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      I’d spent so much time being invisible, stepping into the spotlight made my skin itch. Yet, I’d let my class talk me into being the spokesperson for graduation. I wasn’t good at speeches, or dealing with crowds, but maybe that was why they’d tapped me for this gig. They knew I needed to be pushed outside of my comfort zone to prove I had what it took to do the job we’d all trained for. Learning the theories and the scenarios were easy. Hell, training to shoot a gun wasn't that difficult. Though dealing with people and talking them down, that terrified me. I’d never been great at interpersonal skills and I forever worried I’d say the wrong thing.

      Which probably explained why two hours before graduation, I'd sequestered myself on the shooting range. Alone, I could focus and give myself a little magic boost to calm my nerves. For so many years, the scent of my magic had been a reminder that it had rebelled against me, making me literally invisible to the people around me. But I’d worked hard the last few years to regain control—to be seen when I wanted. Even now, when it welled up around me, what should be the soothing scent of lavender sparked a moment of panic that it was going to rise up and swallow me whole again.

      “Why am I not surprised you’re hiding out here?” a familiar voice called from behind me.

      The sudden intrusion on my solitude made me jump and set down the unloaded weapon on the booth in front of me. The protective earmuffs hung around my neck. The voice made me picture an old friend as I turned to see soon-to-be Special Agent Perri Frasier standing in the doorway. We’d bonded a lot during the academy.

      “Because you know me too well,” I offered and took the earmuffs off. At least the version of me I’d let my classmates see over the last five months. Magic was a secret to be guarded and I couldn’t go blabbing about it to just anyone.

      She sauntered up beside me and leaned against the barrier between my stall and the next. She was heavier set than me—which wasn’t hard—and about half a foot taller. I had seen her take down guys twice her size with precision. There weren’t many other people I’d want to have my back in a mundane fight.

      “Have you even decided what you’re going to say?” she prodded, tucking loose strands of dirty blonde hair behind her ear.

      I shrugged and shoved my hands in my pockets. “I mean, what they expect me to say. Stuff about how it was tough getting where we are, that we’ve got a long road ahead, and that we’ll get there, because we’ve got each other.”

      “Well, that’s something. Then again, no one expects you to be a great orator, Kay,” she said with a smirk.

      “Glad I won’t disappoint anyone then,” I quipped with a smile.

      “Do you think you’ll head back up north afterward?”

      I hadn’t admitted my plans to anyone, but I was eager to go somewhere new after I finished the academy. There were things and people I’d been avoiding back home in Boston, namely my parents. So, I’d put in requests to go anywhere else. Hell, I would settle in Texas if that’s where they decided I needed to go.

      “I’ll go where they send me,” I answered, purposely avoid her question.

      She clucked her tongue at me. “You’re hiding from more than just graduation,” she surmised.

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t profile me.”

      “Habit. And I’m not sorry. Whatever drama you’ve got going back home is going to impact you on the job one day. It’s better to clear that up now before it festers.”

      I sighed. “It’s just family stuff.” It wasn’t a total lie. I did have family shit waiting back home. I didn’t want the pressure of having to reconnect with parents whose own expectations of their then-teenage daughter had turned her into a Whisperer. In a few short hours, I might be Special Agent Kayla Rogers, but even she had limits on the pain she could endure.

      “Aren’t your parents going to be here?”

      I shook my head. “We aren’t really on speaking terms. They didn’t show up for my college graduation either, so I don’t see why this would be any different.”

      “They might surprise you.” The certainty in her tone caught my attention.

      What does she know?

      My newly-trained investigator brain told me to press her, to coax the information from her. Except I was still too nervous about getting through graduation to push her any more.

      “What about you? Where are you hoping to end up?” I turned the topic to her instead—good old deflection.

      “I put in my top request to stick around Virginia.”

      “Well maybe we’ll get lucky, and both end up here,” I said with what I intended to be a hopeful note in my voice.

      Perri wrapped her arm around my shoulders and pulled me in for a one-armed hug. “I’m telling you, Kay, parents aren’t that scary.”

      That’s because her parents were decent people. She wasn’t trying to outrun a past that still threatened to ruin everything she’d worked for. Although, given that I was one step away from being handed a badge and gun, most of that past seemed firmly rooted in my rearview. The criminal activity at the very least was something I’d never touch again.

