked if you found him.”

      Fire flared in Vinnie’s chest and she could swear she smelled the wood of the bench burning under her hand. “Yes, we found him.”

      “Not alive.” He waited for her to nod. “I heard about a memorial. A street artist and when I looked him up, the paintings felt familiar.”

      “That was him,” Vinnie confirmed, but she hadn’t shown him Cer’s painting until after the text he said was his last memory. The other memories must be there somehow. She didn’t know how erasing memories worked.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You still say your sorry too much.”

      “Maybe I should stop doing things I need to apologize for. It wasn’t my fault, was it?” He closed his eyes. “Please tell me it wasn’t my fault.”

      “It was mine,” Vinnie said. For thinking she could save people, for not finding a way to help Cerulean before Kara sucked him in and used his pain to convince him to help her. “Or it was Kara’s, if you prefer.”

      “I want to know,” he said. “But maybe it’s better if I don’t. I don’t want to lie if they ask me what I know. I want to be able to tell them she was evil. I knew that. I knew that before you told me just now, but I don’t know how I know. Was she the dragon? Did she burn me? No, don’t answer that. I told the truth. I woke up in the hospital with burns. I don’t know how I got burned or how I got there. I don’t know anything about a dragon. I don’t know where she is. When this all blows over, you can tell me. Until then, I don’t know anything.”

      Her heart hurt. Conor seemed like such a good, genuinely good, person, and had gotten caught up in all of this because of her.

      He sat up straight and turned to her. “You will be able to tell me. You have nothing to do with this. Kara became a dragon somehow and burned me. You’re not even Twisted.”

      The last part was a question. He wanted a response to that, wanted her to deny it. She’d lied by omission, knowing he was afraid of Twisted and not telling him she was, that her friends were.

      His face fell. She’d taken too long to answer, but she had to tell him the truth. He deserved that much after what had happened to him. He wasn’t even able to finish the season with his team because of his injuries.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He huffed a humorless half-laugh. “I shouldn’t have shut you out. Lou said… never mind, it doesn’t matter. I should have talked to you sooner. You should have told me what you are before all of this. I understand why neither of us did. We barely know each other, and we have enough baggage for an old married couple. But I don’t feel like I barely know you. I feel like I could name your favorite vegetable.”

      “Weirdo, who has a favorite vegetable?” she said. That was what he’d said to her when she’d told him her favorite vegetable was zucchini.

      His mouth opened. “Zucchini. Mine’s butternut squash. I didn’t tell you that, though, did I?”

      Vinnie shook her head.

      Conor stood. “I wish things had been different, Vinnie. Be careful. If there’s any way to protect yourself from this, please do.”

      He walked away, head down. Vinnie waited until he was in his car before she stood. She needed to warn the others, and she’d have to go to the house to do it because she’d gotten rid of anything with their phone numbers on it to remove the temptation to call. If she hurried, she’d have just enough time to clean up from the fundraiser and go talk to them before she had to get to work.
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      There was a porch swing in front of the house that hadn’t been there when Vinnie lived here. She’d only been gone a few weeks, but the bright yellow cushions in the white frame felt wrong. They’d moved on without her.

      And yet, the old house still felt like home and all she wanted to do was open the door and climb the stairs to her old room, curl up in bed, and have all the people who cared about her nearby.

      She shouldn’t be here at all. Kara had used Cerulean and TK to get to her, and then Vinnie had transformed into a dragon and flown over the freeway. Will said people would come looking for her and she didn’t want anyone else to be in the line of fire.

      But if the FID was looking for Hilda and TK, she had to warn them. She’d just warn them and then she could go. Vinnie put her hand on the gate.

      Nell was in the kitchen. When Vinnie had stopped blocking part of her power, she’d realized that she could tell her friends apart from all other Twisted and Nell was the only one home. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone trying to convince her to come back unless Nell had forgiven her.

      Vinnie squared her shoulders, pushed the gate open, and strode up the sidewalk. The porch swing gave a tiny creak as she stepped next to it and eyed the door. She still had the key, but this wasn’t her home anymore. Not that anyone but Nell would mind if she just walked in.

