
        
            
                
            
        

    



FOUNDATIONS Or MAGIC
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Neither love nor magic comes without cost. 

 Foundations of Magic, Book 2

In the relative security of Atlantic City, Lindsay feels safe for the first time in his life. He and Dane even sneak away from their mage “family” for the occasional date. 

All that ends with the arrival of Noah, whose magic is a pure, wild fire fueled by terrible grief over the loss of his wife. To Lindsay’s great surprise, he is assigned to be Noah’s mentor, protector and healer. 

Of course, his efforts to help Noah master his immense power aren’t without a few fiery slip-ups. 

Just as Lindsay is rising to the challenge, word comes that Moore, the scientist who once imprisoned Lindsay, holds a young girl who has manifested a powerful new magic. The desperate mission to free her leaves Noah severely wounded, Dane captured...and Lindsay in charge of those who remain. 

The fate of Dane and the lives of the family rest on Lindsay’s untested shoulders. He must trust in himself and his growing connection to Noah to save his lover, his friends, and everyone else who will suffer if Moore’s plans go unchecked. 
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 Anah Crow and Dianne Fox



Dedication

To the families we’ve made: Blood may be thicker than water, but love is thick like honey. 



Chapter One

There were only a few photographs left in the box. Noah took one out carefully, holding it by a corner. One wrong thought and it would go up in flames. The carpet under his feet was dusted with ash and spotted with burns. Cradling the photo in his stiff hands, he sat on his bed and let the image draw him down into his memories. 

Sun spilled across a stony beach and a sapphire lake, shredding into shadows and rays on the points of pines and cedars. Noah sat on a stone that jutted out into the lake like a prow and then plunged away hundreds of feet into the dark. Here, a glacier had pulled up short thousands of years ago, thought better of crawling south, and turned around to slink home, leaving a chain of lakes behind like footprints. 

All around him, Noah could feel the weight of time and distance as well as the ephemeral presence of sun and stone and water. His camera was a familiar weight in his hands as he waited to capture the next perfect moment. 

“I can’t believe you won’t come in.” A woman pulled herself up onto the stone at his feet, sprawling there like a mermaid. “You’re such a baby.” Her hair, wet, was barely darker than the sunlight. Her eyes were the same color as the lake. 

“It’s cold,” he pointed out. He hated being cold. 

“Only for a minute.” She got to her feet and took two steps closer, but turned her back on him and faced the water. “You can get used to anything, Noah. You’re strong.” She glanced back at him, just long enough for him to preserve her laughter, then she was gone. 

One step, two steps, and her feet were off the ground. She was a pale sickle cutting the water. The water closed over her and all he could see was the white ghost of her diving deeper than he could go. 

“She’s right, you know.” Noah’s sister sat on the bed beside him, bouncing him back into reality with her arrival. 

Noah wiped his tears from the glossy face of the photograph. In the picture, his wife was still looking over her shoulder at him, still laughing. 

“I don’t want to get used to it.” It hurt to move, but Noah pushed himself to his feet and took the photo back to the box on the table by the window. “I want to go swimming.” 

“I don’t trust you to actually  swim,” Rose said dryly. 

“I’m not going to kill myself.” Noah was past the point of doing more than wishing for death. 



“Being alive is punishment enough now?” Rose lay down on his bed with her head on his pillows. 

Looking at her had been like looking in a mirror, once. Now there was barely any familial resemblance. His hair was gone, his neck and jaw twisted with scars, his mouth twisted with pain. 

Rose was right. Of course she was right, she was cherry-picking in his brain. 

“Why are we talking?” Noah sat on the hope chest at the end of his bed, on one of the myriad quilts that cluttered the family home. His mother had eight children and a farm, and she still had to ward off boredom by making enough quilts to bury them all twice over. 

“Because you’re keeping me out.” There wasn’t any criticism in Rose’s tone. Noah looked back at her and winced as fragile skin and scabs cracked on one side of his face. 

“Am I?” He turned his attention inward and he could feel it, all the halls and doors of his mind overgrown and choked with the clutter of every bit of Elle he kept hoarding so he wouldn’t forget her. 

Behind it, in the center of him, there was a fire burning. “I’m sorry.” His hands were rough with scars when he covered his face with them. 

“Noah. Noh. My Nonoh.” It was what she’d called him when they were babies. 

Her soft arms wrapped around him from behind. They were almost a year apart, but they might as well have been twins. She cradled him against her; his back was barely scarred and she could rest against it. 

He could feel her strong heart overriding his, like it was beating for him. 

“Let me in, Noh.” 

He exhaled and pushed open the nearest door by leaning his will against it. “It’s a mess in here,” he warned her. 

 “I know. I’ve been in here enough since you came home.”  Her voice wasn’t outside him anymore. 

 “Someone had to keep it up until you came back. You were gone a long time.” 

Gone. Not the time he’d spent away from the family, from the Quinn enclave deep in the Canadian North. Not the time he’d been out in the world without any magic to call his own. No, he had only truly left after the accident that had taken his wife. It had taken Elle and given him the magic he’d once learned to live without because he had her. 

Gone. Every day, he woke on fire, his nerves screaming with the memory of burning and the absence of her and the heat of his wild magic. Every day, he was sorry his father had brought him back from the human world, dying—trying to die—and full of fire. 

 “You have to forgive the magic,”  Rose said quietly. In his mind, she was sitting in the secret fort they’d shared as children.  “It didn’t hurt you, it didn’t take her.” 

 “I know.”  Noah sat on the dirt floor and picked up a twig to scratch at the earth.  “You’d think I’d be able to make up a story I could live with. About how it was worth it in the end.” 

 “You used to tell the best stories. But you can’t make up stories like that.”  When Noah looked back at Rose, she had a rag doll in her lap.  “Those stories, you have to live, if you’re ever going to believe them.” 



 “Are you knocked up again?” 

The moment broke and Rose tumbled out of his mind even as she fell back on the bed, laughing. 

“You are.” 

“You’re not the problem child around here, Noah,” she said, still laughing. She propped herself up on her elbows and shook her wild chestnut hair out of her face. “You just have problems.” 

Noah held his hand out to her when she reached for him, the hand that was still missing the finger that had worn his wedding ring. She was careful not to tug too hard. The healers—his mother and Alice-from-up-river—were still working against his magic and his memories to heal him. The scars on the soul, the saying went, would never leave the flesh until they healed within. 

“Come on, baby.” 

He let his sister reel him in like a fish—his mind struggling against being comforted all the way—

until he was lying beside her with his head on her shoulder. Once, it had been the other way around. Once, he’d been the one to hold her; his familiar thoughts and his impotent magic had made his presence tolerable, even with her mind torn wide open. 

When their father thought she didn’t need him anymore, he’d left the enclave and he couldn’t be there for her. She’d had her magic and all the pain it gave her and he’d had nothing, and he would have traded places with her in an instant. 

 “I know you would have,”  she said, in his head.  “Like I would now, except that it really is beautiful on you.”  In her third eye, he was a pillar of sunlight with a halo like the heart of a candle flame.  “It’s yours. 

 You’re going to be amazing.” 

“Telling futures now?” He closed his eyes and listened to her sturdy heart. 

“Best fortune teller is the past,” she quoted. “You always were amazing, Noah. You didn’t need magic to be magical. You’re not the one who watched you being beautiful all those years. People want to love you.” 

“That’s what they call irony,” he said dully. Beauty was going to come slowly, if it came at all. There was only one love he wanted and the long years of his mage life stretched out like a galaxy between them now. Maybe he’d get— “Ow!” 

Rose’s sharp nails left cruel little crescents of pain on his ear. “None of that.” 

“Sorry.” Noah let the thought go and was rewarded by her kiss on his too-hot, too-thin scalp. “So, who’s Dad gonna kill this time?” He laid his hand on her soft belly, wondering who was in there instead of wishing he were dead. 

“I have a list,” Rose said unapologetically, making him laugh with it. 

“I love you.” He said it inside and outside. 

A knock on the door was followed by the handle twisting and a dark head poking in. Ruthie. 



“Hey, little bit.” Noah took a deep breath and pushed away all his negativity as he struggled to sit up without wincing. Ruthie was still waiting for her magic, still a spindly girl with unraveling braids and skinned knees. He always put on a good face for her. “Did you need something?” 

“Daddy’s home,” she said solemnly, smoothing down her clean pinafore. “Mama says to come. He brought Nathan.” 

Nathan had been sent all the way to Ireland, to a druid henge that needed a healer ready to step into the place left when one of the elders passed. The letter had come to them by way of the Australia Quinns, and Nathan had leapt at the chance to leave, even though it meant he might never return. That he’d come home could only mean one thing. 

“You’re going,” Rose said softly. 

“I know.” Noah got to his feet. Nathan had come to do what Mama and Alice couldn’t, to make him fit for the world again. “Thanks, sweetheart. Tell Daddy I’ll be right there.” 

“You’re going?” Ruthie didn’t move, her small brown hand white-knuckled on the doorknob. She’d been stricken when he left the first time. “You can’t go. Who’s going to take care of you?” 

“It’s important,” Rose said gently. “That’s how we survive, Twiglet.” She got up, shaking out her skirt in a gesture so much like their mother that it was eerie. “That’s how we make our families.” 

“Noah’s sick, though.” Ruthie’s lower lip pushed out and her eyes glistened. 

“His new home will make him better than his old one.” Rose looked over her shoulder at Noah, and he could feel the words she didn’t say:  If he lets it. “Besides, they need him. He’s running late, this one. 

You know what they say.” 

“I know.” Ruthie sucked it up and rubbed the back of her hand across her eyes. “Born by chance, bound by choice. It’s the way of it.” That sigh was their mother’s as well. 

“Go get Kaylene for me, baby,” Rose said. “I hear her waking.” 

“Okay!” Just like that, sorrows forgotten, Ruthie was gone with the flash of a smile and the thunder of bare feet. She was no end of proud about being allowed to take charge of Rose’s first, who was turning two. 

Babies were a good cure for sadness, Mama always said. Noah never asked what it meant that she had so many. 

“You look like shit,” Rose said matter-of-factly. “Let’s hope Nathan can do something for you, or whoever gets you is going to send you back with a complaint.” 

“Shut up or I’ll tell Dad you’re knocked up.” Noah tried to stifle his terror and emptiness and the yawning dark that whispered about it being easier to lie down and not get up instead of facing the world. 

“Oh, I’m already a ruined woman. It’s only a shock once.” Rose came over and kissed his cheek. “It’s good that Nathan came to help you get ready. You need to go.” 

“What?” That felt like betrayal, that she hadn’t told him he was ready to leave. He couldn’t see it from inside his unhappiness. 



“Oh, Noah.” Rose stopped in the doorway and laughed at him. “You’re burning the carpet. Try not to do that in your new house.” 

Fire was dripping from his fingers, and Noah swore as he stamped out the smoldering carpet and shook off the flames. The old bracelet he wore—the  barre salvetet—was supposed to stop the magic leaking out, but nothing was quite enough. 

Noah didn’t blame his father for sending him away; Abram couldn’t have his oldest son cluttering up the house. It wasn’t seemly. People might think Abram was hoarding his children, what with Rose still living here. Besides, all the common wisdom said Rose was right. He needed to go, if he was going to keep living. Here, he had too much time to hate himself, and too many reminders of all the reasons he should—

no one could heal with the wounds pulled open every morning. 

Lindsay’s heart pounded, and adrenaline surged through his veins. The few seconds he took to glance behind him were wasted; he couldn’t see past the mass of people moving in and out of the casinos. 

Line of sight didn’t matter to the hunter on Lindsay’s heels. He was coming, whether Lindsay could see him or not. Lindsay couldn’t wait anymore, trying to catch a glimpse of him. 

He turned and ran, losing himself in the crowd. The boardwalk was packed, a midday rush of bodies seeking sustenance away from the blackjack tables and the slot machines, and once his magic settled into place, he fit right in. Panicking was the worst thing he could do. Predators could sense fear. He wasn’t prey anymore. 

He slipped past a rickshaw and into the Taj Mahal, through the entrance lit with bright red neon even during the day. The inside was as crammed with tourists as the street out front. Lindsay wound his way through, between slots and poker and men saying, “Hit me,” like they knew what they were doing. The sea of anonymity gave him a moment to catch his breath and figure out where to go next. 

There was no way to tell time in here, and Lindsay didn’t wear a watch, but he knew he’d stayed too long when the urgency of Dane’s hunting instincts began creeping into his mind. Even the thick scents of smoke, cologne and perfume wouldn’t mask him much longer. Out on the boardwalk, the wind would sweep his smell away into the mélange of salt water and seaweed and popcorn and hotdogs and sweat. 

He took the stairs by twos, dodging women in stiletto heels and tight dresses and men with comb-overs and potbellies. He couldn’t risk getting caught in the elevators. Dane was close, and if Lindsay didn’t make it to Steel Pier first, he’d be back at square one. Again. 

He’d been practicing using magic to hide himself for months now and, every time, Dane had been able to find him. This time, he’d done more than change his appearance, though. He’d altered his scent, and he’d been careful not to speak to keep from giving himself away that way either. Now, he had to make it to



the carousel before Dane found him. There was no time to enjoy the view from the skywalk. He raced across as fast as his legs and lungs would allow. Dane wasn’t far behind. 

It had taken Lindsay weeks to master the skill of running full tilt through a world that couldn’t see him coming. Vaulting over a toddler, Lindsay hitched himself up on the rail of the stairs and slid down, catching himself at the bottom just before he fell. If nothing else, all this practice had made him an excellent sprinter—he was hardly even winded. 

From the base of the stairs, he could see straight out onto Steel Pier, where the white horses of the double-decker carousel stood ready to carry their next riders. Almost there. Lindsay kept going, letting the momentum of the trip down the stairs carry him. It felt like his feet hardly touched the ground when he ran. 

Arms, legs and hair flying, he came to a complete stop as an arm as strong as a steel bar wrapped around his waist and took him off his feet. 

“Almost, little bunny,” Dane rumbled in his ear. “But not quite.” Dane bit his ear and growled. “Tasty bunny.” 

Fueled by adrenaline, Lindsay struggled at first, heart pounding and elbows flying. That voice, though... That voice got him every time, and the bite left him shivering with more than thwarted energy. 

“Would’ve made it if that kid hadn’t been in the way,” he said, throwing up a token protest. He hadn’t made it, and that was what mattered. Dane must have cut around and hidden in a shadowed alcove under the stairs. “Next time.” 

Dane purred and licked the hollow under his ear. “Maybe.” His voice had a raw, predatory edge to it. 

“Even when you don’t smell like you, you do.” He pulled Lindsay out of the way of oblivious tourists passing around them, into the alcove, and trapped Lindsay against him with both arms. “Good.” 

He snuffled in Lindsay’s hair with another growl. There was no telling when he’d be done making sure Lindsay was all his all over again. Sometimes it was brief, a kiss and a snuggle. Other times, Lindsay ended up more than a little disheveled and—if the circumstances were right—quite a bit ravished. Putting Dane in hunting mode had its benefits. 

Lindsay wriggled in Dane’s arms, turning to face him. He wanted real kisses, a reward for making it as far as he had. Farther than he’d ever gotten before. Dane’s teeth were sharp against his lips, but that only made the kisses more intense. 

Dane’s next growl was louder and deeper, a rumble that went right through Lindsay. He spun them both around, pushing Lindsay up against the wall, one hand in his hair, the other working up under his shirt. 

Dane’s teeth were sharp and slick on Lindsay’s throat as he kissed his way down. He never asked Lindsay to hide them, or asked if they were hidden. It was up to Lindsay to maintain decorum. The ability to become less feral hadn’t changed Dane at all. 



No one could hear them, but Lindsay swallowed down his moan anyway, and tangled his fingers in Dane’s hair, dragging him back up for a kiss on the mouth. As much as he would’ve liked to win their game, losing had its own rewards. 