      I couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding that tugged at my subconscious. It whispered there were things that I couldn’t escape, no matter how fast or far I fled. Somehow I’d managed to silence those voices all the way through school and the academy. I refused to let them get in my way now. Not when I was so close to starting a new chapter of my life. One where I dictated what happened, not other people and most certainly not my magic.
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      My throat went dry as I sat in the front row, listening to the Director of the FBI welcome everyone to the ceremony. My fellow recruits sat around me in silence. Some were stoic, looking straight ahead while others craned their necks to see what family had come to show their support. I glanced down at the notes I’d hastily scrawled on a note card, so I didn’t completely embarrass myself.

      “You’ve got this,” Perri said beside me. It wasn’t a secret that she had been picked by our instructors to receive a special award for her skills in physical fitness.

      Branson Slattery, a rail-thin black man with a buzzcut and a gaze that could rival the Mona Lisa was set to receive an award for academics. Which meant he sat on my other side. I’d earned the spot in the middle, because I was the class spokesperson.

      “She’s right. You’re going to kill it,” he offered, patting my shoulder.

      I swallowed a time or two to get the parched feeling off my tongue as I waited for my cue to take the stage. I didn’t have to wait long. The Director glanced my way and said, “And now we will have remarks from the graduating class spokesperson, Kayla Rogers.”

      A few whistles went up from my fellow recruits as I took the stage. I set my notes on the lectern and gripped the sides with both hands until my knuckles turned pale. Gazing out at the mass of faces, I tried not to get lost in them. I briefly scanned the crowd, half expecting to see my parents in there somewhere. Perri had been so certain they’d make an appearance that when I didn’t pick them out, disappointment washed over me.

      Exhaling slowly, I turned my gaze to Perri. It would be easier if I pretended I was talking just to her. She gave me an encouraging smile and for a moment, I was reminded of yet another person who’d set me on this journey. One I intended to honor with this speech if all went well.

      “So, five months ago, most of us showed up at the academy with hopes and dreams of being some pretty kick-ass federal agents,” I began. The statement earned a few chuckles from the crowd. “I don’t think any of us expected it to be easy, but I know I never anticipated it would lead me to do so much soul searching.”

      Hot tears pricked at the backs of my eyes, but I held strong. I wasn’t going to cry. Not when I was supposed to be projecting strength and confidence. “I came into this journey, because a friend put her life on the line to protect people, to protect me, and she made the ultimate sacrifice. Her bravery inspired me to do better with my life. To pay back what she did for me.”

      I paused to collect myself. It had been nearly two years since Ezri had died to save all of magic and it still felt fresh. Like she was supposed to walk through the door any minute, asking for my help. I’d been so snarky the first time we’d met and reluctant to break the rules for her even when little girls’ lives were on the line. I’d been unsure of who I was back then. It took losing her to realize I needed to regain control of my life once and for all.

      “We’ve all been through some rough patches over the last few months. Training exercises pushed us out of our comfort zones and tested our mental and physical strength.” My voice grew louder, firmer as I spoke. I didn’t even need to glance down at my notes now. “And I know there were days that more than a few of us worried we’d break under the responsibility of taking those weapons onto the streets.”

      I gestured to the table just off the stage where our firearms and ammunition waited. “But we’ve made it. We’re graduating and we’re about to represent the best of what this country stands for. We’re going to be fair and just. We’re going to protect the citizens wherever we land. And we know we’re not going to be alone when we do it, because no matter where we go, we’ll always have the bonds we built here.”

      I pocketed the note card and stepped back from the lectern. Perri beamed up at me and even Branson gave me an approving look. His gaze followed me as I stepped down from the stage and returned to my seat. I sank into the leather backing as the collective's attention turned to bestowing honors on the award recipients.

      At least now I had time to breathe and really take in the fact I was about to graduate from the fucking FBI Academy. I turned to take in the crowd behind the graduating class. I spotted our instructors taking up the first row with other agents peppered in, identified by their flak jackets and badges. There were the obligatory relatives for most of my colleagues and I thought I caught movement at the very back of the crowd. They were too quick for me to catch their face properly, but my gut told me I should recognize them.

      “Kayla Rogers,” the Director called my name.

      I was so zoned out I hadn’t realized we’d already moved on to receiving our badges and credentials. Normally it would have gone alphabetically, but being voted spokesperson meant I got to go first. I returned to the stage, took the badge and credentials, and slid the chain over my head. The Director offered his hand and I shook it.

      As I started to pull back, he leaned in and whispered, “Good speech, Agent.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I replied, and he relinquished my hand.

      I returned down the stairs and back to my seat. Perri and Branson followed, and then the rest of the class in alphabetical order until Lilian Zang sported her credentials.

      “I present to you the graduating class of 2019,” the Director said.