      Maybe she should come back when Jory was home. Maybe she shouldn’t have deleted his number. Maybe this wasn’t urgent.

      That’s what she’d thought about Cer, too. He’d been in pain and she’d thought it could wait, and he’d fallen prey to Kara’s manipulations. Kara promised to take away his pain, and Vinnie guessed she had in a way.

      Vinnie squeezed her eyes shut and lifted her hand to knock. A shift in the air let her know the door was open before her fist came down.

      “What do you want?” Nell said.

      Vinnie opened her eyes. Nell's dark hair looked more ragged than she remembered. They used to have the same hairstyle, but they’d both gotten a little wilder. Nell had kept her bangs cut blunt, but Vinnie had just started shoving hers to the side. Nell was shorter than Vinnie, with darker skin and brown eyes to Vinnie’s green. Completely different in every way except the hair.

      Plus, Nell looked delicate in a way that Vinnie never had, which proved how deceiving an appearance could be.

      “How did you know I was here?” Vinnie asked.

      Nell pointed above the door. A small camera was aimed down at Vinnie. Things really had changed around here.

      “Has something else happened?” Vinnie asked.

      “What. Do. You. Want?” Nell repeated.

      This was going to be much harder than she’d thought. Jory had said Nell would forgive her eventually, but that day clearly had not arrived.

      “Can we talk?”

      Nell stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind her, and waved at the porch swing.

      Ouch. Vinnie sat on the porch swing and Nell leaned against the railing.

      “There were federal agents asking the Warrior games teams about Kara and Maddie,” Vinnie said.

      “Slow. They were at the station two days ago.”

      Hurt burrowed its way into Vinnie. Her first thought had been to come warn them, but Nell hadn’t bothered to tell her she could be at risk. Embarrassment followed close behind the hurt. Nell worked at the police station in the Holt. It should have occurred to Vinnie that she’d have information already. “Conor said they seem to think there’s a connection between Maddie and Kara. They might trace it back to us. “

      “Conor.” Nell’s lip curled.

      “This is not his fault,” Vinnie said.

      “No. It’s yours.” Nell pushed off the railing.

      Vinnie hung her head. She couldn’t disagree with that.

      “Feeling guilty doesn’t make it better,” Nell said. “You think if you feel bad that absolves you. Newsflash. It doesn’t.”

      Vinnie tried to ignore the hot flash of anger in her stomach. Nell had been through enough, and she didn’t want to cause her more pain, but Nell wouldn’t give her the same kindness. Maybe it was time to set things straight.

      She lifted her head. “I made a mistake. I paid for it, just like you did. I know there are some things that can never be fixed. But you seem to forget—you agreed with me until there were consequences.”

      Nell’s jaw clenched and her eyes were glassy with rage.

      Vinnie continued. “You’re a coward. I can admit my mistakes, but you are too busy blaming everyone else. I made a mistake trying to do the right thing. Maybe I did take on more than I could handle, but trying to do the right thing is not wrong. I will always try to do the right thing. Even for assholes like you. You didn’t even bother to warn me that the Feds might be looking for me.”

      Nell looked her in the eyes for the first time since Vinnie had arrived. “It was your decision to cut us all off, not mine. We didn’t need your warning, which you would have known if you had taken the time to think for two seconds, but you never do, do you? And please send my regards to Will and thank him for taking my house away from me, too. Also, for the record, I wanted to go through legal channels, but you wouldn’t let it go. I tried to help you, to protect you, and look at what happened. I haven’t done anything wrong or illegal, and neither has anyone in this house. I’m not worried about what any federal investigators might find.”

      Hadn’t done anything wrong? “You working in the police department and being unregistered is illegal. Of course you’ve done something illegal. Everyone who lives here has. Everyone would go to a detention camp if found out. And you? You broke into your supervisor’s office and hacked his computer.”

      Nell’s jaw relaxed. “I have things to do. You know your way out.” She turned to leave.

      Vinnie stood, not wanting to let it go, but she had nothing left to say. Then she remembered the camera. “Nell? If you’re not worried, why is there a camera over the door?”