Something popped in Lindsay’s ear, and a puff of air blew their hair in all directions. “Training?” The voice on the wind was arch and as chilly as the wisp of breeze that tickled past Lindsay’s cheek. Cyrus. The wind could find him from time to time, if Lindsay weren’t careful. He wasn’t sure how—Cyrus couldn’t, from what he could tell. Just the wind. 

He slumped against the wall and fought down the annoyance that bubbled up inside him. “I failed. 

Again.” 

“Are you sure you’re trying to succeed?” the wind wondered. “No matter. We will find out how successful you are when it is not you alone who fails. Come now.” 

For all the years that Noah could remember, up until the day he’d married Elle, he’d prayed, wished, hoped, and done anything he could think of to get one thing. Magic. It ran like water in his family. It ran like water from some artesian well that went so far back into the past that the magic would never run out. 

But he’d been born dry. Drier than the dead. 

Now, he was drowning, drenched in magic, leaking tears and flames at random. He was out of his depth here in a new country, in a house that had never known magic until the last few months. 

Behind him, the old man and the woman were talking. Cyrus and Vivian. He’d known who they were long before he was sent to this listing house in the salt marshes. His family knew everyone of consequence, by reputation. By the nature of their magic. 

 Cyrus can handle him. Cyrus follows the old ways. 

They’d sent him down and across the border to Cyrus, with his wounds still raw and his magic still wild. 

It made sense. Noah’s mother and brother couldn’t fully heal him, so there was no reason to keep him close. Cyrus had need of another mage in the house, and was willing to take Noah when even his blood relatives were waiting for him to take everything up in flames. He should count himself lucky he wasn’t somewhere in the Amazon right now. Noah knew his father’s pride and how much it cost Abram Quinn to go begging for someone to take his first-born in. 

Cyrus and the woman were talking about him, and he didn’t care to listen. Listening would make him angry. Anger would make him burn, would feed his gnawing fire and put everyone at risk. Feeling anything would, he thought. It was better not to take his chances here, without Rose to slip in between his thoughts and carry away the worst of them. 



Noah watched the wind in the gray salt grass and the birds in the gray salt sky, and felt nothing as much as he could. It was hard, knowing they were deciding what to do with him like he was a stray dog. He really needed a drink. Another drink to make him care even less. 

Abram didn’t allow drink in the house, but Noah had started as soon as his father and brother had left him at the airport. It had worked when he’d left the first time—before Elle had picked him up and made something of him—and it worked now. Not quite as well, but nothing worked like it should anymore, so Noah couldn’t complain. 

Part of him wondered if he was really here to learn, when it would be safer for anyone and everyone to have him put down. Cyrus could do it, and quickly. Without his reasons for living—his mother and his siblings—there in front of him every day, the thought that someone ought to finish him off loomed large in his mind. 

Noah wouldn’t be the first mage to meet that end, by someone’s swift and painless hand. Not even the first in his family. He’d wished for it without fail, up until some morning when he began to falter in that resolve.  Weak. 

He clenched his fist to feel the pain in the half-healed wound there. He could do this. If he redeemed himself a little, he could go home someday when Cyrus could spare him and see his mother and his sisters. 

At least, after the baby, Rose might come. 

The door creaked open and two sets of footsteps followed, one lighter than the other. 

Noah turned to look enough to decide whether or not he should be worried. The first one through the door was a wisp of long hair and wide eyes, almost obliterated by the massive presence of the feral coming behind.  Dane. Noah had known he would be here. He wondered what the big creature would think of him. 

He didn’t know what he thought of being in the house of mages his father considered to be stronger—or at least more resilient—than the Quinns. 

“My apologies for interrupting your...training.” Cyrus didn’t sound sorry, nor did it sound like training had been happening. So, that was how it was. Noah turned back to the window. 

“You know we were finished.” The voice was too light to be Dane. 

The creak of a suffering chair and a leonine grumble was definitely the feral. Over the years, a number of ferals had made themselves known to the Quinns. Rose had a way with them, even before she came into her magic, and some had trusted Noah’s mother to heal them. Noah knew better than to think that human form meant human ways. 

“I can never quite tell,” Cyrus said sharply. “It seems I forget there are more things to do than to keep all of us safe. But someone has to remember.” 

“I haven’t forgotten,” Vivian said. She sounded on the verge of laughing. She made Noah’s skin crawl, with her bright voice and her mild temper. “Neither has Dane. We just have a different perspective.” 



“Something that is the bane of my existence. If either of you had my vantage point, you wouldn’t take things so lightly. There is work to be done. Sooner than later. And apparently I must maintain the niceties all the while.” Cyrus meant him, Noah knew. Taking him in. “I have no time for it. Neither does Vivian.” 

“Neither do I. I sure as hell don’t want another one,” Dane rumbled. “I told you not to give me the one I have.” 

“Don’t remind me.” Cyrus’s voice was icy. “I regret daily my failure to take your desires into consideration. All of them.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” the little one put in, sounding more amused than offended, “I think your decision worked out rather well.” The voice was definitely male, but young and full of sharp edges. 

Noah should have known he wouldn’t be left to learn from the old mage. It was better that he didn’t. 

An accident on his part could wipe out the knowledge and work of generations. He leaned his forehead against the glass and closed his eyes. Maybe they would send him somewhere else, since they couldn’t keep him. He didn’t want to be kept or bartered or passed around, but there were rules even he couldn’t deny. It was his own fault he was alive. 

“Don’t make me regret this decision as well, Lindsay,” Cyrus snapped. “It’s a good thing you have developed some backbone. I need Dane, which will leave you with time on your hands. Therefore, this one is yours. I would tell you to keep your hands to yourself, but you’ll do what you want, what with how you’ve been spoiled.  Noah.” 

 This one is yours.  When Noah was twelve, this had been all he’d wanted, though in his family—

among his people—it was something done with ceremony and celebration. Here, in Cyrus’s domain, it had devolved to this.  This one is yours.  Noah made himself move, so he wouldn’t seem rude. 

“Lindsay will show you to your room.” Cyrus pointed at the pale young man leaning on the doorframe. “The rest of us have larger matters to discuss.” 

“Me?” Lindsay looked from Cyrus to Noah and back again. For a moment, Noah was sure he was going to refuse. “But I—” Something stopped him. He closed his mouth, shook his head and held a hand out to Noah. “Let’s see if we can find somewhere you’ll be comfortable.” 

Noah looked at the hand—it was slim and soft and white. He couldn’t take it. It was impossibly familiar. The disconnect between his memory and reality nauseated him. He shouldered his duffel bag and headed for the door. 

His manners and his family pride made him stop before he crossed the threshold. He turned and gave Cyrus a little bow, the kind his father would have expected. 

“For a place in your home, my future is yours.” The words felt like they were being drawn out of him, from his guts and his spine. If you didn’t mean them, or if you didn’t have magic, he wondered, did they feel the same? 



“I will keep your fate with mine, for the days you remain with my people,” Cyrus replied, his expression softening slightly. 

Noah looked again at the man—barely more than a boy—to whom he’d been given. Lindsay. Lindsay appeared baffled by the exchange. 

“Wherever you want me, I’ll stay.” Noah waited for him to lead on. 

Dane listened to their footsteps fade before he let himself look at Cyrus. When he heard them reach the next floor, he turned on Cyrus with a hiss like a hot kettle. 

“Are you  insane?” Before he knew it, he was across the room, hands planted in the papers on Cyrus’s desk, his face inches from the old man’s. 

“It’s been debated,” Cyrus said calmly. He tugged at the edge of a document trapped under Dane’s hand. “You’re impossible to please, you know. At least for an old man like myself. I thought you wanted to help me, not babysit.” 

True. It drove Dane around the twist when he was sent off on one errand or another, leaving Cyrus vulnerable. Worse, the old mage had taken to going here and there alone, with no one but Vivian’s girl, Kristan, to look after him. That Cyrus wanted more of his time should have been a relief. 

“You know the answer to that.” Dane pushed away from the desk, sending the papers floating like startled birds. He turned his back on Cyrus and went to look out the window where Noah had been sitting. 

The air there was heavy with the smell of blood and burning and pain. 

“While I don’t agree with Dane’s phrasing,” Vivian said quietly, “giving someone like Noah to Lindsay is...well, it’s a difficult task to take someone on under the best of circumstances.” Her high heels clicked on the floor as she went to gather the papers Dane had scattered. 

“Abram Quinn assures me that the boy isn’t a danger to those around him.” Dane didn’t have to be looking to know the dismissive gesture of Cyrus’s hand. He could hear it cut the air and see it in his mind’s eye. “He carries an artifact from their family to ensure that he won’t get out of control. There is a method to what you call my madness. I’m weary of having to prove it again and again.” 

“The kid is a Molotov cocktail,” Dane growled. He’d smelled it the minute he walked in the house, the barely stifled fire of a pyromancer. The artifact that kept Noah’s magic in check—Dane hated relying on artifacts and Lindsay would find it unbearable. Dane knew he was being overprotective. The thing wasn’t going to jump off Noah’s wrist and savage anyone. This was as good a time as any for him to let the habit go. 

Dane took a slow breath and let the animal in him slink away to seethe. The human part of him rose to the surface and imposed logic on his churning anger.  You’re mostly angry that Cyrus admits to needing you at all, Dane’s rational mind pointed out.  One of these days, you’re going to have to stop getting pissed off at everything that makes you feel something you don’t want to feel. 



“Noah came late to his magic by a great loss,” Cyrus conceded. “It will make his path difficult. But we can use him.” 

“And it didn’t occur to you to talk to me before putting a burden like that on Lindsay?” Dane had good reason to be offended. 

“I hadn’t yet decided.” When Dane turned around, Cyrus was watching him closely. “If I had given him to you, you would have had to choose between them every moment of the day. Could you have done right by him?” 

Dane couldn’t argue that point. Vivian had two already, but Dane had thought Cyrus would still give Noah to her as a first choice. Her apprentices were both well behaved by his reckoning, easy enough to manage. Kristan was canny and ambitious, with an enviable grasp on her magic. Ylli was shy and mostly harmless, all brown feathers and thin limbs. A minor feral, without even shapeshifting to complicate what he was. 

“There’s no way I could have taken him.” Vivian stacked Cyrus’s papers on the desk in tidy rows. 

“Putting him with a woman would have been too much to ask. Putting him in reach of Kristan would be insanity.” 

“He hates women, so you gave him to Lindsay?” That almost made sense, but it seemed crude reasoning. 

“He lost his wife.” Cyrus reached out for help and Dane took his hand, supporting him as he stood. “It seemed unnecessarily cruel to ask him to become attached to other women this soon.” 

“Who’s to say he won’t become attached to Lindsay?” Dane had to work out whether or not that idea bothered him. It didn’t take until the next thought to decide that he didn’t mind at all. Lindsay could use all the affection he could take. Dane began to see the benefits of the arrangement, as long as Noah wasn’t completely off his rocker. Lindsay needed something of his own. It was time. 

“Times have changed, Cyrus.” Vivian brought Cyrus’s cloak over and wrapped it around him. “I told you the young fall in love with anyone these days.” She fastened the cloak pin—a silver ring made to look like a moon with a bronze arrow threaded through it—with practiced motions. “The young and the foolish,” 

she added, with a wink at Dane. 

“The Quinns are an old family, with old ways.” Cyrus took Vivian’s arm once his cloak was done up. 

“You have taught Lindsay well enough.” He looked up at Dane and there was a hint of approval on his lined, birdlike face. “But I need you more than he does now. Noah will teach him our ways and defend him from Moore. Lindsay knows what it is to have a power greater than most, and he knows what it is to be disowned. They will manage, until I have need of them.” 

“I still don’t like it.” Dane knew—had known from the beginning—that he didn’t have a hope in hell of changing Cyrus’s mind. That wasn’t going to keep him from speaking out. Yes, it would be good for Lindsay to have something of his own, but did it have to be both damaged  and  volatile? 



“I anticipated your displeasure. It’s good how some things never change.” Cyrus laughed quietly. “I need you to go collect some information for me. At least I won’t have to hear you sulking. Kristan has the map. Perhaps she can console you. I have work to do.” He patted Vivian’s hand on his arm and they started for the door. “I would tell you to behave yourself, but that only seems to make things worse.” 

“Lindsay will be fine.” Vivian looked over her shoulder and gave Dane a warm smile. “It’s not as bad a choice as you think.” 

“You can see the future now?” Cyrus chided her as she opened the door for him. 

“Hardly.” Vivian kissed him on the cheek. “I wouldn’t want your job for the world.” 

Dane was left to watch them go. Being human helped to keep his temper in check enough that he didn’t break anything in frustration. It wasn’t as though Cyrus had overstepped his bounds. Cyrus hadn’t taken Lindsay away from him, only given Lindsay something of his own. 

Dane exhaled slowly. It would be good for Lindsay. That much, he knew to be true. It would make him feel more like part of the family, for one thing, and more like he was necessary. Dane knew how badly Lindsay needed to be more than an inconvenience. Every other danger and painful reminder Noah carried with him could only serve to make Lindsay stronger, even if Lindsay was angry about it after the fact. 

When Dane put aside his ego and thought of Lindsay first, and only, the decision wasn’t as bad as it seemed, just as Vivian had suggested. Dane wasn’t going to admit that to Cyrus, though. Cyrus had all but given Lindsay the status of a clan-born mage, putting a Quinn under his care. A pyromancer, no less, and a strong one. Dane’s human mind turned that over and he decided he was pleased. 

Dane was going to make sure Lindsay had everything necessary to succeed at this. And once Lindsay did... The idea of having a walking firebomb devoted to protecting Lindsay had a lot of appeal. 

 As long as it makes him happy .  Happy and well.  If Lindsay was happy, there wasn’t much that could go wrong in Dane’s world. 



Chapter Two

In that instant, Lindsay’s life was turned inside out. Dane disappeared with Kristan as quickly as Noah had arrived, and Lindsay wrestled with the sense that Cyrus had played a trick on him, whisking away the familiar and throwing him into the unknown. For four days, Lindsay did little but watch Noah brooding on the back porch, hoping for a clue as to where to start with this stranger he’d been given. 

Lindsay didn’t need a case history to identify the most obvious traumatic event in Noah’s past. Much of the skin Lindsay could see was scarred from terrible burns. But the pain written in the curve of Noah’s spine and the hunch of his shoulders had been there a long time. Lindsay recognized that, on a gut level. 

Shame. 

Under the scars, Noah’s bones were that of a handsome man, and his eyes were deep blue. The skin that remained unmarked was bronze and smooth; he wasn’t much older than Lindsay. If he smiled at all, he might still have been attractive. Lindsay felt like a carrion bird, circling and watching and waiting for a chance to pick over what was left of him. 

As near as Lindsay could tell, Noah didn’t sleep more than a few hours at a time, and those times were few and far between. His bed—the one time Lindsay had checked in before Noah had cleared away the evidence—was a nightmare-snarled knot of sheets stained by Noah’s healing burns. Lindsay could understand why he wouldn’t want to spend any more time there than necessary. What Noah did spend his time doing was drinking and smoking and staring off at the marsh like it held the answers to all his questions. 

Every now and then, a cigarette would go up in flames in Noah’s fingers, and Noah would throw it aside, his movements jerky in a way that said he was barely in control of himself—if he had any control at all. Lindsay waited for something more, something that he could use as an excuse to step in, but no opening came. 

Noah looked sick by the fifth day, and not in any human way. His skin was flushed, his eyes were bright like he was lit from within and, more and more, his body was wracked with tiny shivers he didn’t seem to notice. Lindsay noticed, though, and he’d had enough. 

Stepping out onto the porch, he watched Noah for another minute before saying, “It’s time to go.” 