      One of the instructors gestured for us to follow him to the table to receive our service weapons. Even though I’d put in countless hours on the shooting range, slipping the weapon into a holster on my hip still felt foreign.

      A second instructor began circulating amongst our group, passing out envelopes with duty assignments. She bypassed Perri and I, and went searching for Branson. He’d already retreated to his family. His parents and four siblings clustered around him, inspecting his badge and credentials with pride.

      “You were selling yourself short before,” Perri chided, nudging my shoulder. “That speech was great. You almost made me cry.”

      “I kind of surprised myself, too.”

      “You never talked about your friend before,” she added.

      “It’s kind of a touchy subject. She was a cop back home. Line of duty death,” I said. Every word of it was true. Perri didn’t need to know that Ezri Trenton had been the Savior and her line of duty death didn’t have anything to do with her job as a police detective.

      “The fact you chose the same line of work says a lot about how much she must have meant to you,” Perri offered as the instructor came back and handed her an envelope.

      “I like to think she’d be proud of me,” I said, tracking the instructor’s movements as she approached the instructor who’d passed out our guns. Everyone else, but me held an envelope now. Pushing the unease down, I turned back to Perri. “So, the suspense is killing me. Where’d you end up?”

      She slid her finger beneath the flap and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. I spotted the official FBI letterhead at the top. “You have been assigned to the Washington D.C. field office,” she read aloud.

      “Not quite Virginia, but pretty damn close,” I noted.

      “Yeah. I’ll take it.” She looked around. “Why haven’t you gotten your assignment yet?”

      Before I could answer, someone tapped my shoulder. I turned to see the instructor who’d been handing out assignments standing there looking solemn. “Agent Rogers, I need you to come with me.”

      Every instinct screamed at me, warning something was wrong. That all of this was about to fall apart before it even started. I did my best to keep a calm demeanor as I followed her out of the room into a side hallway. The Director stood there, like he’d been waiting for me. Without warning, the instructor left me there. No explanation.

      “Sir, I don’t mean to complain, but I’m a little confused. Everyone else received their duty assignments.”

      “Except you,” he finished.

      I nodded. “Did I do something wrong?”

      He shook his head, his lips breaking out into a smile. “On the contrary. You were slated for the D.C. office, but a Senior Field Agent requested you by name for a joint taskforce. You report for duty tomorrow morning.”

      “What?” My voice pitched up a few notes. In that moment, my brain tried to process the excitement that I’d been about to stick with Perri post-graduation and the disappointment that it was dashed by some nameless agent I’d never met. A little bit of excitement tried to sneak in at the prospect of being tapped for such a prestigious assignment straight out of the academy.

      “You’re getting on a plane in thirty minutes, Agent Rogers.”

      “Where am I going?”

      “Boston.”

      So much for avoiding a trip home.
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      Cramming clothes into a bag ten minutes later, I couldn’t help feeling torn. Getting tapped for a taskforce was a big deal, especially right out of the academy. I didn’t have any field experience for one thing. For all I knew, I’d end up doing coffee runs for the other agents and local police liaisons. But what had I done to deserve it? As I zipped up the bag, the door behind me whined on its hinges. Perri stood there, worry lines creasing her forehead.

      “I’m fine,” I told her.

      “What happened? You disappeared and now I find you packing.”

      The concern in her tone was touching. She assumed I’d gotten bad news. “Yeah, I got detailed to a taskforce back home. They expect me on a plane in twenty minutes.”

      “Seriously?” her concern turned to excitement as she flung herself at me. “That’s amazing. No one gets tapped for big assignments like that right after graduation. I mean, six months or a year down the line, maybe, if you’re lucky.”

      “Why don’t we hold that assessment until I know what I’m actually doing?”

      Perri stepped back and straightened, falling into a more professional posture. “You’re right. Well, I’m sure whatever it is, you’ll do great. They wouldn’t have picked you if they didn’t believe in you.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I replied, checking my phone to make sure I wasn’t late.

      Perri clapped me on the shoulder and started for the door. “Just out of curiosity, where were you supposed to be headed?”

      I couldn’t hold back the smile. “D.C.”

      “Damn. Well, maybe once this taskforce is wrapped up, you’ll head down my way.”

      I could only hope. We stood there in my dorm room for a few minutes longer before my phone beeped loudly with an incoming text. It wasn’t a number I recognized.

      “I’ll let you go. You’re going to kill it, Kay,” Perri called with a wave.