      Nell looked over her shoulder. “There was a dead rat left on the porch last week. Hilda thinks it was just a neighborhood cat but…” Then she shook her head and went inside.

      Vinnie turned and nearly jumped out of her skin. She’d been so focused on Nell she hadn’t felt Jory coming up to the gate. He had some kind of duffle bag on top of his shoulders and he was wearing athletic clothes and covered in sweat. He burst into a smile as he stepped through the gate and swung the bag down, muscles rippling in his arms and chest.

      She started down the steps, and he came up the front sidewalk. Before she could protest, he wrapped her in a strong, sweaty embrace.

      “Why are you here?” he said into her hair.

      Vinnie stepped back a bit and had a closeup view of the thick scar on his neck that looked almost like twin snakes under his skin.

      She pulled back even further. “I came to warn you that Federal agents may have connected Maddie’s death and Kara’s disappearance, and they were asking about Hilda and TK. I don’t know if they’ll make the connection to all of you.”

      He frowned. “Hilda and TK only talked to Kara briefly the night of the explosion. Probably riskier for you since you were seeing Conor, and she was his trainer. Have they come to talk to you?”

      “Not yet. Conor said they were really interested in Hilda and TK. I just wanted to make sure you guys were aware.” She hadn’t even thought about the FID coming to talk to her, but of course they would if they were asking about her friends.

      “Thank you. You’d think Nell would have known they were making connections and told us.”

      Nell hadn’t told any of them? Did she really think they were not in danger? It seemed unlike her. “Maybe she thinks it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Maybe it’s not,” he said. “Still would be nice to know. If they didn’t talk to the local police, that’s even more worrisome.”

      But they had. Vinnie didn’t want to say that she knew Nell knew. Didn’t want to out her.

      “You haven’t talked to Will, have you?”

      “No, but he might be able to deflect them again, if he hasn’t already.”

      “We can take care of ourselves,” Jory said. “You don’t need to put yourself in debt to anyone.”

      Nell came charging out of the house with a small paper sack in hand. Vinnie tensed as Nell shoved the sack at her.

      “Here,” Nell said.

      Bewildered, Vinnie grasped the sack as Nell turned to go. Had she given her the dead rat in a bag?

      “You’re too skinny,” Nell muttered and then charged back toward the house, throwing one last glare over her shoulder.

      The bag in Vinnie’s hands was warm, and the smell of cinnamon wafted up from it. Unless Nell had decided to spice up the rat and bake it, this was something else. Something that smelled like dessert. Her stomach rumbled, but she wasn’t going to tear into it with Jory here. She could be dignified. She could wait until she got home.

      “Don’t let the smell fool you,” Jory said. “It could be poison.”

      “Poison?”

      He laughed at her expression. “Not on purpose. I don’t think it’s on purpose, anyway. Nell has taken up baking, but she’s not good at it. I’m not actually sure how anyone can be so bad at it. The last batch of cookies she made had too much salt and the one before that, she burned. There was a cake that was somehow a brick. She won’t throw out her mistakes and the freezer is full.”

      Another whiff of cinnamon and sugar wafted up to Vinnie’s nose, and her stomach growled loudly.

      “I told you she’d get over it,” Jory said.

      Vinnie held up the bag. “You think giving me poisoned dessert is a good sign?”

      “Maybe this batch is fine.” He smiled in a way that said he didn’t believe his own words. “Since you’re here, maybe you can do me a favor. I’m worried about Shaw. She’s behaving strangely. Barely home, won’t talk to us.”

      “Jory…” Coming to warn them was one thing, but seeking out Shaw would show to anyone watching that they still mattered to her way too much.

      “I know —“ He held up his hands. “You think associating with us will bring the doom and destruction, but she’s muttering about cities being destroyed when no one is looking, and she’s found a way to block Hilda from hearing her thoughts. If you could talk to her. You told me when you left you’d be a phone call away and then you refused my calls. You already came to talk to us. Just one more thing?”