Surprisingly, there was no argument. Noah tucked his flask away in a pocket of the leather jacket he always wore, and pushed himself to his feet. There weren’t any questions, either. Noah put his hands in his jeans pockets, barely masking a wince, and nodded toward the door as if to say Lindsay should lead on. 



Lindsay knew where he wanted to go. It was a long walk, but he didn’t want to risk the bus system with Noah. Walking had hazards all its own; Atlantic Avenue was crowded with people looking to spend the money they’d won. Lindsay had worried he’d lose Noah in the thick of it, but Noah stayed one step behind him. 

“You don’t seem surprised by any of this,” Lindsay said finally. 

“Should I be?” Noah’s voice was thick and strained, scarred like the rest of him. Nothing around them seemed to catch his interest, not the lights, not the people, not the traffic. 

“I was.” The magical world he now lived in had seemed completely unfamiliar at first. “This isn’t new to you, then? Cyrus isn’t exactly forthcoming with his information.” 

Noah laughed at that, which made him cough. He took a drink from the flask to quiet the hacking, then shook his head. 

“Not new, no. I never expected to be here, but none of this is surprising. It is what it is. Or it’s a shadow of what it should be. It’ll do. The days are late and things are falling apart.” 

Cyrus probably thought it amusing to give Lindsay someone who spoke in the same sort of cryptic, poetic riddles that drove him mad coming from Cyrus and Ezqel. Perfect. It wasn’t as though Lindsay had expected to be rewarded for the events that had led to them fleeing New York and landing in Atlantic City—and it had felt like landing, despite Cyrus’s claim that he had come to this place to wait for someone, a young woman who would soon come into her magic—but this was starting to feel suspiciously like punishment. 

“Throw me a bone, would you?” Lindsay muttered. “I’m trying not to completely fuck you up. Your magic is new. Is there anything else I need to know to keep from screwing up here?” 

“You don’t need to worry about anything except making sure I don’t kill anyone. Not that it’s likely to happen.” He pulled his left hand from his pocket and held it out. The wound where his ring finger was missing was raw and ugly and new, barely held closed with half a dozen stitches. Stitches. Not magical healing. 

When he shook his hand, a bracelet slid out from under his sleeve to rest at the base of it. The bracelet wasn’t ornamental, it was heavy and ancient, the dull metal hacked with deep runes like black gashes and set with raw gems that probably would have been priceless if they’d been cut. There was no opening to it, and it looked too small to have fit over his hand. 

“My father wouldn’t offend Cyrus by sending me here the way I am,” Noah said mildly. “I don’t know what Cyrus expects of you. I know what’s expected of me.” 

It took a moment for Lindsay to realize what Noah was saying, and what, exactly, Noah had on his wrist. He could feel the blood draining from his face and he had to cut Noah off, shoving him and two strangers out of his way as he ran for the nearest alley. His stomach heaved and he barely managed to keep his shoes clear of the mess. 



 The velvet on his chest was warmer than anything he’d felt in this awful place, but the collar on his throat was like ice. It closed with a click and a tiny, silvery noise. A collar for his throat, a cuff for each wrist. 

 “Only very special mages got to wear this, you know.” The warmth of the velvet left him and clear, glassy eyes like marbles filled his vision. “Celare.” 

 “Start the experiment.” 

Hands braced on the brick wall in front of him, Lindsay struggled to catch his breath and fight down the next wave of nausea. Why the fuck would Cyrus do that to him? Cyrus knew, Dane knew, and neither of them had warned him. Instinct had him touching his wrists, but he made himself turn to check on Noah. 

“We’re going back to Cyrus. You’re getting that off.” 

“Are you all right?” 

The alley had been nearly pitch black, but now Noah held a soft yellow flame cupped in his right hand. He was rigid with tension and his hand shook, yet he managed to keep the flame steady. 

Noah could still use his magic. That meant the bracelet wasn’t the same as what Moore had used on Lindsay. That was something. 

“I’ll live. Cyrus and Dane might be a little worse for wear, but I’ll be all right.” 

Lindsay was going to have a long talk with both of them. Binding him to a mage he knew nothing about was one thing, but not telling him about the artifact controlling Noah’s magic was something Lindsay couldn’t let go. 

He pushed away from the wall and swallowed down the rush of nausea that spiked again. He took a deep breath and shook his hair back out of his face. 

“Let me see it?” 

“Do you want it off?” The light from Noah’s fire cast his features into sharp relief; he looked gaunt and aged, like a carving of a tribal mask. 

“Yes.” The risk that Noah might kill them all the way he’d destroyed so many cigarettes in the last few days wasn’t enough to change Lindsay’s answer. “We’ll find another way. I don’t know what the hell it is, but I don’t want it on you.” 

“You’ll have to take it off.” Noah held out his hand. “We call this magic barre salvetet. It’s a very old one, old enough that it doesn’t quite fit my magic. That’s why I could make fire, still, a little. The word to end it is  finiri. To put it back on,  oriri. My will won’t make it work, now that things are decided. It is not so old that it forgets the way of things.” 

Lindsay didn’t want to touch it, didn’t want to have anything to do with something like that, but he wanted it off Noah more. That he could simply speak a word and the bracelet would come off but that Noah couldn’t do the same... Noah really was  his  in a way that the magic understood. 



When Lindsay touched his fingertips to the metal, it was hot like he’d imagined Noah’s skin would be. 

“Finiri,” he whispered. The bracelet had been far too small to move past Noah’s hand, but somehow it landed in Lindsay’s palm with a faint ringing tone. He nearly dropped it in surprise and disgust, but managed to slip it into his pocket first. He’d decide what to do with it later. 

The alley went dark as Noah let the fire go. “I’m sorry to have offended you,” he said, with a formality to his words that reminded Lindsay of when he’d spoken to Cyrus. 

“It’s not you.” Lindsay didn’t want Noah to think it was anything he’d done. There was enough reason for tension and distance and confusion between them without that. “I can’t...” He took another slow breath and explained, “I wore something very much like it, under other circumstances, and Cyrus knew it when he gave you to me.” 

“Cyrus couldn’t have accepted me without it.” Noah stepped back. “Nor could my father have given me over. It would have been wrong to do to all of us.” His tone was dull, like he was tired. “And it’s better than the alternative. For some things, even some terrible things, the necessity of them overrides all else. 

Whether we like it or not.” 

“If Cyrus believed in the necessity of it, he shouldn’t have given you to me.” 

Now Lindsay realized the barre had been—like Noah himself—a wordless challenge from Cyrus and he had no intention of telling Cyrus, or Dane for that matter, that he’d panicked at the sight of it. Whether he succeeded or failed at the challenge set before him depended on Noah, but it also depended on Lindsay stepping up and doing what needed to be done. 

He’d taken care of the barre. Now, he had to take care of Noah. 

Lindsay stalked out of the alley and turned the corner. It was time to take Noah to the abandoned school. There was a huge gymnasium that had been stripped down after the school had been closed, and it would be perfect to work in. 

“Besides, you have to learn to control it on your own. No artifact is going to hold your magic back if it wants out badly enough.” Lindsay knew that first-hand, and he knew how much damage the resulting fracture could cause. 

“Don’t assume I didn’t want to wear it. Nor that my magic wants ‘out’.” Noah took out his flask and opened it, then offered it to Lindsay. 

The sour taste of vomit was enough to push Lindsay into swishing something that tasted like fire through his mouth. Maybe he’d have been better off with the vomit. He forced himself to swallow and passed the flask back to Noah with a muffled cough. 

“I don’t want to know what that is. Christ. But your magic must be new if you can’t tell it’s itching to get out.  Look  at you. You’re burning up, and I don’t know how many cigarettes I’ve seen burst into flames in the past few days.” 



“It doesn’t want out,” Noah said flatly. “It wants  me.” 

Lindsay looked at Noah, charting the scars and burns that marked his face and hands. His eyebrows and eyelashes were intact, but the hair on his head was gone, as though it had refused to return after being burnt away. The way Noah radiated heat, the way his eyes burned, the way his fire seemed to slip out unprovoked, Lindsay...Lindsay believed him. 

“Well, I suppose it’s my job to make sure it doesn’t get you.” Lindsay’s job was very different from what Dane’s had been with him. Lindsay wasn’t at all suited to teaching Noah how to use magic—he’d only mastered his own in the last few months, after all—but teaching Noah how to  survive  his magic was something Lindsay was, when he stopped to think about it, probably very well equipped to handle. 

He pointed at a low, sprawling building across the street. “We’re going in there and then we’ll find out if Cyrus really screwed up or not.” 

“As you will.” Noah took a drink and put the flask away to light a cigarette. His hands shook, but he lit the cigarette without catastrophe. 

Lindsay made sure Noah stayed with him as they crossed the street. He’d been just as reluctant to use his own magic, maybe more so, and he was beginning to understand Dane’s frustration at the time. It hadn’t been safe for him, and it wasn’t safe for Noah, either. 

Past the blue double doors, Lindsay stopped to orient himself. The corridors of the school were an inefficient maze of dust and forgotten posters that said things like  Reading ROCKS!  and  Don’t make excuses, make improvements. Lindsay’s grammar school hadn’t looked anything like this—it had more in common with Princeton than with  Sesame Street. 

“The gym is that way.” He pointed down the corridor to the left. “They took the wood floor out after the school closed, so you should be safe.” 

Lindsay knew by now that Noah expected him to lead, and he started walking. Noah would follow. It was strange, being the one to go first. 

They found the gymnasium past chained double doors where Noah broke the chains with an overzealous flame that left puddles of steel. Inside, the floor was gone. The wall at the far end was out and the abandoned pool could be seen beyond. The level below the gym floor was exposed, but support beams and flexible subfloor strapping crisscrossed the open space. Plenty of places to walk. The bleachers were still there, held up by braces from below. Plenty of seating. 

“What now? You want a show?” Noah went to hang his jacket on a broken bracket away from the door, then slipped off the shirt he wore underneath—probably so he wouldn’t set fire to either. The shirt clung to some healing burns, but he peeled it away without hesitation and hung it up as well. When he brought up a handful of fire, Lindsay could see that he was all muscle and bone, lean but solid, brassy with copper-red gleams. He stepped out onto one of the beams, walking like it was a sidewalk. Like there wasn’t empty space between him and pipes and vents and a distant concrete floor. 



“No.” Lindsay was careful, weaving the illusion in layers. This way, he wouldn’t have to bring it down all at once. He built a fire in the center of what was left of the room, large enough and hot enough that Noah would feel the sunshine warmth on his skin like a burn. “I want you to put out the fire.” 

Noah needed to learn to get along with his magic, and working backward seemed the safest way to start doing that. 

Noah hesitated, wavering as though he knew the fire wasn’t real but was fighting the illusion for the knowledge, and he looked over his shoulder at Lindsay. He didn’t speak, though. He turned back to the fire and, just as a boy might spit on his fingers and pinch out a candle, his will cut off the flame—not smothered or extinguished as by water—the act of burning simply ceased to be. 

“Like that?” Noah didn’t look back again. 

That wasn’t at all what Lindsay had expected. Maybe he was coming at this from the wrong direction. 

Maybe Noah had to push the fire out, rather than pulling it in. But he didn’t like the idea of letting Noah’s magic out without some kind of barrier to keep it from getting out of hand. “Come here.” 

Noah stepped across a wide gap to walk a steel I-beam over to where he’d left Lindsay. He stopped only inches away, seeming patient while the twitch of muscles in his chest and belly put a lie to that. No words, but the way that he stood, arms loose at his side with his palms facing forward, was clear enough for Lindsay to read:  As you will. 

That kind of subservience made Lindsay’s skin crawl. He hoped there was something beneath it beyond more of the same. 

Lindsay closed the distance between them with a hand on Noah’s bare chest, careful of where his flesh was still raw. Noah’s skin felt like the fire of his magic, and his heart was pounding under Lindsay’s palm. Fear? Anticipation? Lindsay couldn’t be sure, and he didn’t think Noah would tell him if he asked. 

He knew what Noah’s magic was and, after watching him these last few days, had a good idea how it was triggered inside him. Even so, casting the net of his illusion wasn’t an easy task. He had to be certain Noah’s magic would go untouched as Noah drew on it—that the magic answering Noah’s call would be merely an illusion responding exactly as Noah’s own magic would. 

Noah’s magic would kill them both if Lindsay wasn’t careful. 

Somehow, and Lindsay didn’t know how, Noah let him in. It was as though he opened all the doors and let Lindsay walk in and out of his magic and his mind. This didn’t feel like submission. More like...  practice. As though Noah knew someone else who could do mind magic. And Lindsay thought that, maybe, if Noah wanted, he could have tried to keep Lindsay out. 

As Lindsay worked, Noah’s heart slowed and grew steady. It was still quick, but not so desperate and roaring and faltering all at once. Lindsay could focus on the magic without distraction. 

Finally, his magic was as solid as Lindsay could make it, and he hoped it would be enough. He let his hand fall to his side and stepped back to give Noah some space. 



“You can let it out,” Lindsay said. If he had done his magic well, Noah would grasp the illusory magic Lindsay had woven over the real thing. Noah’s mind and body would believe that the magic it wielded was real, not Lindsay’s carefully conjured virtual reality. Better still, Lindsay would be able to watch the process from within. 

Noah backed away, walking the narrow beam without looking behind him. Then he stopped and stood there, eyes closed. A glow crept over his skin, a thin shimmering veil of white heat. Fire. Thinner than paper, softer than silk. 

Lindsay could feel what Noah felt—pure, destructive power draped over him like a cloak. Tendrils dripped down to splash on the steel beam, sinking into the metal like a hot needle drawing shapes in butter. 

Under the cloak lay anger, like the fire trapped it against Noah’s skin. A rage so great it made the fire seem as plain as old cotton sheets. 

“Let it go, Noah.” 

The force of it knocked Lindsay back a step—the anger, not the illusion of the fire. The anger was real. The fire ripped outward and upward, through the roof of the school. Talons and tentacles of it plunged down into the earth, through concrete and steel. 

There was no end to it. The fire grew higher and wide, fifty feet and a hundred and more. A maelstrom grew as the fire fed on the air. It was ravenous. Noah spread his arms and let his head fall back—the fire unfurled red wings, opened up a ragged beak that screamed and snapped at the clouds, and it wasn’t done. 

Noah wasn’t tired. He wasn’t afraid. He wasn’t beginning to  try. A lash of fire flailed through the gym and smashed down across the empty pool, filling the air there with the shrapnel of broken tile. 

The power was incredible, but the rage burned so deep in Noah that Lindsay couldn’t begin to see the bottom. Noah’s magic was dangerous, and Lindsay could see why someone would send him to Cyrus for safety, but the magic wasn’t Noah’s problem. Noah had complete control over the magic. What he wasn’t in control of was  himself. 

The anger inside him held all the heat the illusory fire lacked. It was hot and white and ready to rip him wide open with the slightest provocation. Lindsay could feel it pressing at Noah’s seams and aching to tear Noah apart. The magic, Lindsay could handle, but he had no idea what to do with all that self-hatred eating Noah from the inside out, except to let it burn itself out with the fire that was filling the pool and creeping up the walls. 

Noah looked at him, through the fire and the distance, and his eyes were like blue stars lit with fire from within. For a moment, Lindsay could see into them and he saw what was behind them. It was too much information, too many images at once for him to put them in order or assign them significance, and then Noah closed his eyes again. He pushed his hands out to ward something off and Lindsay heard as much as felt the word, “No.” 



The rush of power that followed was like a nuclear warhead hitting ground zero where Noah stood. 

Utter devastation rolled outward, devouring and furious fire. Instead of losing strength, Noah simply became stronger, like the fire. He could see through the fire, see what the fire saw, feel what the fire felt. 

Everywhere the fire was, he was, raging from that endless wellspring of pain and fury that was somehow contained under his skin. 