      I wished I could bottle some of her confidence. Even with all the strides I’d made in finding myself again, I still had doubts. I opened the text to see instructions on where to go to make my flight. Shouldering my bag, I left the place that had been my home for the last five months behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The flight was less than an hour thanks to being on a government aircraft. I sat in the plush leather seat and stared out at the passing clouds, trying not to let the unknown tighten my nerves. I was a trained agent and could handle whatever was coming my way.

      As the plane descended into a part of Logan Airport I’d never seen before, my stomach twisted itself into anxious knots. Or maybe it was just a choppier landing than I’d anticipated. I listened to the sounds of the plane settling, engine shutting off, and other systems powering down. No one was kicking me off, so I stayed put as long as possible.

      When a man in a dark navy suit stepped aboard and approached, I knew my time was up. Standing I offered my hand. “Special Agent Rogers.”

      “Special Agent Duncan.” He shook my hand briefly. “The head of the taskforce sent me to let you know you should report to headquarters tomorrow by eight o’clock sharp.”

      Whoever the head of this taskforce was had some serious pull if they could get other people to be their messenger. Checking the time, I realized I had the afternoon free. Free time wasn’t something I’d counted on. Not when the Director had seemed so insistent that I be in Boston as soon as humanly possible.

      “Can I ask why I’m not reporting there right now?” The words fell out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Duncan gave me a noncommittal look. “I can only pass along what I’m told. Sorry. Enjoy a little time in the city I guess.”

      Yeah, loads of fun being home.

      I followed Agent Duncan off the plane and he led the way through back halls I suspected weren’t for public knowledge until we were in baggage claim. He didn’t offer to give me a ride anywhere. So, I hopped on the Silver Line back to South Station and the red line of the MBTA. Some things about being home were comforting. Blending into the mess of people riding public transit was one of them. As I sat there in a train hurtling toward the center of the city, I relaxed. It was enough for the mental walls I’d been building to keep my magic in check to weaken and for some of it to seep through the cracks. The scent of lavender tickled my nose and I looked down to find my left hand had turned invisible.

      I pulled back on the urge to sink into that invisibility until my hand returned. Maybe I’d been too focused on the mundane parts of my life, neglected to give my magic the attention it needed. If only there was someone who could help with that. As I stepped off the train at Park Street station, my phone rang with yet another unknown number.

      I hit the green ‘Accept’ button, but faltered on how to answer the call. I settled on, “Hello?”

      “Hey Kayla.” Kevin’s voice didn’t carry the usual crackle of calling from a prison landline.

      “Kev? What’s going on? What number is this?” My boyfriend, who’d spent the last two years in prison was a model inmate. So, thoughts that he’d obtained an illegal prison phone tightened the muscles in my shoulders. He’d been locked up for killing five people. Except it hadn’t been by choice. He’d felt compelled to confess even though he’d been under duress the whole time. There was small comfort in knowing the real mastermind behind the murders was also rotting in a cell.

      “Don’t panic, okay?” That was never a good way to preface a conversation. “Some things happened while you were away.”

      “Kevin, what the hell is going on? Just tell me.”

      “I got paroled.”

      The words sounded foreign to my ears. He shouldn’t have been eligible for parole for at least another couple years. My years of being distrustful of the system screamed at me to run away, because this was clearly a trap. “What? How?”

      “I don’t know. But they’re letting me out.”

      I took the stairs to the street level two at a time and came up across from the church. People milled about and I sought a vacant stretch of grass where I could pace and process his words. I asked the obvious question as my feet wore down the grassy patch beneath my shoes. “When?”

      “Today. Well, right now.”

      A flurry of new questions danced around my brain as I continued to pace. Did his mother know? Why was he telling me this news, especially if he didn’t know I was back in the city? Who had secured him such an early parole? What did that unknown person or persons want from Kevin?

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “I know you’re busy and heading off on a new adventure, but I was hoping we could talk.”

      “Is someone picking you up?”

      “I told my mom, but she had to work. I’ll figure something out.”

      “Stay put. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      I hung up before he could start peppering me with questions. I scanned the street beyond and found a waiting cab. The driver looked surprised when I gave him the address, but pulled away from the curb and headed off without a word.

      Today is not going at all how I planned.

      “Can you wait here for just a minute?” I told the driver as I unbuckled the seatbelt and opened the door.

      “What about the meter?” he grumbled.

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to pay you. I just need to pick someone up,” I answered and shut the door.

      I stopped short of entering the prison proper. Kevin stood by the front door waiting for me. I’d spent a lot of time visiting him here, but we’d never been able to do more than talk. We’d considered ourselves a couple—or at least I had—but we hadn’t been able to share any of the physical intimacy that comes along with that label. I threw my arms around him and held on for dear life.