      Sneaky. She couldn’t blame him, though. Jory was a worrier, and he had asked her to keep Shaw and Cer out of this whole thing. Maybe she owed him at least that. But if she went to talk to Shaw, maybe she’d just make things worse. Jory had always had more faith in her influence than she did.

      “Let me think about it.”

      “Thank you.” He gave her a side hug. “I need to shower. Come back anytime. This is still your home.”

      Nell didn’t seem to think so, but she had given Vinnie poisoned cookies. Vinnie sniffed the bag and her stomach growled again.

      She needed to get to work. The decision about whether she should go talk to Shaw could wait.
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      Early weekend evenings at Walt’s convenience store usually weren’t busy. There was a mini rush as soon as she got there, and then it was dead quiet for a few hours.

      Vinnie hadn’t had a minute to think since she’d arrived, but now the front door chime jangled, signaling the exit of a young mom and her three kids. They were the last of the rush, and she was alone in the store.

      Her stomach grumbled, reminding her it had been a few hours since she last ate. Vinnie felt like she ate almost constantly these days, but she couldn’t seem to keep the weight on. She reached into her satchel under the counter and pulled out the paper sack of oatmeal cookies Nell had given her. There were scorch marks on the bag where her fingers had rested, as she’d expected.

      She wasn’t supposed to be able to light things on fire — She was a Vasum, not a Wisp, but the Wisp ability had grown in her over the last few weeks. Vinnie couldn’t control it — she’d almost burned down the library and her apartment. At times, it seemed to take every ounce of focus she had to hold the power back — especially any time she thought about Cerulean.

      Vinnie didn’t think her new ability was a coincidence, as Cer had been a Wisp.

      The bell above the door jingled again and a tall blonde woman walked through. Hilda. Vinnie shoved the bag of cookies under the counter, not wanting Hilda to see the burn marks. She’d felt Hilda nearby before, but this was the first time she’d come into Walt’s since Vinnie had started working here. Did she know Vinnie worked here, or was it a coincidence that she’d come in today?

      Without so much as a glance in Vinnie’s direction, Hilda walked toward the back of the store, making a loop around the refrigerated cases until she made it to the snacks where she slowed, examining the food.

      Hilda wore soft gray slacks and a shiny blue shirt. Her cheeks looked sharper, and blue eyes colder than Vinnie remembered. Was she here because Vinnie had gone by the house?

      Down, puppy.

      Hilda’s mental voice startled Vinnie. It felt like ages since she’d heard it in her head.

      Vinnie forced her body to relax, slumping on the stool behind the counter and propping her chin in her hands. On the other side of the store, Hilda had paused, head tilting to the side.

      What are you doing here? Vinnie asked.

      Shopping.

      The dismissal stung. For a moment, it had been like the comfort of an old friend coming to check on her, but apparently it was coincidence after all. Hilda seemed as cold and unapproachable as she had when they’d first met.

      Hilda approached and dropped three twin packs of cupcakes on the counter. They were the chocolate kind with cream filling and a white swirl on top. Cerulean’s favorite.

      “You hate cupcakes,” Vinnie said.

      “Just ring them up, Vinnie.” Hilda sounded tired.

      “Sorry,” Vinnie muttered. She grabbed one package and punched the item number into the cash register, and the times three button and gave Hilda the total.

      Hilda paid, shoved her change in her purse and fished around for something else. When she pulled her hand back out, she kept her fist closed over whatever it was.

      “You really don’t know, do you?” she asked. “I thought that was the real reason you came by the house today.”

      Vinnie squirmed. Hilda seemed angry, or maybe sad.

      Hilda opened one package of cupcakes and put the two cupcakes on the wrapper. She opened her fisted hand, revealing two tiny yellow birthday candles, and put one in each cupcake.

      Power flared inside Vinnie, and it was like Cerulean was right there with her. He’d only been dead a few weeks, and she’d already forgotten his birthday. Her eyes stung. She’d been trying so hard not to think about him because when she did, the power flared. She pushed the thought down, hoping Hilda hadn’t heard. If she had to explain that, she might burn the store down.

      “October 26,” she said. “He’d be twenty-one today.”