Finally, he found something of a limit. The fire became too immense and broke off into non-sentient, mundane infernos. If they hadn’t been illusions, the destruction would have continued unabated. 

Noah began to withdraw. Lindsay could feel him pulling back the power, extinguishing those seedling fires, reining all of it in until only the room they stood in roared like a furnace. Then that was gone, between one breath and the next. The fire was out. Almost out. 

Everywhere that Lindsay could see, the ruined space had become a garden. A garden of molten gold climbing roses, with rustling leaves and delicate tendrils that clung to the remains of the walls and ceiling and floor. From the shadows, sparks fell like tiny stars, a light rain of fire, and each star burst against the ground before it faded away. When a tentative breeze sighed through the building, the entire garden breathed with it, and roses—in every color of fire—began to bloom. 

All that rage and power and still Noah had this inside him. He was scarred and burned and broken, incredibly fragile, but beautiful, too. Lindsay wanted to call him back, to draw him in and soothe away the burns until this took the place of the anger running wild under Noah’s skin. 

“They’re almost a weed.” Noah walked toward Lindsay, his steps slow and lazy. He looked more at peace than Lindsay had seen before. “They grow everywhere. But they have magic of their own. If you have the sight, you can see it at the right hour, though you might think it was a trick of the light.” He opened up his ruined hand and a rose unfolded there. The petals spread, growing into delicate wings, and it flew away. All the fires faded into nothing as it soared into the dark. “Have I done well?” 

The fire might not have been real, but making it had left Noah sleek with sweat. Rivulets tracked down his bare chest, skirting his wounds and skating along his scars to soak the waist of his pants. It wasn’t just his magic that was beautiful. But Lindsay couldn’t touch him. He was too fragile. 

Lindsay held out his hand. “Time to come back now, Noah.” 

“You should put the barre on me.” Noah took Lindsay’s hand tentatively; his fingers sliding against Lindsay’s palm made him shudder convulsively and he swallowed hard, as though he were nauseated. Fire sputtered along the sweat lines on his chest. “There are times...” He closed his eyes. “I forget. And then I remember again. All the time.” 

“I can’t.” Lindsay wouldn’t apologize for it. The thought of it made him want to scrape his own scars raw. He had to give Noah something, though, some way to hold the fire at bay. “But I can do this. I can keep you from touching the magic, if that’s what you need. For the night, at least. You need to sleep.” 



Noah nodded and Lindsay couldn’t tell if there was real agreement there or just acquiescence. “Thank you.” Noah’s shoulders slumped, and Lindsay could feel his shame clearly—like a mirror, it was so familiar. 

“I’ll keep you safe.” That assurance had been one of the most important things Dane had given Lindsay, in the beginning. For Noah, the danger came not from people hunting him but from his own magic and, maybe, Cyrus had been right to give him to Lindsay. None of the others—none but Cyrus himself—

could keep him safe from that. 

“As you will.” Noah exhaled slowly. “Was there anything more?” He looked at Lindsay from under his lashes. His eyes were an almost unearthly shade of blue. 

“Nothing.” Lindsay let his hand go to reach for the shirt hanging from the wall. “I think we should stop and buy you a lighter on the way home, though.” 

“And here I just threw all mine out.” Noah shrugged into his shirt, tugging it down as it resisted sliding over his damp skin. 

“You can’t go around lighting cigarettes with your fingertip in front of humans, anyway,” Lindsay pointed out. He passed over Noah’s jacket next, and headed for the door. 

“I know what humans are like.” Noah pulled the jacket on as he followed. “I used to be one. I just...wasn’t expecting to end up back here. Out in the world. Without my magic.” 

“Well, I’m sure you couldn’t have anticipated this. Not every mage gets their very own illusionist to cut them off from their magic.” Lindsay pushed through the double doors and out into the corridor. Maybe teasing would make this easier for Noah. Maybe. 

“I wondered if this was part of some fancy new charity program. Home for Wayward Fire Starters. 

Donate now, because every year, Fire Starters all over the world are left homeless.” Noah sighed and shook his head. “When I was twelve, I could hardly wait for this.” 

Noah had grown up knowing what magic was. Lindsay wondered what that would have been like. 

“When I was twelve, I had no idea any of  this  existed.” 

“Cyrus thinks he’s clever, I see.” Noah pulled out the flask and took a drink, a long one. Lindsay watched Noah as they stepped out into the night. 

“Is that going to be a problem?” Better to know now. Lindsay couldn’t change that he hadn’t been born to the magical world. 

“No. Maybe for some. Not me. I left and lived in the world. He’s avoiding having you learn only Dane’s terrible manners. Terrible by our standards. Fine for his kind.” Noah snorted and took another drink, draining the flask. “There’s a store up here.” He gestured ahead. “I guess I’ll pick up that lighter while I’m in there.” 

“I’ll wait outside.” 



Lindsay stopped at the corner and watched the people passing him by. None of them knew about the magical world either. They all lived on the surface, where magic was something found in fairy tales and fantasies. He’d lived there too, once. Not anymore. The depths of the magical world were home, now. He could hardly imagine leaving the way Noah said he had. But Noah’s magic was new, he’d grown up believing he was human in a magical world. Wrong, exactly the way Lindsay had always been. 

When Noah came out, he had a lit cigarette in his mouth, a brown paper bag under one arm, and a six-pack of beers dangling from his good hand. He looked, in the garish lights of the store and the shadows from the streets, disposable. Human. 

“Don’t want to keep you out past your bedtime,” he said, blowing smoke as he squinted up at the moon. 

“Despite all appearances, I am actually an adult,” Lindsay shot back. He pushed away from the wall and led Noah toward home. The sidewalks were less crowded now; everyone who’d been shopping earlier had returned to the bars and casinos. 

“I wasn’t assuming you’d be sleeping.” Noah’s grin was as wicked as it was unexpected, and his eyes flashed with hot amusement. “I can’t see Dane denying himself too much longer, Cyrus’s orders or not.” 

That caught Lindsay off-guard, and he was torn between laughter and wanting to see more of that wickedness. He gave in to the laughter. 

“We’ll see.” 

Noah was right, though Lindsay didn’t say it—Dane wouldn’t stay away. That sense of certainty was a new luxury. 

Once he’d dropped Noah off at the back porch to commence the evening’s drunk, Lindsay went upstairs to the room he shared with Dane. His body was still humming with his reaction to Noah’s magic—

to  Noah, if he were being totally honest with himself—and he needed to shake that off, to find his balance again. 

Much to Lindsay’s surprise, the light was on in their room. In the moment that he was still taking in the fact that Dane was back, the door swung open and light squeezed out in the narrow spaces left between his body and the doorframe. 

“Making me wait?” The rumble was softened by a grin. 

“Not anymore.” Lindsay stepped up to offer Dane a kiss. 

It had only been a few days, but he’d missed that smile. Maybe that was— No, no excuses. Being attracted to Noah had nothing to do with Dane being gone and everything to do with Noah himself. It didn’t matter, though. Lindsay wasn’t going to touch him. 



Dane made a happy noise and pulled him in with an arm around his waist, taking him off his feet enough to get him into the room. The door thumped shut while Dane was making sure Lindsay was thoroughly kissed. 

“You seem healthy,” he said, nipping at Lindsay’s lower lip. He groped Lindsay’s ass with both hands, pulling back and looking at him with a mock frown. “You can tell me everything I missed while I’m making sure.” 

“Me, I hope.” Lindsay stood on his toes to lick under Dane’s chin. Dropping back to his feet, he admitted, “I took Noah out to see him work his magic.” 

“Mm, I thought as much.” Dane nuzzled Lindsay’s nose with his own. “How’d that go? Is he behaving for you?” 

“Better than I did for you, I think.” Lindsay caught Dane’s hand and drew him toward the bed. “He knows how all this is supposed to work. I didn’t. I still don’t.” 

“You know what you need to know.” Dane snuck his fingers into Lindsay’s pocket and snagged the barre. “You mind keeping this thing farther away from your important bits?” He threw it toward his desk without looking and it landed in a half-open drawer. “Like all of you?” 

“I’d have thrown it in the dumpster, but...” Lindsay had personal experience with that kind of thing falling into the wrong hands, and he didn’t want to be the cause of it happening again. 

“Might come in handy for someone.” Dane nudged Lindsay into bed and followed him, crawling up over him to nuzzle in his hair and nibble his neck. “Can think of at least one. You gonna be able to keep your boy from roasting us all in our sleep?” 

“As long as I’ve got my magic, he can’t touch his.” Lindsay liked that solution a hell of a lot better than the barre. That damn thing could be melted down to its component parts, and he still wouldn’t want anything to do with it. He wasn’t going to say that out loud, though. He didn’t need to admit how much the thing had bothered him. “Besides, I don’t think his magic is the problem.” 

“Got that, did you?” Dane tugged at Lindsay’s pants and grumped in his ear. “You’re not acting like a man who wants to wear these clothes again.” 

“Stop kissing me long enough that I can think and I’ll take them off.” Jeans and an oxford, but Lindsay would rather not have to replace them. 

“Damn.” Dane flopped over on the bed with a long-suffering groan. “You know, you could make everyone else  think  you have clothes.” He actually gave Lindsay a hopeful look. 

Lindsay laughed, shedding his clothes and tossing them toward the chair in the corner. Unlike Dane, he had to look to aim, but he managed to keep almost everything off the floor. “If I did that, we’d never make it out of the bedroom.” 

“That would be a bad thing?” Dane’s jeans followed Lindsay’s clothes and landed on the back of the chair. He caught Lindsay around the waist again and pulled him back, curling up around him and purring



shamelessly. “Never hurts to get out and fuck in an alley or on a pool table once in a while, I guess.” His cock slid against the curve of Lindsay’s ass as he got Lindsay tucked up against him. “Could do a little saving the world out there too, to keep Cyrus from whining.” 

It wasn’t easy to focus on Dane’s words when Lindsay could feel Dane’s naked body pressed against him. “Or you could fuck me right now.” It felt like he’d been turned on for hours already. 

“It’s an emergency, is it?” Dane teased. He moved, propping himself up on one elbow so Lindsay was cradled in the crook of his arm and Dane could lean down to give him kisses. “Good thing I’m home to rescue you.” He slid his free hand down to cup Lindsay’s cock and balls, purring with pleasure as he petted. 

Lindsay shifted onto his back and parted his legs, getting his fingers tangled in Dane’s long hair and pulling him close for more kisses. 

“Yes,” Lindsay muttered against Dane’s lips. “A crisis of epic proportions.” 

Dane’s soft laughter was muffled by their kisses and he obediently reached for the lube. As light as his mood had been, it didn’t take more than moments for it to turn possessive. He pinned Lindsay to the bed with his weight, pushing Lindsay’s legs farther apart as he slid between them. 

Pulling away from kissing Lindsay to bite at his throat instead, Dane slid two slick fingers into him. 

Lindsay arched with it, moaning and demanding Dane move faster, give him more. He needed this like breathing. 

“Could watch that all day,” Dane whispered, but he pushed in all at once. 

The rush of being filled up left Lindsay gasping for breath. He dragged Dane back down to kiss him again, licking and nipping at his lips until Dane opened up for him. This was exactly what he’d been craving. 

Purring, Dane submitted to the demands of Lindsay’s kisses as he wrapped Lindsay up in his arms and held him close. He’d always known what Lindsay needed—he had been infuriating about making him say it—and that hadn’t changed. 

There was nothing lazy or gentle about the way he fucked, long, hard thrusts that shuddered through Lindsay’s body, filling him up again and again. Every push sent sparks of heat and need through Lindsay, until he was writhing and coming all over his belly. 

Dane rumbled in his ear, sounding sated, except that he hadn’t come yet. He rolled them over so that he was on his back with Lindsay cuddled against his chest. 

Lindsay rose up enough that he could kiss Dane on the mouth. “What do you want?” 

“You. Want to look at you.” Dane pushed Lindsay’s hair back with both hands, tucking it behind his ears. “Want to watch you make me come.” 

That made Lindsay smile. Knowing he could give what Dane needed was one of the highlights of Lindsay’s life. He kissed Dane once more, then sat up and started to move. Dane’s low purrs turned into



shameless gasps and moans. He grabbed Lindsay’s hips, but didn’t use his grip to move him, just held on as he rocked under Lindsay and shuddered every time Lindsay took him in. 

Making Dane come was almost as good as coming himself. Lindsay clenched around him and bent to bite under Dane’s chin. Dane let his head fall back, baring his throat, and his hands fell to his sides. When he came, Dane was all his, crying out his name shamelessly. Lindsay rode him until he stilled and kissed him on the mouth. 

“I’m glad you’re home,” Lindsay murmured. 

“Me too.” Dane was a little breathless, but he smiled and rolled them over again so that he could look down at Lindsay. “Hate to leave you to manage all that sexual tension on your own,” he said, a teasing smile tugging at the corners of his lips. 

Lindsay opened his mouth to deny it, but he knew it was useless. Dane could smell it on him. “It’s... 

It’s nothing. I couldn’t do anything about it even if I wanted to. He’s fragile.” 

“And you weren’t?” Dane’s voice was uncharacteristically tender. He leaned down and kissed Lindsay. “Nothing is going to change you being mine, though, little bunny. No one. Whatever you do or don’t do.” 

That eased a tension in Lindsay he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He sighed and tucked his head down onto Dane’s shoulder. “Thank you. But I don’t think it will matter. He’s...” 

Some of what Lindsay had seen in the gymnasium came back to him, that onslaught of imagery he hadn’t been able to decipher. The flashes were more comprehensible now that they weren’t all on top of each other. A fire, a truck exploding, a woman burned and dying. 

“I think Noah stayed with her. Whoever she is. He wanted to die and he hates his magic because that’s what saved him.” 

 That’s what saved him. The words coming out of Lindsay’s mouth sparked a crushing surge of memory, and if he hadn’t been able to cling to a shred of awareness that the memories weren’t his, he would have been sick with horror. Only his discipline kept him in touch with himself. He could feel Noah burning, and the more horrific pain of knowing that the woman in his arms was dead. The fire was welcome. Death was better than this. 

Lindsay sucked in cool air the way Noah had drawn in a searing breath and surrendered. That last breath should have killed Noah, but instead, the fire of his magic woke, with nothing left to hold it back, and assimilated the inferno around him that still fed on a nearby sea of fuel. As Noah fell into the merciful dark of unconsciousness, his fire fell down with him, and was extinguished. 

“Lindsay.” Dane’s gentle voice brought Lindsay back to reality. His eyes were still open, the room was lit. The memory had been so strong that he had been seeing through Noah’s eyes. 



“He’s damaged.” Lindsay finished the sentence he had let fall short before. It didn’t stop him from being drawn to Noah in the least. Knowing Noah’s pain made him want to be closer to Noah, to give something—anything—to ease it a little. 

Dane shifted to lie on his side, sheltering Lindsay against him and kissing his hair. “People heal. If that happens, and you want him and he wants you... If it’s good for you, it’s good for me. Doesn’t change anything between us. Makes me happy, knowing you’re happy.” 

It wouldn’t be a concern any time soon, if the way Noah’s mind had felt today was any indication. But Dane’s understanding and reassurance soothed the last of Lindsay’s discomfort at being attracted in the first place. He snuggled up against Dane and closed his eyes, basking in how lucky he was to have Dane here, whole and well. 

“I’m happy now.” 

“So’m I. I’m a limited man. Nice to have something that’s no one’s business but mine.” Dane sighed into his hair. 

“Definitely yours.” Everything had changed for Lindsay since Dane had come into his life. He only hoped he could make that kind of difference for Noah too. “I don’t want to screw up what’s mine. I can feel him churning in the back of my mind. I can’t fuck this up, Dane.” 