      “What are you doing back in Boston?” His question came as a whisper in my ear.

      “Work thing,” I answered. I knew enough not to give him any more detail than that.

      When I finally loosened my grip, he held me out at arm’s length. “Suits look good on you.”

      I blushed and took his hand. “Come on, I’ve got a grumpy cabbie waiting for us.”

      The driver gave me a look of relief in the rearview mirror when we slid into the back seat. “Where to now, Miss?”

      I looked to Kevin. He leaned forward and said, “The common.”

      It seemed an odd destination, seeing as he’d spent five years as a stone statue in the park against his will, his own magic forcing him to be immobile. Maybe that’s why we’d reconnected. I understood what it meant to have your magic revolt against you. It didn’t hurt that I had a thing for him in college. I’d been drawn to how open he was with his magic back then. I longed for him to teach me to control my own power. But he hadn’t noticed me. If he had, maybe he wouldn’t have ended up as the Order of Samael’s puppet.

      Prison had aged Kevin, but not in the way most people came out looking grizzled, worn down. He’d filled out and the five o’clock shadow he wore now was kind of sexy. He looked more like a grown up than when we’d reentered each other’s lives. The cab pulled up almost exactly where he’d picked me up and I tapped my credit card to the machine to pay.

      I let Kevin lead the way. We wandered along the paths, side by side, but not holding hands. Part of me wanted to push for that touch I’d been craving for so long, but the rational part of me knew he needed time to adjust to the real world again.

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” I prodded.

      “It’s going to be weird living with my mom again after all these years,” he said, his gaze darting from the nearby trees to people walking their dogs on the other side of the path.

      “You’ll figure it out. I’m pretty sure she kept your room like a shrine. At least that’s what Ezri said once.”

      He nodded in silence. “I’m not that person anymore.”

      “I don’t know about that. You’re a good guy who was trying to help someone he cared about get out of a bad situation.” I was being generous in my description of his ex-girlfriend since she was the reason he’d been turned to stone.

      “But I also did some pretty terrible things.”

      “That wasn’t you. You know that. That asshole forced you. He threatened the people you loved.”

      “But I still did it, Kayla.” He blew out a breath. “You’d think after two years, I’d have some sort of clarity about all of it. But here I am, still spinning my wheels. I took responsibility for my actions, because I thought it would help me heal. I’m not sure it did that.”

      I wanted to tell him that he was going to be fine, but I had no way of knowing that for sure. After all, a part of him had been stripped away. Sure, it was done to save him, but it still meant part of his identity was missing. “Have you talked to anyone about losing your magic?”

      He let out a harsh laugh. “I didn’t need the prison shrink thinking I was crazy.”

      “Maybe you should talk to someone. It’s just a guess, but maybe part of why you feel like you’re still struggling is because you haven’t been able to deal with that loss.”

      “Maybe ...” A pause and then he said, “Know any good shrinks?”

      I was about to respond that I knew a great one, but stopped. “The Authority has someone who does counseling. I’d start there.”

      He nodded again, this time shoving his hands in pockets. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Kayla, since I went to prison. You spent more time with me than anyone could have asked for.”

      “I knew you needed a friendly face. I wanted to be there. And look, I know it’s been a while, but I couldn’t just move the training academy here.”

      He held up his hand, signaling I should shut up. “I’m not blaming you for living your life and following the path you set for yourself. I think it’s great.”

      “I’m sensing a ‘but,’” I replied and stopped walking.

      “But I’m not in that same place. I don’t know what my future holds. For one thing, finding a job as an ex-felon isn’t exactly a walk in the park. I think you’re right that I don’t know who I am without magic. Who is Kevin Ellery, normal guy who doesn’t have anything special about him?”

      “He’s a pretty great guy from what I’ve seen.” My voice hitched. I knew what was coming and I was trying desperately to avoid it.

      “I need time to find out if what you’re seeing is the real me.” He took my hands now. As much as I’d wanted that physical contact, my instincts told me to pull away now. “But I need to do it on my own. Not forever, but for a little while. I don’t think we should see each other for a while.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut to keep the unshed tears at bay. “You’re seriously doing this right now? Not even half an hour after you’re a free man?”

      “I didn’t want to string you along,” he replied.

      “Like you haven’t been for the last two years?” I snapped.

      “I promise, it’s not going to be forever,” he said and pulled me in for a light kiss on the lips before he let me go.

      The gesture was pathetic and only made my anger swell. Lavender flared around me. I could tell even he noticed the
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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