      Hilda grabbed a lighter from a display on the counter and lit the candles. “Happy Birthday, Cerulean.”

      Hilda’s nose was pink with unshed tears. Vinnie had never seen Hilda cry. They let the candles burn for a few moments and then Hilda lifted hers and blew out the candle.

      “We don’t want to set off the fire alarm,” she said.

      Vinnie blew out her candle, pulled it out, and laid it on the counter before taking a big bite of the cupcake.

      Hilda took a bite of hers and winced. “Why this? Why couldn’t he like oatmeal cookies or something?”

      “Would have been hard to put a candle in an oatmeal cookie,” Vinnie said around a mouthful of cake. “But I have some if you want. Nell gave them to me.” She could probably slip them out of the bag without Hilda seeing the burn marks.

      Hilda made a face and put the rest of her uneaten cupcake on the plastic. “Uh no, no way, no thanks.” She shuddered and then flicked the candle on the counter with her finger. “I wish we could kill her again.”

      “Nell?”

      The look Hilda gave her said she was an idiot. She meant Kara. Kara wanted to learn to use Vinnie’s power because it was rare. She’d had a pendant that allowed her to do something similar, but she wanted it to be more permanent. She thought she could use the object to take Vinnie’s power, too. The problem was, when you removed a Twisted’s power, they died. That had been what happened to Cerulean. Kara had ripped his power out of him while Vinnie watched helplessly. And then Vinnie had taken Cer’s power from Kara —

      Warmth flared in Vinnie’s core, and she stopped the thought in its tracks. “I don’t understand why she thought she could keep my power when she couldn’t keep any others.”

      “And you can’t keep power, either,” Hilda said. Were her blue eyes more intent on Vinnie than they had been a moment ago?

      “Maybe she thought between the pendant’s power and mine, she could figure it out.” Vinnie had tried to find more information herself, but there was precious little she could find on Vasum power or objects that had power of their own. Will might know, but so far, she’d managed not to give in and text him back.

      “It’s too bad we don’t still have her pendant,” Hilda said.

      Hilda didn’t know that Jory had gotten the bottom half of the pendant and given it to Vinnie.

      “Really?” Hilda asked, startling Vinnie again.

      Hilda didn’t read all of Vinnie’s thoughts, but she said that sometimes they were loud and she couldn’t block them out. She pointed at Hilda’s half-eaten cupcake. “Are you going to eat that?”

      Hilda’s eyes slid over Vinnie’s upper body and Vinnie resisted the urge to grab her hoodie off the back of the chair and cover how thin she was. She could feel the thought forming that would answer the question in Hilda’s eyes and tamped it down, in case that one was loud too. Confronting the guilt she felt over that was too much to face. She snatched up the second cupcake without waiting for an answer and took a bite.

      The crystal is completely inert, she thought at Hilda. As far as I can tell, there’s nothing at all special about it. It’s aventurine, according to the internet. I can’t see any power in it at all.

      Hilda hmphed. Damn. Can’t kill her twice. Can’t take her power. Feds digging around. This is a bad day.

      “When are you moving back in?” she said out loud.

      The question caught Vinnie by surprise. “I’m not moving back in.”

      Hilda’s eyes raked over her upper body again. “You look like you can’t even afford food. And you moved like, what? Five blocks away. It’s stupid Vinnie. You should be home.”

      She already knew what Hilda’s opinion about her leaving was, she didn’t need to hear it again.

      “Is Shaw okay?” she asked instead. “Jory says she’s behaving erratically and wants me to talk to her.”

      Hilda pushed herself up straighter, and looked out at the store like she was poised to leave. “Her best friend died a few weeks ago. Of course she’s not okay.”

      Grief wasn’t necessarily the same thing as being in danger, but Cer had been in pain, and that had allowed Kara to get into his head. But if Cer hadn’t known Vinnie, he wouldn’t have been in danger anyway.

      “She’s also learned to block me, somewhat,” Hilda continued. “You know I try not to intrude.”