“I felt like that with you,” Dane said. His fingertips tracing the line of Lindsay’s spine were soothing. 

“You’re not necessarily the one in charge, though. Let your magic work. Sometimes, that’s all you need to do. Listen to it. I listened to mine.” He growled softly and nipped at Lindsay’s ear. “It showed me the way to you. You were mine from that moment, when I fought Jonas for you and dug you out of that old dumpster. Before Cyrus gave you to me, you were mine. Being pissed at him just kept me from knowing it for a while.” 

Warmth blossomed in Lindsay’s chest, hearing that. “I’ll listen.” 

“Anything you need, though, ask.” Dane kissed his temple. “Anything. I’m at your service.” They were naked and marked with the stains of sex and sweat, but there was something formal lurking in Dane’s words, and he held Lindsay a little tighter. 

“Thank you.” 

Lindsay was beginning to understand, without knowing how, what that tone meant. He could sense it under his skin. He’d heard it when Noah spoke to Cyrus. He’d felt it when he spoke to the barre and it fell into his hand. 

Something was shifting, like Cyrus had picked up a weight and moved it from one pan of a scale to the other. Whatever it was, it was already done. Lindsay closed his eyes and pressed his cheek to Dane’s shoulder. The pressure this deep in the world of magic made it hard to breathe sometimes. 

They had a date planned for a few days from now. It would be a welcome escape to the surface of things. Time to breathe. 



Chapter Three

Whomever Cyrus was waiting for, Lindsay wanted to thank her. The few months since Cyrus moved them to Atlantic City had been a revelation— this  was how life was supposed to be. Safe, and comfortable. 

For the first time in his life, he felt like everyone else. The irony that he’d only gotten to this point by failing to be “cured” of his magic didn’t escape him. 

Their first date had come out of the blue. Lindsay was sitting across the table from Dane at a lovely French restaurant, trying to decide between the scallops and the salmon, before he grasped that this wasn’t part of his training. Dane didn’t laugh at him—well, not much. Lindsay had been too smitten with the entire notion to be even a bit offended. 

Tonight, they were off to a classic burlesque revue. He’d been reassured that real burlesque wasn’t all strippers and feathers. Lindsay was sure Dane would get a great deal out of feathers and fishnets and flashing breasts, but he wouldn’t be getting anything out of Lindsay later if Lindsay had to sit through  that. 

Dane hadn’t disappointed him yet. Not once. Lindsay looked up as they were led to their seats and found luminous feral eyes on him. Always. The smile Dane gave him felt like a kiss. Lindsay had no idea how to be this happy. He was making it up as he went along, guided by Dane’s good example. 

The lights in the hall dimmed, and they were completely anonymous in the crowd, just another couple waiting to see the show. No one looked twice at them. Locals never came to these shows and tourists were more self-absorbed than most people. Even without an illusion to hide them—Lindsay couldn’t bear to use one and Dane never asked him to—they were as safe as they ever were. 

In the dark, Dane slid his arm around Lindsay and pulled his chair close. Safe and together. Lindsay let his head rest on Dane’s shoulder as the stage lights came up. 

The opening act was a comedian with bushy hair and a penchant for jokes that hinged on a knowledge of popular culture Lindsay didn’t have. He turned his attention to watching other people’s reactions to the humor instead, and found himself fascinated by the way some of them were only pretending to be amused. 

The tightness at the corners of their mouths and the shift of their eyes told him it wasn’t real. They laughed along with everyone else, but it was as much an illusion as Lindsay’s magic. 

Before the comedian had quite cleared the stage, a fog started creeping into Lindsay’s mind. He pushed it back to keep from losing himself to his magic. He hadn’t had trouble holding Noah’s mind before, but nightmarish flashes slipped in now, threatening to overwhelm him. 



When he reached for Noah to check on him, fear and rage and the taste of someone else’s magic on Noah’s mind filled Lindsay up until he could hardly breathe. 

“Something’s  wrong.” They couldn’t get out of here fast enough. Lindsay’s heart was racing, and not just from Noah’s distress. He’d left Noah alone and something—someone—was hurting him. “We have to go. It’s Noah.” 

Dane didn’t ask any questions, much to Lindsay’s relief. “He’s a big boy, he’ll be fine until we get there,” he said quietly. “Breathe.” He led Lindsay between tables to the aisle. “Now you know how I felt in Mexico.” 

In Mexico, Lindsay had gotten himself in trouble by leaving Dane when they were being hunted. 

Noah was nothing but obedient and as vulnerable as a human now that Lindsay held his magic. There was no reason for anyone to hurt him except that he was Lindsay’s. 

Lindsay couldn’t keep Noah from defending himself any longer. He could feel Noah scrabbling frantically for magic that wasn’t there, trapped in the illusion Lindsay had woven to keep him safe. 

Clutching at Dane’s arm, Lindsay released the illusion that held Noah’s magic at bay. “He’s not okay. I have to be there  now.” 

Night was coming down on the salt marsh behind the duplex where Cyrus had made his home. The house was set at the far end of a curving cul-de-sac, and the cheap fence put up by the builders had long-since rotted, listed, and eventually crumpled into the tall grass and sodden earth. Noah had heard Vivian mention the sad state of it to Cyrus once. Noah couldn’t hear the answer that followed, but the ancient mage’s tone had been tetchy and querulous enough that Noah could guess that no one would be mending the fence any time soon. 

He didn’t want it up—he liked looking out into the gray-green distance and letting his thoughts get lost. Lindsay was gone, but his magic remained. Noah could tell, when he failed to light one cigarette after another and each time had to resort to the only plastic souvenir lighter he’d been able to find buried among his dirty jeans. He had to do laundry. And he had to stop losing his lighters. As soon as his magic was his again, they’d be raining from every pocket and fold of his belongings for days, he just knew it. 

Missing his power wasn’t much of a loss. It felt like he’d returned to normalcy, wrapped in the cocoon of Lindsay’s illusion. He could have struggled against it, but he didn’t want to lose his newfound comfort. Every time his mind rose up as if to question the reality he saw, he made it soft, like he had learned to do when Rose was first mastering her magic. His sister would have been furious with him for letting someone walk around in his head, but it was everything Noah needed right now. Only a lack of familiarity kept him from knocking at Lindsay’s door at night and begging him to keep the rest of reality away for a little while. Just long enough for sleep to come. 



In the meantime, Noah turned to the bottle. One bottle after another. They were all his friends. He opened another and filled his flask first before taking a drink. Before, he’d been drinking 151-proof grain alcohol. Now, it was scotch, and not the cheap stuff. Noah told himself that was progress and gave himself a drink as a reward. It brought him the numbness he was craving, though his sleep was still terrible and waking brought the fresh hell of a hangover every day. The dry heaves and screaming headache kept his mind off his troubles, though. 

If Noah had known Lindsay better, he might have brought himself to ask for help. But that wasn’t the whole of it. Dane had gone out on Cyrus’s business but his presence lingered. The last thing Noah wanted was to provoke the big creature, and if he came uninvited to Dane’s den, whether Dane was in the house or not, Dane would know it. 

Now that Dane was back, Noah had no intention of asking for more of Lindsay than he’d already been given. Ferals had their own ways and Dane was infamously territorial. Touchingly, Abram had been almost as concerned that the terrible manners of the mundane world would lead Noah to a sticky end at Dane’s claws as he had been concerned that Noah would embarrass the family in front of Cyrus and Vivian. 

It was comforting, in its way—its backward way, like not being able to use his magic—that Lindsay was bound to the feral. Noah hadn’t known how being given to someone like Lindsay would affect him, whether he’d be troubled and conflicted by Lindsay’s beauty and fragility. There was nothing fragile about Lindsay’s magic, and with Dane in the picture, Lindsay’s appearance and magnetism became irrelevant. 

Cyrus wasn’t as capricious as he seemed. 

In spite of how haphazard life here could be, Noah was starting to relax. Maybe starting to heal. He closed his eyes and leaned back on the steps. As much as he didn’t want to heal, as if Elle could never truly be gone as long as Noah carried the wound of her absence, it was hard to like the man he was when he was steeped in grief and mad with self-loathing. He was going to die or live, Rose had said sagely. Life meant healing. It didn’t allow a wound to gape. Noah could have his scars, but not the wounds. 

“They left you home alone?” Noah hadn’t paid attention to the back door opening, but he couldn’t ignore the sultry voice. 

“Hardly alone,” he pointed out. “Unless I’m hearing voices now?” 

“No, I’m real.” Kristan’s laugh was low and rich. Her voice and her name were familiar, but he’d avoided her enough that he didn’t know her face. “If I weren’t, I’d have my own cigarettes, wouldn’t I?” 

She sat down on the top step, close enough that Noah could feel her there, but not close enough to touch. 

“I guess you would.” Noah could take a hint. He handed her the pack with the lighter tucked into it. 

“Don’t lose that lighter. It’s my last.” 

“Is not.” Kristan took a cigarette and lit it—Noah heard the rustle of the pack and the scratch of the lighter. “There’s three in the drawer in the kitchen and I found one on the front steps this morning. Is that your magic? Spontaneously spawning flammables?” 



“Something like it.” Noah reached for the pack and she gave it up, trailing her fingers over his as she did. It should have irritated him, but maybe he was too drunk for that right now. He wasn’t sure he’d had that  much, but he lost track of everything so easily. Lighters. Bottles. Days. 

“Show me?” She moved down to sit closer, leaning forward. When he opened his eyes, her face was inches from his. He could smell her tumble of brassy hair, sweet and warm, like violets at noon. 

“Would if I could, but I can’t.” He shrugged and sat up, picking up the bottle between his feet to take another drink. 

“Why not?” Her words stroked the back of his neck. Her fingertips followed, leaving cold trails behind. “Are you broken?” 

“Just got the safety catch on. Don’t want to burn us all in our sleep.” 

“Looks like someone closed the barn door after the horses got out, in that case,” she said, tracing the lines of healed burns on his scalp and down the side of his neck. “They shouldn’t have let you get hurt.” 

Noah wanted to protest—the touch was making his stomach churn—but his body wouldn’t move away. As much as he wanted to go, there was a heat in him that wanted to be closer. Every breath he took, it got worse, like his lungs were a bellows and his belly was a forge. 

“It was my fault.” 

It was all his fault. He’d been the one driving. The moment the pickup in front of him had slammed on the brakes, Noah knew he’d been following too closely. Another car had hit them from behind. He’d been turning to see why Elle was sobbing, to comfort her, when—in the rearview mirror—he’d seen the lights of the tanker coming up out of the fog, too fast to stop. 

“I’m sure it was an accident.” Kristan was so close now, sitting right beside him, her hand on his wrist. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

Noah wanted to roar at her to stop, but he didn’t have the breath for it. Something in the back of his head was flailing with terror, trying to flee. 

“No,” he managed to say. “I don’t.” He watched his hand turn palm up, unfolding for hers to slide across it. Her skin was cool, like fine linen. When he pulled his gaze away so he wouldn’t have to watch, he looked into her eyes. They were the color of amethysts. 

“Maybe you want to not talk,” she said softly. He could hear the proposition in her words. All of her was a living, breathing proposition. 

No.  No. Noah sucked in air to try to force it out as a word, but instead he leaned in and met her mouth with his. Her lips were lush and damp with anticipation. While his mind panicked and fought, grasping at anything to try to push her away, his body moved closer. He could feel the softness of her breast under his wounded hand. His mind howled with rage while his traitorous instincts pushed him on, toward things he’d never imagined wanting. 



Kristan slid her arms around his neck, pressing herself to him with a low moan, shifting to pin him down with her slight weight, her bare white thigh sliding between his to give him something to buck against as his body betrayed him. She was wearing nothing under her silky robe, and his hands were all over her tender skin. All he had to do was strip his fly open, roll her over and have her right there on the step. 

God, he was aching for her, wanted her trapped under him, wanted  inside  her. He was driven and desperate, like an animal. It had been too long since anyone had touched him like this, since he’d had anyone the way he wanted her. Noah was worse than drunk, he was drugged, and no matter how he clawed at the inside of his own mind, he couldn’t find the fire to burn himself clean. 

Something in him stretched thin and snapped. 

The fire exploding from his skin blew Noah backward hard enough that his shoulders dug hollows in the soft earth where he landed. He heard Kristan scream, a tarnished mockery of what he heard in his dreams, and he had to make it stop. Fire drove out of his raised hand like a battering ram, and he felt more than saw her standing on the steps just before the fire took her full in the chest and drove her through the back door. 

Noah could smell burning hair and skin. Rolling to his knees, he vomited scotch and fire, splashing the grass and leaving it smoldering. She wouldn’t stop screaming and he lurched to his feet, ripping fire out of nowhere with both hands to hurl it at her and ram it down her throat to make it stop. As his fire roared toward the house, with all his will behind it, he felt something terrible. 

Suddenly, everything was still. The oxygen was torn out of the air, out of him, and his fire died. He stood there, frozen, while the vacuum sucked the life out of everything. The world went black. 

The front door was standing open when they finally got back to the house. Cyrus stood inside, his face as dark and fierce as a brewing storm. 

“Do none of you have any intention of doing what’s needed of you?” Lindsay wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Cyrus this angry. Before either of them could answer, there were footsteps on the stairs, descending. 

“I need a few things from the car.” The man who slipped past Cyrus was small and narrow, with dark skin and sharp features. “But I think she’ll fare better than the back porch has.” He gave Dane and Lindsay a nod as they stepped aside to let him pass. 

“In there.” Cyrus pointed to the living room. “Go.” His glare was enough to silence Dane for the moment. 

Lindsay followed Dane inside, heart pounding still. Where was Noah? Was he all right? Lindsay wanted to find him, make sure he was safe. Who was “she” that the man was talking about? He must’ve been a healer, why wasn’t he helping Noah? 



Too many questions, and Cyrus was definitely not in the mood to answer any of them. Lindsay would have to wait. 

“If the two of you wish to pretend to be human, you can go live among them,” Cyrus snapped. “I cannot be picking up the slack left by your inability to behave as one of our kind.” He poked a thin finger in Lindsay’s direction. “I expect ignorance from you, but I did not expect you to leave your student alone. Nor did I think you would leave him defenseless against the other magics in this house.” 

“What  happened?” Lindsay had felt someone else’s magic on Noah, but he couldn’t tell whose it had been. She, the healer had said. Kristan or Vivian? “What the hell was she doing to him?” 

“All that matters is that I was forced to keep this place from going up in flames. The attention that would bring upon us would be catastrophic.” Cyrus’s eyes were alight with fury. “And if I could not have stopped him? I would have been forced to terminate the oldest son of an unbroken mage line. The consequences would be unfathomable. I cannot leave such a responsibility in careless hands.” 

“You made the choice, Cyrus,” Dane said quietly, wrapping his arms around Lindsay. “Both times. 

You didn’t ask my opinion in either case. Don’t like it, then stop making decisions without asking.” 

“I am doing as I see fit, as is my right,” Cyrus hissed. “What I have done, I will undo if I must. Quinn sent me his son, I will take responsibility for him myself.” 

It only took a moment for Lindsay to realize what Cyrus was saying. “No. You can’t take him away from me.” He knew that much. Dane had said Cyrus couldn’t take  him  from  Dane, and that meant he couldn’t take Noah from Lindsay. “He’s mine, and the only reason he had his magic was to protect himself when she hurt him.” 

“You can’t punish them for Vivian’s mistake,” Dane said flatly. He let go of Lindsay to step in front of him, arms crossed over his chest. “And if you have a problem with what’s mine, take it up with me. But done is done. The girl should have known not to touch what wasn’t hers.” 

“And I should punish Quinn’s son by leaving him in the hands of this one?” Cyrus nodded at Lindsay. 

“The best should be done for the weakest, whenever possible. Neither of you seem to be able to grasp that.” 