      Vinnie didn’t know any such thing. Hilda never seemed to have any qualms about reading people’s thoughts when she felt it was necessary. Fortunately for the rest of them, Hilda rarely thought it was necessary. “Yeah, someone not wanting you rummaging through their thoughts is definitely a sign that something is wrong.”

      Hilda’s lips thinned. Idiot. “Don’t worry about Shaw. I’m sure it’s just her new girlfriend. Nothing that you should concern yourself about, or make you feel bad about leaving. I mean, you were just the one closest to her after Cerulean. I’m sure leaving a second big void in her life to be filled with some drug dealer’s sister isn’t so bad.”

      Jory hadn’t mentioned anything about a girlfriend. That could explain strange behavior.

      “I don’t feel bad about leaving.” Vinnie lied. She felt bad that she couldn’t be there, but she didn’t feel bad about trying to protect them. “And you were going to do the same thing.”

      “That girl, Maddie, died and it could have been you. I was confused for a moment, but I never would have left,” Hilda bit out. “That is my family. I thought they were yours too, but hey, if you want to hide out here and pretend you’re trying to protect us when you’re only trying to protect yourself, go right ahead, and if something happens to Shaw don’t cry and say you didn’t see it coming.” She snatched the cakes off the counter and stalked to the door.

      If I hadn’t come by the house today, would you have even told me something might be wrong? Vinnie asked.

      Hilda jerked the door open and was gone without responding. It hurt, but what did she expect? Vinnie hadn’t wanted to leave the place and people that felt like home, but she didn’t know what else to do, how else to live, with what had happened.

      She buried her face in her hands. What was the bigger risk right now? Shaw was probably fine, but she’d already taken the risk of going by the house, signaling to anyone who might notice that she still cared.

      She couldn’t go by the house again, but maybe if she just dropped by the diner where Shaw worked tonight, she could see for herself. It was open later than Vinnie’s shift and Shaw would be working the weekend because the tips were better. One more check in, just to reassure herself.
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      Eight minutes had passed since the last time Vinnie looked at the clock on the wall. Her shift would be done at midnight. Manny, who owned the place and could take any shift he wanted, preferred the early morning. Twenty-three minutes to go. For most of the night, busyness had kept her mind off the decision she’d made, but the last thirty minutes had been dull. She just wanted her shift over so she could see for herself that Shaw was okay and remove at least one worry from her mind.

      She glanced down at her notebook. On the page in front of her was what she knew about Dancer abilities. Shaw’s abilities. She’d never heard of Dancers being able to block a Mesmer’s ability, but if Vinnie could block out her own then theoretically any of the other six types could block to some extent, right? Hilda could keep Vinnie from taking her power if she noticed, and she was the one who’d told Vinnie she was blocking her own abilities.

      Over her notes, Vinnie had drawn a thick, black spiral. She touched a fingertip to it, feeling the dent. The page underneath it about Stone ability would be damaged too, but drawing the spiral had focused her mind for a few minutes.

      She just needed to make it through this shift.

      Large windows wrapped around Walt’s and outside was the inky blackness of the middle of the night. The lights outside the building only turned the night into shadows and vague shapes. They didn’t seem to illuminate much. Meanwhile, Vinnie was here in a blaze of light. Anyone out there could see her, but she couldn’t see them.

      The shape of a person moved against the window, then the doorbell jingled, and a man stepped into the store. He was tall, medium build, and wore a black hoodie and gray sweatpants. The hood was pulled up over his head, casting his face in shadow. He kept his hands in his pockets and his head down, almost seeming to turn deliberately away from the camera that was behind the counter.

      A small jolt of warning woke Vinnie’s brain up. She checked the man for Twisted power, but he was normal. The Zee, who worked at the nearby grocery store, was at work. She could borrow his power to defend herself if necessary. With Zee power, she could give the guy a muscle cramp.

      She imagined him pulling a gun and her giving him a hand cramp. His hand twitched on the gun, pulling the trigger and shooting her. Okay, maybe not a hand cramp.

      Manny had made extra sure to point out the button for the police alarm and told her to just give anyone who came in the money from the register. They were rarely violent, he said, and the insurance would cover it. When she’d asked how often the store was robbed, he’d been evasive, which
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