“If you really believed that, you wouldn’t be angry at me for allowing Noah to defend himself.” 

Lindsay felt sick inside that he’d left Noah alone to deal with whatever had happened to him. He held up both hands to forestall any response. “He’s mine. And I won’t leave him again.” 

He didn’t wait for Cyrus or Dane to answer. He’d had enough. He needed to find Noah and to make sure he was all right. 

Noah’s room was empty, but the shower in the hall bath was running. It wasn’t Kristan; the healer was still bustling about in her room. Lindsay knocked once and opened the door, surprised to find it unlocked. 

“Noah?” 



The air was thick with steam, making it hard to see, but Lindsay could tell that the charred clothes on the floor were Noah’s and, as he ventured in and closed the door behind him, so were the empty flask and sodden pack of cigarettes on the bathmat. The sliding door to the shower was slightly ajar and the spray was trickling down the wall to make an ever-widening puddle on the tile. 

“Noah, it’s Lindsay,” he warned before he pushed the glass door open and stepped inside to find Noah huddled on the floor of the tub, face turned down into his knees as the water poured over him. Lindsay pulled the door closed and knelt beside him, putting a hand to the unburnt side of Noah’s head. 

The water hit his bare skin, and Lindsay flinched and drew in a sharp breath. The water was turned all the way to hot. It didn’t seem to affect Noah, but Lindsay’s cool hand flared bright pink. He used his other hand to flick the water down to a more moderate temperature—not too cold—and shifted to let the spray cool him down again. 

“I’m sorry I left you alone.” 

Noah’s breathing was the ragged, uneven inhale and exhale of someone who’d cried until there was nothing left. Almost nothing left. He shifted to press his face into the crook of his arm, trying to stifle a sob. 

“I’m sorry,” he managed to say. He lifted his face but hid it in his hands, still. “I don’t...I don’t know how it happened. I would never...” His voice grew tight and he pulled his hands away. “I would never disrespect my wife.” 

Goddamn Kristan. Noah looked ravaged. Tormented. 

“It’s my fault.” Lindsay touched Noah’s cheek to make him meet his eyes. “I should have warned you about Kristan’s magic. She can be hard to resist, if you’re susceptible to it. And it’s my fault you hurt her. I gave you your magic back.” 

It had been the wrong decision, but it had been Lindsay’s decision to make. He could see now that he should’ve put himself behind Noah’s eyes to see what was happening, first. In the moment, he’d been unable to think of anything but Noah, alone and scared and defenseless—exactly the way Lindsay had been for so long—and he’d reacted. 

So many of the things Dane had said and done made more sense now. 

Noah pulled away and scrubbed one hand over his face, shaking his head. “I didn’t mean... No, I did. 

I meant to hurt her. I wanted her to stop. Then I wanted her to stop screaming. She wouldn’t stop. And I did it to her.” His voice broke and all he could do was shake his head like he could make it go away if he denied it enough. 

“I’m sorry. I won’t leave you alone like that again.” 

Lindsay had known how fragile Noah was, but it hadn’t occurred to him that Kristan would be a concern. He never would have touched Kristan or Ylli without Vivian’s permission. But Kristan... He had trespassed where she had once been with Dane, so of course she would help herself to what was his. He had



inadvertently set Noah up for this all that time ago, when he had been as new to Cyrus’s house as Noah was now. 

He knelt up and offered Noah his hand. “Come on. Let’s get you dried off, and we’ll go upstairs. You need to get some rest.” 

“I should be sorry.” Noah took Lindsay’s hand, but it was obvious his mind was far afield. “I should...for what I did to her. I should be worried. But I don’t feel anything.” 

Noah was in shock. The faraway look in his eyes and everything about his behavior confirmed that for Lindsay. 

He flicked off the water and stood, drawing Noah up with him. “Come on. Time to get dried off. 

Kristan will be fine. There’s a healer with her now. I’m worried about  you.” 

“I don’t know why I wanted this.” Noah followed, clinging to Lindsay’s hand. “I didn’t. I didn’t want it anymore. I can feel it in me now. All the time. I used to feel  her.” 

Her. “Your wife?” 

Lindsay regretted the question as soon as he’d asked it. He didn’t want to dredge up more painful memories, after what Noah had already gone through today. “I’m sorry. Nevermind.” 

He grabbed a towel from the shelf and patted gently to dry the burnt skin on Noah’s neck. It was only then that he realized Noah was  naked, but he set aside the awareness of Noah’s body to focus on more important things. 

He handed Noah a second towel and kept himself busy drying Noah’s back and wrapping him up in one of the huge, soft robes hanging from hooks near the door. Vivian had likely bought them; she came and went like spring rainstorms, leaving puddles of domesticity as she passed through. Dane and Cyrus would live in a shed if Cyrus didn’t need to stay warm in his old age. 

“You don’t have to do this.” Noah fastened the tie at his waist with an angry jerk. “I’m sorry.” He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry for doing this to you. None of it is your fault. You shouldn’t have to babysit me.” 

That drew a bubble of laughter from Lindsay, quiet and quickly swallowed down. “Trust me, this is nothing compared to what Dane had to do for me. Come on upstairs and I’ll tell you a bedtime story about a broken mage and the army sent halfway around the world to hunt him.” 

“I’ll be fine on my own,” Noah said. “As long as I can’t set anyone else on fire.” 

“I can fix that.” Lindsay let go of the door handle and turned back to Noah, offering his hand again. 

The contact helped him narrow his focus and let him work more quickly. This wasn’t the time to force Noah to rely on his own control, as impressive as it was. 

Noah slid his good hand into Lindsay’s and let Lindsay into his mind with a sigh that sounded like relief. 

“I would hate to hurt you.” 



“Unlike Kristan,” Lindsay muttered dryly as he wove the illusion through Noah’s mind, “I have self-control.” He would never be the one to touch Noah first, not that way. If he let himself feel how angry he was that she’d tried to help herself to what he denied himself, to what was  his, he’d do more harm than good. He could feel the fury lurking. 

Noah didn’t say anything, just held Lindsay’s hand tighter, as though he were afraid Lindsay would leave him. Lindsay squeezed back, hoping to reassure him, and let his magic snap into place over Noah’s. 

As he led Noah out into the hall, Lindsay didn’t let go of his hand. Around the corner and up the stairs, Noah was silent the whole way. 

Opening the door to the room he shared with Dane, Lindsay spared a thought for whether Dane would be upset at finding Noah there. He hoped not. He’d deal with that later. For now, he guided Noah to the bed. 

“If he eats me, it’s on your head,” Noah mumbled, crawling into bed obediently. He was wobbly and drunk—on exhaustion or alcohol, Lindsay couldn’t tell. He didn’t smell drunk, though, and it made sense that his body would burn through alcohol quickly. 

“He’ll have to go through me first,” Lindsay assured him, pulling a sheet up to cover Noah. Using magic wouldn’t have tired Noah out. His emotional distress must have been terrible. Lindsay wasn’t sure how to fix that kind of thing. Dane knew, but Noah was Lindsay’s problem. “I think he might want to keep me alive. I’m a little bit useful.” 

Lindsay sat on the edge of the bed and tucked the sheet up around Noah’s shoulders. With all the heat radiating from Noah’s body, he probably didn’t need the sheet for warmth, but if Lindsay were Noah, he’d want to be covered up right now. 

“Worry about yourself, not me.” Noah didn’t protest being tucked in, but he frowned at Lindsay. “If anyone’s going to catch cold around here, it’s you.” 

Lindsay looked down to see that his clothes were soaked. He was leaving a wet patch on the bed. He must’ve left a trail of puddles through the house, but he’d been focused on Noah and he hadn’t noticed any of it. 

“If winter in the Black Forest didn’t kill me, a little water isn’t going to hurt.” Of course, now that Lindsay had noticed it, he was freezing. He stood and headed for the tiny closet in the corner of the room, shedding his soggy clothes as he went. 

He had to peel off the slacks, and his shoes would take days to dry, but finally he was covered in warm, dry jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He came back to the bed with a dry hand towel to soak up some of the dampness he’d left on the sheets, then tossed it toward the hamper with the rest of the wet clothes. 

Noah had looked for a moment as if he were falling asleep, his eyes closed and his breathing even. 

When Lindsay sat down, though, he opened his eyes again. 



“That’s better. Did you...” He paused. “How is...she?” He couldn’t even bring himself to say Kristan’s name. 

Lindsay cast back to what the healer had said. Better than the porch, which had likely been destroyed. 

“She’ll live.” He didn’t know more than that. “I’ll check on her soon,” he added, running a hand lightly over Noah’s bare head. “You should rest.” 

“I will.” Noah closed his eyes and let Lindsay pet him. His breathing slowed and he seemed to fall asleep quickly. He’d been through a lot all at once this evening. 

Petting Noah for a few more minutes, Lindsay watched him sleep. He’d screwed up. What if Cyrus hadn’t been here? What if Noah really had been attacked? Lindsay was never going to let this happen again. 

He stroked Noah’s head and down the back of his neck one more time before standing. He’d told Noah he would check on Kristan, and he needed to let Dane know what he’d done. 

Downstairs, Lindsay didn’t see Dane, but he did find Kristan alone in her room, awake and aware. 

The door was partly open and she was curled up in bed. Her hair was cropped short, like someone had taken random handfuls of it and hacked it off with a pair of shears. The moment she realized it was Lindsay in the doorway, her expression went icy. 

“Noah asked me to check on you.” Lindsay was trying to feel some sympathy—he’d seen what Noah’s magic was capable of—but he knew how she’d made Noah feel, and that bled in each time he thought about how much pain she must’ve been in. 

“He’s insane, you know,” she said bluntly. There was still a splash of hot pink up her chest and throat, and her hands, where they clutched the blanket, were dark red as though she were scalded. 

“If I were the one who’d come that close to raping someone, I wouldn’t be so quick to judge his reaction.” Lindsay knew his opinion of Kristan was still colored by jealousy that she’d been with Dane first, but he didn’t like her magic or the way she used it, regardless. She was careless with it, using magic in the place of seduction, and now that he’d felt Noah’s response to it, the idea of that being turned on him made his skin crawl. 

“It’s never worked on anyone who didn’t want it,” she shot back. “Not if I didn’t want it to. Don’t accuse me of something I didn’t do. It’s not my problem he’s fucked up.” 

“His wife died not long ago,” Lindsay said. “Of course he’s fucked up.” 

“He didn’t say no,” Kristan said, looking stubborn. There was a flicker of doubt on her face though. 

“He’s a big boy, Lindsay. He could have said something. So could you. If you want all your toys to yourself, say so. I shouldn’t forget you’re an only child.” 

“No, he couldn’t. And you shouldn’t have gone to him without asking me first, or at least Vivian. 

There are rules.” Lindsay sighed. All the rules in the world wouldn’t help Noah at the moment, or Kristan. 

“Leave him alone. If he comes to you, that’s fine, but until then, leave him be.” 



“I don’t need anyone’s permission to talk to anyone,” Kristan said flatly. “I don’t hold to the same superstitions as some of you, and it’s not my problem if you can’t deal with it. I didn’t think you’d have gotten your claws into him this fast. But I should have known better. Maybe it’s you, not me. I won’t touch him again, don’t worry.” 

The more Kristan blamed Lindsay, the more he wanted to set her on fire himself. He resisted the urge, but damn it, couldn’t she see what she’d done? Lindsay could still feel the acid burn of Noah’s fear and rage in the back of his mind as he tried to rein in his response. 

“Look, I’m not saying you shouldn’t have talked to him. But going beyond that...” He shook his head. “Noah’s not like you. He’s broken, and he needs time to heal.” 

“I’m not stupid.” Kristan winced as she rearranged the blankets, pulling them up farther. “I knew he was...upset. But I didn’t hurt him. What I do doesn’t hurt people.” She hugged the blankets to herself. 

Lindsay swallowed back his anger and made himself really listen to what she was saying with her words and with her eyes. He could see her angry façade waver. Behind it, she looked fearful. 

“I’m sorry. I thought he’d feel better. You don’t have to believe me, but I did. I’m not stupid, okay? I didn’t know he’d blow up the house and nearly get us both kicked out of here.” 

The rules Lindsay instinctively followed were meant to prevent things like this from happening. If Kristan had talked to Lindsay first, he could’ve told her Noah wasn’t ready. Instead, they’d both gotten hurt. Lindsay closed his eyes and nodded. 

“I know.” When he opened his eyes, he asked, “What did the healer say? You’re going to be all right?” 

“Yeah. It’ll fade. It wasn’t that bad. I mean, bad like I would have ended up ugly. But not dead-bad.” 

Kristan shrugged and picked at a loose thread on the blanket. “Either he’s not all that or he wasn’t trying that hard. Cyrus seems to think he’s all that, though. I didn’t...you know...break him or something, right?” 

“No.” Lindsay gave her a little smile. “I did.” 

“I don’t want to know.” Kristan made a face. “As long as Cyrus isn’t going to kick me out for ruining one of his shiny things, it’s all good.” 

“Don’t worry. Cyrus isn’t the one you’d have to worry about, anyway. Noah isn’t his. Noah is mine.” 

And Lindsay wasn’t going to forget it again. “I should get back to him. He’ll be glad to hear you’re going to be all right.” 

“Yeah, well. Same here.” Kristan leaned back, looking a little suspicious but not pushing the point. 

“Will you close that damn door all the way? I don’t need anyone checking on me.” 

Kristan wouldn’t hurt Noah again. That was enough for Lindsay. He backed out of the room and pulled the door shut until it latched. He had to go check on Noah. 



When Vivian finally banished Dane and Cyrus to separate parts of the house and went to deal with Kristan, Dane came back to his room—his den—to find Lindsay sound asleep with Noah beside him in the bed. Noah had wriggled out of the sheet and half out of his robe, hot, scarred skin stark against the expensive white sheets Lindsay loved. Lindsay usually had the covers pulled up to his ears, but with a living hot water bottle in the bed, he wasn’t so hidden. He had his back pressed to Noah’s and was sleeping as soundly as he did when Dane was with him, soundly enough that he didn’t wake when Dane came in. 

That was a rare thing and Dane couldn’t help smiling, his ill temper fading in the face of Lindsay’s obvious contentment. 

Noah, on the other hand, wasn’t quite as soundly asleep. Dane could read it in the lines of his body and the catch in his breathing. Maybe he’d fall back asleep if Dane ignored him. 

Dane left his clothes over the back of the chair as usual and—quietly—dug around in a drawer for the pajamas he never wore but Vivian always bought in spite of his complaints. If they’d all been more familiar with each other, Dane wouldn’t have bothered. He slipped in on his side of the bed and was gratified when Lindsay migrated into his arms almost before his head was on the pillow. 

Burying his nose in Lindsay’s silky hair and breathing in his young, warm scent was soothing. 

Someday, this would be over, he reminded himself. He always reminded himself. That day was not today, and that was more than enough. Dane closed his eyes and tried to sleep. 

Tried. Noah’s breathing never lapsed into the rhythms of sleep. As much as Dane didn’t want it to be his problem, it was, since the man was in his bed. He could feel the subtle tension of Noah fighting sleep, even with Lindsay’s limp, contented body between them. 

It wasn’t often that Dane snuck away when Lindsay slept, but he knew how. After carefully shifting Lindsay’s affectionate strangulation to a hapless pillow, he rolled out of bed without lifting the covers enough to let in the cool night air. Lindsay never dreamed, and he slept like a leaf floating on water. Dane had to be careful. He hoped Noah would be. 

He padded around to where Noah lay and stood waiting. It didn’t take but a few moments for Noah to lift his head. Not sleeping at all. Dane went to open the door and waited until Noah stepped out into the hall, then closed it behind them. 

“He sleeps like shit,” Dane muttered by way of explanation for the cautious routine. “Apparently it runs in the family.” He headed downstairs to the kitchen. If he had to be awake, he was going to fill the time with beer and with whatever else he could find in the fridge. 

“I can go to my own room,” Noah said, once they were away from the door. 

“Not what I’m after.” Dane stifled his irrational irritation at the offer. If Lindsay wanted Noah in their bed, that was between him and Lindsay. He sure as hell wasn’t going to take it up with Noah. 

Noah kept his mouth shut the rest of the way to the kitchen. Dane didn’t need the lights on and neither, apparently, did Noah, at least not to find a stash of bottles up behind the coffee mugs. Dane didn’t



want to smell scotch all night, but he wasn’t the one with his head in a knot. If alcohol had worked better on him, he’d have turned to it more times than he could count. 

They were out of steak, but there were eggs in the fridge, and bacon. Dane didn’t like either of them raw—he’d have to cook. He dropped the package and the carton on the counter, and went to get a pan. 

“I can do that.” Noah sounded like shit. 

“Thought Lindsay turned your magic off for you.” 

“I can use a stove.” 

Damn. Not even a snort of amusement. “I’ll do the cooking. You’ve had enough fun for tonight.” 

“Fun?” The mouth of a scotch bottle chimed off the rim of a mug as Noah’s hands shook. 

“Well, I’m sure Lindsay was amused. He can’t stand Kristan. Partly my fault, I’m sure.” Dane started laying bacon in the pan. “Don’t suppose I’m cooking for two.” 

“Not unless there’s something about your shapeshifting you’re not sharing with the rest of us.” A chair scraped, creaked, and Noah sighed. 

“Hardly. You know, the healer would have stayed for you if you’d said something.” Dane could smell the tang of Noah’s wounds under the scent of his unnatural heat. 

“I’ve had enough healers. Some things... You know the saying.” 

“I’ve heard it before.” Wounds that came from the inside out didn’t heal. Lindsay still had the scars from his personal hell. “Wasn’t sure how much time had passed.” 

“Too much.” Noah’s voice was thick with longing. 

That was a sure sign it hadn’t been long enough, as far as Dane was concerned. Not long enough to trust Noah to hold himself together on any given day. In a crisis, maybe, but if Dane knew anything—and he knew more than he let on—Noah was likely to level Atlantic City in an attempt to defend their little family. Dane didn’t mind, but the human population didn’t need much provocation to round them all up in camps right now. 

“I’m sorry.” It was polite to say, and Dane was surprised to find he meant it. The animal in him grieved and moved on, without much sense of time or regret. Now that he was fully himself, now that he had Lindsay, his small sense of empathy had crept back in. 

“It was my fault.” Noah’s words sounded like they came out reflexively. 

“It always is.” Dane remembered that feeling now, as well. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

Dane could smell Noah’s temper fraying. All that fear and rage coming apart at the seams. He laid bacon in the pan and watched it sizzle, picking his words carefully so as not to provoke a similar response from Noah. 

“No matter what really happened, it will feel like your fault. Doesn’t mean its true. Might be, sometimes, but my experience is that humans always feel that way. Makes it hard to know when it’s true.” 



He looked over his shoulder and his animal sight could make Noah out as though he were lit from within, the way he was so full of magic and heat. Noah had his elbows on the table, head in his hands. The bacon cooked through halfway before he spoke again. 

“I don’t want to think it’s not. In case I’m wrong,” he said at last. 

“Noble sentiment.” Stupid, but noble. The two usually went together. Dane turned his attention back to his cooking. 

“That’s a euphemism for stupid,” Noah muttered. 

At least they were on the same page in that regard. “Well, I was trying to lean more on the positive side of the concept,” Dane said. “Giving you the benefit of the doubt. Don’t make me regret it.” 

“Thanks. I think.” 

“You’re welcome. And you think too much. Do less of it.” 

“What?” 

“Think less.” Dane shoved the bacon to the side of the pan and went back to the fridge for beer. 

“Drinking less wouldn’t hurt, either, but do what you have to do.” Without a twinge of hypocrisy, he opened the beer and took a drink. 

“How the hell am I supposed to think less?” Noah reached for the bottle on the table in front of him and sloshed more scotch into his mug. “Especially without drinking more.” 

“Let other people do it for you.” Dane drained most of the beer at once and decided to grab a second before going back to the stove. Thinking ahead was a benefit and a curse of having a human mind again. 

“You’re not with Lindsay for his betterment, that’s certain. Let him do it. You’d get more sleep.” 

“Is that an official recommendation?” Noah snorted softly at that idea. 

“If you want to stand on ceremony, yes.” Dane cracked half a dozen eggs into the pan and gave them a rough stir before he turned around. “If you want to stand on ceremony, I can tell him to give you seven impossible tasks to do for the next forty-nine years and one more. You trust him enough to let him keep your magic from you. Stop being ridiculous about asking for more. I bet you haven’t really slept since it happened.” 

“No.” 

“Well, cut it out.” Dane finished his first beer and left the bottle on the back of the sink so he could pull out two plates. 

“I forget.” Noah sounded like he was younger than Lindsay. “And then it’s night.” 

“So?” Belatedly, Dane thought of potatoes. Damn. Tomorrow. Vegetables weren’t his strong suit. He shoved the eggs around the pan and decided they were cooked. 

“I’m not about to tread on your territory.” 

Dane nearly dropped the pan. “What?” He managed to keep hold of it and started maneuvering portions out onto each plate. “I haven’t even been here.” 



“You may not have been here, but...” Noah took another drink. “You are the threshold of your house.” 

It was a phrase that sounded better in the original fae tongue, but Dane knew what Noah was trying to say. Lindsay shared a room with Dane, and Noah would be trespassing if he sought Lindsay out at night. 

The Quinns had damnably good manners—and more sense than to go tromping into a feral den. Dane had forgotten what it was like to deal with people who knew the old ways, who knew what he was. 

“That house includes you, so you’re welcome. Whether either of us likes it or not.” Dane grabbed knives and forks from the drawer and brought Noah’s plate to him first. “Eat.” He set the plate in front of Noah. 

“I said I wasn’t hungry,” Noah said wearily. 

Dane took a firm grip on his temper, collected his plate and his beer, and came back to the table. He put everything down carefully and took a seat across from Noah. 

“I don’t care if you’re hungry right now.” Dane picked up his fork and pointed at Noah’s plate. “I’ve provided for you, so you can stop wondering whether or not you can come knocking on my door. Eat it, or I’ll bring back the first thing I find in the yard and you can have it raw.” The old ways were good for something once in a while. 

Noah stared at him, heat flickering in his eyes. 

“Keep your temper or you’ll wake Lindsay,” Dane warned. The threat of waking Lindsay was enough to settle Noah down, and that pleased Dane a great deal. 

Noah picked up a piece of bacon and ate it with a definite air of defiance, which was a little amusing and a little endearing. “If I puke this back up, it’s still done,” he muttered. 

“That’s fine with me.” Dane opened his beer and took a drink. Lindsay had been possessed of the same stubbornness in the face of the inevitable. Dane had a soft spot for that. “Aim for the floor.” As long as Noah ate what Dane provided for him, he’d be part of Dane’s family. The old ways didn’t say it had to stay down. 

“As you will.” 

Dane wasn’t surprised when that slice of bacon went down and was followed by another, and Noah picked up his fork to eat his eggs, cleaning his plate almost before Dane did. A man couldn’t run all that magic without wearing down his body. The alcohol was probably the only thing keeping Noah from being a skeleton. As it was, Dane could still see why Lindsay found him appealing. 

When Noah cleared the table, Dane let him do it, watching without comment as Noah put the scotch bottle away before putting their plates in the sink. Good. It was nice to be right about things once in a while. 

Noah was exactly what Dane had expected from one of the Quinns, except that he’d forgotten how traditional the old families could be. The Quinns went back long before Dane’s memory. It must have been



hell growing up dead-headed in that family. Made sense that Noah was expecting to be on the outside looking in. 

Dane couldn’t imagine what it was like for someone from a traditional enclave to go through leaving the only world he knew and then suffer the loss of the one person who had wanted him the way he was. 

There was a limit to how much losing and leaving a soul could take. A soul like Noah’s, with so much power to wield, could be a danger if broken. Dane had seen it before, and the aftermath. 

Noah needed to discover that there was more than one person in the world who would be willing to have him as he was. Lindsay was deeply loyal and desperate to connect. Noah would repay every good thing Lindsay gave him and more. Under all their power, they were painfully human and barely grown ones at that. 

Dane would be around for them, and they were smart enough to figure that out. If they didn’t know it yet, they’d catch on in the next fifty years or so. Maybe having a little family would be enough to keep both of them stable. Looking after what had the potential to be a small Armageddon—especially if the two of them went off the rails at the same time—was certainly going to keep Dane on the straight and narrow. 

“You ready to go sleep?” he asked, once Noah had rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher. 

“Sure.” That was reluctant. 

“I mean  sleep.” Dane finished his second beer and brought the bottle over to put it with the first. “You have to learn to let him give you what you need.” 

All he got in response was a subtle shift in tension, and Noah looking away from him, out the window and into the dark. Dane frowned as he re-evaluated the situation, breathing in to test the air. This close, he could see the rigid line of Noah’s throat and the clench of his jaw, the narrowing of his luminous eyes. All that distress and the smell of guilt and betrayal added up to something Dane understood. 

“Don’t blame yourself for wanting what keeps you safe,” Dane said, feeling the uncomfortable twinges of empathy in his chest again. 

Reaching out, he petted the nape of Noah’s neck the way he’d first stroked Lindsay’s hair to calm him, the way he’d soothe an anxious animal, though petting Lindsay was all softness like petting a rabbit and Noah was all sinew and heat. Still, Noah’s head sank down and his neck curved under Dane’s palm, grudging acquiescence instead of begging for more. It had been a long time since Dane had seen a dragon, but he remembered them well. 

“What’s between the two of you is between you,” he said, because it needed saying. “And not for me to decide or deny. It is what it is. If what’s mine is content, I’ve nothing to mend.” 

“I don’t...” Noah began, but Dane gave him a little shake by the neck before letting him go. 

“Hush. I’ve said what I mean.” Dragons were recalcitrant things. Dane nudged this one toward the hall. “Bed, now.” 

Halfway up the stairs, Noah said, “I can sleep in my own bed, you know.” 



“You’ll sleep on the couch.” There was a decent-sized one in Dane and Lindsay’s room. “I won’t have Lindsay worrying over you for nothing. He’ll tell you when to go back to your own bed. Don’t mention it again.” Dane wasn’t going through this every night until Noah was back in the habit of sleeping. 

“Fine.” Noah stopped at the bedroom door, hands in the pockets of the robe, shoulders up around his ears with irritation. Dane wanted to laugh at him, but knew better than to make things worse. 

“Go on.” Dane opened the door and waited, watching as Noah slunk over to the couch. The opening of the door woke Lindsay, as he’d thought it would. “Your boy can’t sleep,” Dane said by way of explanation. 

“Oh.” Lindsay yawned and wriggled out of bed, gathering up a blanket and a pillow as he went. 

“Anyone who wakes me before noon better be bleeding or on fire,” Dane warned. He closed the door and went to sprawl on the bed, taking up most of it. The blend of new and old smells was strange, but he knew that in days, missing one or the other would begin to be equal causes for concern. The animal in him was forever making decisions like that without his permission. 

He could have listened to the soft conversation between Noah and Lindsay, but he didn’t feel the need. They were fine. It was their business and Dane would leave them to it. He couldn’t always be here for them, even if he wanted to be. Rolling over and leaving enough room for Lindsay in the bed, he fell asleep to the sound of their voices. 



Chapter Four

Nearly two weeks after being packed out of his father’s house and sent to Atlantic City, Noah was starting to accept that this was home. That bothered him, that he could fall into a new life this easily. 

Almost a year had passed since he’d been anywhere he considered home—hospital, a healer’s spare room, his father’s house—and maybe that was making the transition easier. 

What was making it harder was Lindsay. It wasn’t that Noah didn’t like him or didn’t want to be around him. He did. He wanted Lindsay there in spite of the fact that Lindsay was a constant—

maddeningly constant—reminder that nothing was the same, while Lindsay’s magic let him wallow in the illusion that nothing had changed. Lindsay’s magic made him feel safe, but there was more to it than that. 

Lindsay was good to him with the driven persistence of a new parent, even if he was five years younger. There wasn’t a room Noah found himself in that Lindsay wasn’t in as well moments later. Even when he went outside, wandering the streets, he was never alone. He and Lindsay were bound together in their strange little gestalt awareness and married by the choices of their elders. 

Noah could feel Lindsay’s sincerity flowing down the bond that kept his magic in check, and he knew that Lindsay was genuine in his intentions and his actions. He would have tried to be obedient for the sake of his family’s reputation, but it was easy to yield when he was faced with such unsolicited devotion. That it comforted him was rending sometimes. He didn’t want to be comforted. Hurting was penance for being alive. 

He healed in spite of himself, his skin itching and peeling, and cried bitterly over it during brief moments of privacy in the shower. Knowing Elle would have been happy he was doing more than surviving didn’t ease the guilt. He kept that inner pain from Lindsay as best he could, hiding it away like a stolen talisman, and felt guilty for that, too. 

There was no way Noah could have healed like this before, trapped in his rage and grief, homeless in spite of sleeping under his father’s roof. That house had stopped being his home, slowly and irreparably, over the years that his magic failed to manifest. His magic had rejected his family as they had rejected Noah. What Noah might have tried to forgive, his fire could not. 

Cyrus had brought him in and given him a home; his fire breathed and grew at the mercy of the air, just as Noah lived and healed by Cyrus’s acceptance. Lindsay and Dane had given him a family—not one to replace the one he’d tried to make for himself with Elle, but a family nonetheless. Here, where his magic was welcomed and nurtured, it was finally willing to let him heal. 



The summer was as relentless as Lindsay when it came to making Noah feel better. He had always loved the sun and now he thought he could hear it burning if he listened long enough. He took a break from building the new back porch, leaving Lindsay to sit in the shade of it, and soaked the distant fire into his skin. Maybe soon he would ask Lindsay for his magic back. Once he was finished repairing the damage he’d done. Once he was ready to be alone again. 

“Inside, now.” 

Noah was on his feet before he realized it wasn’t his father’s voice. Dane disappeared from the doorway as fast as he’d appeared, leaving Noah and Lindsay to follow. The stairs weren’t in yet, but the risers were in place. Noah stopped at the top to check on Lindsay, who was scrabbling for a handhold. 

Lindsay gave a frustrated sigh as Noah helped him up the rest of the way. 

“Thanks.” Lindsay didn’t let go, leaving Noah to trail after him down the hall, drawn along like a lost child. 

At least this way, he wouldn’t have to work out where they were going. Lindsay seemed to know where they were supposed to be—the other side of the house, the front room. By the time they arrived, it was surprisingly crowded. Then again, Ylli’s wings took up a good deal of space all on their own. 

“You’re sure she’s here?” Dane was pointing at a map spread out on the large table in the room. This was forbidden territory, in a way, the place Cyrus spent most of his time. 

“That’s a piece of paper,” Cyrus snapped. “When my visions come with a map, I’ll make one for you.” 

“Hang on.” Ylli was crouched in front of a computer—there wasn’t a chair in the room that would accommodate those wings. “Here’s a street view. I think this looks like what you were describing, and it’s where Dane said it would be.” He turned the computer so Cyrus could see. 

Kristan was in the room, curled up out of the way on a loveseat near the window, looking like a shorn cat and about as happy. Noah didn’t have time to feel anything about her presence before Lindsay tugged him toward the table. 

“I see you still plan to be useful,” Cyrus said sourly. His glare was aimed at Lindsay, and Noah bristled with annoyance. He’d had enough of the bullying of old mages back home. 

“I belong to Dane,” Lindsay said quietly. His focus seemed to be on Ylli’s computer, not Cyrus’s expression. Noah had to appreciate the way he could deflect the old mage’s irritation without flinching—it took practice. “He called. I came.” 

Dane snorted at that and tapped the map. “Those of us who can drive will need to know the way.” 

Noah hadn’t been in a car since... He shoved the thought down and tried to make himself stop clinging to Lindsay’s hand, but it was nearly impossible to do both at once when what he wanted to do was run upstairs and hide in bed. 



“You will have to be quick.” Cyrus was ignoring Lindsay now, which was probably for the best. “The summer winds are lazy and the future has been too thick for me to see far. She will need you soon. You will not get there in time, but late will have to do.” 

“Someone else will drive.” Lindsay’s voice was pitched low for Noah, but the room was small. 

“Let me see the map.” Kristan sounded as irritable as Cyrus, and she got Ylli out of the way with a knee to the kidney. He gave her a glare, but didn’t seem distressed. They were both Vivian’s, and Noah didn’t want much to do with either of them if he could help it—he changed his mind when she said, “I’ll drive.” 

“I’ll get you there on time,” Dane rumbled. There was no sign of Vivian, Noah realized. She came and went so often, he had no idea how she fit into Cyrus’s plans. Dane handed the map to Lindsay and turned to help Cyrus out of his chair. “Ylli, the van.” 

“I’ll bring it around.” Ylli was gone out the other door, his wings rustling. 

“There will be a mage coming of age near this city today,” Cyrus explained as Dane helped him up and started wrapping him in a dark cloak in spite of the summer heat. “I have told you that I did not pick this place for the casinos.” That glare was for Dane, who grinned back unrepentantly. “We must find her and keep her safe. Some things cannot be allowed to fall into the wrong hands.” 

That, Noah understood. Suddenly, he was itching under his skin with wanting his magic back. His family kept away from the human world and those who originated there, but the moment shifted Noah’s view of them irreparably. He wondered how he would have fared if someone had looked ahead to worry about his future. If someone like Cyrus or Dane had been there. It wasn’t as though his family didn’t have the connections to tell them what might be coming. Lindsay squeezed his hand and, when Noah looked over, Lindsay looked paler than usual. 

“I will tell you when we have her,” Cyrus said, leaning on Dane as they headed for the door. “I am trusting the three of you to make sure that as little as possible of this is exposed to the world outside. I have seen moments of what is coming and I fear that our world may spill into the other, that we will be exposed.” He pointed at Lindsay with a long, pale finger. “This is your time to do for others what was done for you. Be grateful it comes while you’re young.” 

Then they were gone, and Noah, Lindsay and Kristan were left alone in the silence that followed Cyrus’s declaration. 

“Well, if everything’s going to hell, I guess we’re not taking the Cadillac,” Kristan said dryly. “Let’s go, kids.” 

“Do you want it now or when we get to—” Lindsay glanced at the map in his hand. He seemed shaken, but the way his jaw had clenched at Cyrus’s words said it had more to do with what Cyrus was saying than with returning Noah’s magic. “Wildwood, apparently. Do you want it now or when we get to Wildwood?” 



“Now.” Kristan could wait. Hell, Cyrus could wait. Noah wasn’t going anywhere while Lindsay looked that unsettled. “Ignore the old bitch. He’s a dime a dozen, trust me, I grew up around them.” He took Lindsay’s free hand and tugged gently. “Only way he’s better than the rest is that he cares about all our kind. Doesn’t mean he’s not an old bitch, though.” 

The corner of Lindsay’s lips quirked. “It’s not that. I don’t belong to Cyrus, I belong to Dane. Cyrus can’t throw me away, and he has good reason to be angry with me. It’s... I was wondering if it was anything like this when Cyrus sent Dane to find me.” 


“Of course not.” Noah gave him a grin, trying to mask his own uncertainty. “We weren’t there. It wasn’t nearly as pretty.” Maybe teasing would work. It did on his sister. Drove his brothers nuts, but he’d settle for Lindsay chasing him out to the car to punch him. 

“I’ll give you that.” Lindsay shook his head, smiling a little more, and looked Noah over. “Here, let me...” His eyes lost focus, and Noah could feel the subtle shift as the illusion drew back and was replaced by reality. Really, it wasn’t so much the presence of reality as the absence of Lindsay that made the difference. 

“I’ll try not to let you down.” Noah didn’t give much of a damn about the rest right now, but he wasn’t going to make life harder for Lindsay. 

“You won’t.” Lindsay gave his hand another squeeze and led him out to meet Kristan by the car. 

“You pick the worst times to get frisky with your boyfriends,” Kristan muttered. She was driving an old Volvo, one of the mismatched stable of cars the family kept in the garage. 

“I’ll start by not setting her on fire again,” Noah said, holding the back door open for Lindsay. He’d have a heart attack if he had to ride all the way to Wildwood with Kristan at the wheel and Lindsay in the passenger seat. It would be easier if he sat there. 

Kristan might have been a pain, but she was a fast driver. Noah turned the radio on to a local station, looking to pick up any signs of a disturbance, trying to distract himself. He cracked his window and lit a cigarette, ignoring how his hands kept shaking. 

“Hey.” Kristan snapped her fingers and held her hand out imperiously. She had better control of her magic than Noah had expected—he didn’t like her a damn bit, didn’t feel anything pleasant about her. Still, he lit her a cigarette and passed it over. “Thank you,” she said, changing lanes without signaling and sliding the Volvo between a dump truck and a bus. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Noah tried to keep from putting his foot through the floorboards. “Just...don’t crash.” 

“I’m not stupid.” Kristan narrowed her eyes as she pulled out to pass the bus on the right. 

Noah was about to argue the point when he saw that she was headed for the exit into Wildwood. Not much farther. 

They didn’t go more than a block off the exit ramp before the problem was apparent. Traffic lights were out all over town, and in the distance, a Ferris wheel sat unmoving against the perfect blue sky. 



Kristan parked in a pay lot near the boardwalk, but when Lindsay got out of the car, he pointed the other way. “I think it started over there.” 

When Noah turned, he understood. Across the street, a motel sign was flashing neon blue in a pattern he recognized: S-O-S. 

“I need to  see.” Lindsay was halfway across the street before Noah realized he was moving. 

Lindsay didn’t stop at the sign. He vaulted the fence around the pool easier than Noah would’ve expected from someone who looked that fragile, and pounded up the stairs, clanging metal announcing every step. So much for stealth. Good thing everyone else was too frantic to notice them. The motel guests were milling about anxiously, in and out of their rooms, unsure whether to seek shelter or flee the building. 

“Can you call Ylli?” he asked Kristan. He didn’t want to interrupt Dane and he was sure Cyrus didn’t carry a cell phone. 

“I’ll take care of it.” Kristan reached into an inside pocket of her summer jacket and Noah caught sight of what looked like a gun holster. Vivian’s people were more in the world, maybe it was her choice that they protect themselves. Guns were useful things—there was little way to track a mundane murder back to a mage. 

Lindsay was already past the first landing and Noah decided to get his priorities straight. He took the stairs two at a time to catch up. It was shocking how unfit he’d become and how fast Lindsay was for someone who looked like he’d been kept indoors his whole life. At the edge of the narrow walkway around the motel, Lindsay gripped the rail and, for a moment, Noah thought he was going to vault that, too, and launch himself into the pool below. Instead, he stared into the distance, searching the skyline for more signs of the new mage’s manifestation. 

“You can feel through your magic, yes?” Noah looked around, turning to see the chaos spreading through the city. 

Two blocks from the motel, he watched a delivery van plow through an intersection and slam into the back end of an old car, sending it spinning out of control. The car wrapped around a lamppost and, even at this distance, Noah could feel the dull thud of the fuel catching fire. He snapped his magic down on it and the flames went out, but there was nothing he could do about the rest. 

“We need to make these people  stay still.” His heart was pounding hard enough he thought he was going to be sick. The memories of his own accident resonated through him. “And maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for.” 

“Give me a minute.” Lindsay was still staring off at the city. Noah wanted to tell him they didn’t  have a minute, that these people were going to get themselves killed, but then he saw the traffic lights flicker to life—all red. 



Men in uniforms—traffic cops and city workers—appeared at the intersections, working to fix the problem. They weren’t real, Noah knew, but it was hard to remember that when drivers and pedestrians interacted with them so naturally. 

Lindsay still didn’t turn toward Noah, but he held out his hand. “Come here. I can keep you out of the illusion, and you can stop the fires.” 

As the chaos faded, Noah’s composure returned. He took Lindsay’s hand, knowing the illusion was about to disappear and he would have to deal with reality. Already, he could see that whatever was wrong wasn’t an assault and it wasn’t coordinated. Maybe Lindsay would know more soon. 

“Kristan needs to find us,” he reminded Lindsay. 

“We won’t be hidden. But I need to be careful not to interfere with Cyrus and Dane.” 

Reality returned slowly, like the opening sequence of a movie. Smoke rose from a diner down the street, power lines sparked with too much electricity, but the illusion flickered at the edges of Noah’s vision, like if he turned his head fast enough, he would be able to see the calm that had been there a moment before. 

It was easier than Noah remembered to let his magic out. He could feel fires flowering far beyond the range of his vision, and he carefully eliminated each. The worst was at a gas station where all hell had broken loose. He couldn’t see it to know what had happened, but he could feel the fire feeding from the tanks and devouring everything in reach. Like always, there was a sense of sadness at quelling the flames, putting out what had been vivid and alive. But he could feel the fire gnawing at flesh, and he couldn’t let that happen. 

Beside him, Lindsay looked like a statue, paler than ever and taut with strain. His gray eyes were fixed on nothing that Noah could see, but he was watching whatever it was with intensity. He breathed like Noah remembered breathing to ride out the pain of a broken arm or wrecked knee, keeping on top of it and staying focused. Noah couldn’t imagine what he saw. The fires were overwhelming enough, and Lindsay had thousands of sentient creatures to convince that all was well. 

When the wind whipped up and Lindsay swayed with it, clinging to the rail, Noah wrapped his arms around him without thinking. Lindsay leaned into him and Noah managed to pry Lindsay’s white-knuckled hands from the rail. If they needed to leave, Lindsay couldn’t take that with him. 

Knowing how difficult it was to sustain that much magic and not being able to help was maddening. 

At the same time, Noah was filled with a kind of awe that was tinged with dread. Very few people must have known how powerful Lindsay was, or he wouldn’t be breathing still. 

As Lindsay let his head rest on Noah’s chest, Noah stroked the hair out of his face. The wind kept lashing at them, tearing at the signs and façades on the buildings around them until Noah could hear them coming apart. Cyrus’s body might be fading, but his magic was still immense. 



“They’re at the boardwalk.” Kristan had to shout to be heard over the wind. “We need to stay, to make sure he can keep the humans from knowing what’s really happening.” She wiped her hand across her face where blood was trickling from a gash. “He’s okay?” 

“He’s fine.” Noah let his hand slide to rest on Lindsay’s throat, so he could feel the pulse skittering under Lindsay’s soft skin. Fast, but steady. Yes, he was fine. “You?” 

“Piece of trash hit me.” Kristan pressed her sleeve to her cheek. 

“Least it was a fair fight.” Noah couldn’t resist, even in the chaos. 

“Fuck off and light me a cigarette,” she snapped. “And focus. I saw smoke back three blocks behind you.” 

Focus. Right. Noah dug out his cigarettes while his mind wandered back, looking for the fire. This rearguard action was going to kill him, with the waiting and the not knowing and having to trust Cyrus and Dane. But this was his place. He cut another fire off at the roots and the flames blew away in the wind. It was better than he could have hoped for. 

Dane hated driving the van. It was remarkably like the time he’d tried to ride a cow, and he wasn’t thinking about how many decades ago that had happened. Having Ylli in the van didn’t improve his temper. No matter how much he loved Vivian, her charges got on his nerves and had since he could remember. Ylli was a bright young man, but shy and withdrawn. There wasn’t anything he’d done to earn Dane’s animosity, it was just  there. 

In many ways, there wasn’t much difference between Ylli and Lindsay. The ways they were different, though, drove Dane half-mad. Dane’s pet name for Lindsay didn’t reflect Lindsay’s fierce nature and knack for self-preservation. Ylli was prey, and it distracted the hell out of Dane. Every feathery flutter and anxious twitch from the back of the van made Dane’s fingers itch as his claws threatened to come out. 

“By the sea.” Cyrus reached out and locked his thin hand around Dane’s wrist. The last year had aged him so much that it made Dane want to howl some days. He kept telling himself he’d seen mages older and more wizened who were still going strong, but it didn’t keep the distress at bay. Every time he was close enough—and more and more he found ways to be close now that Lindsay had Noah—he soothed himself by listening to the sound of Cyrus’s heart. 

“Everything here is by the sea, Cyrus.” Still, that did help him pick an exit. 

“A long path, by the sea,” Cyrus hissed. The wind coming in the half-open window blew his long, silvered hair around like a cloud. 

“There are some trails.” The constant clatter of Ylli’s fingers on the keys of his computer and the soft whistle of his breath were out of sync with the rush and wash of Cyrus’s blood. The world of Dane’s senses was rattled by the lack of harmony. He and Cyrus and Vivian had always been closely attuned, their every move and breath had become an instrument playing a constant symphony of living. 



“No trails.” Cyrus let go of Dane’s wrist and leaned forward, glaring through the windshield. “The wheel.” 

“I know where it is.” Dane pre-empted any offer of directions from Ylli. A Ferris wheel stood out against the sky, down by the boardwalk. “Put that thing away once you tell Vivian where we are.” 

Despite working out where they needed to go, Cyrus looked angry as he sagged back in his seat. Dane didn’t want to ask. He didn’t want to know. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked anyway, taking advantage of a lull in traffic to dig behind the seat until he came up with a bottle of water. “Here, have a drink.” It wasn’t cold, but it was spring water. 

“Feh. Plastic.” 

“You should have died sooner if you didn’t want to drink out of plastic. You knew it was coming. 

You bought stocks in it.” Dane worked the cap off and shoved the bottle into Cyrus’s hand. “What’s wrong?” 

“Things are too clear.” Cyrus scowled but drank. 

Dane clenched both hands on the wheel and breathed slowly. He put his foot down on the gas, and they rocketed through an intersection with wildly blinking traffic lights. He could smell smoke and electricity and melted rubber. 

“Clear is good,” he told Cyrus. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Cyrus put the water down half-finished. “I can’t see  her. We cannot have lost her already.” 

Dane turned the wrong way down a one-way street behind the boardwalk and pushed the van to go as fast as he dared. There was a public parking lot, a little above the beach, and if they got out there, they could see most of the boardwalk. 

“Something’s definitely happening,” Ylli chimed in from the backseat. He had a tiny phone that was all picture screen cradled in his hands. “People are talking about some kind of terrorist attack.” 

“The truth would only distress them more,” Cyrus said dryly. He huddled in his seat, eyes narrowed, mouth set in a thin white line. 

“We’ll get out in the confusion. Lindsay will make sure we don’t stand out for what we are.” 

“Are you sure?” Ylli’s question was nearly lost in the nervous rustle of his wings. 

They took a corner, almost on two wheels, and Dane cut off a Jeep headed for the parking lot. It looked like the power was out, someone had lifted the gates leading in and out of the parking lots and left them up. Better and better. 

“Ask me that again and I’ll pluck you.” Dane took them all the way to the chain-link fence at the far edge of the lot. He could hear the cries and chaos already. 

They ignored the chaos and made their way up a long ramp between sections of the boardwalk. The path to the pier on the far side of the boardwalk was cluttered with tourists and yellow trams that droned, 

“Watch the tram car, please,” in a prerecorded nasal tone over and over, even though they were all stopped



on their cement paths. Past the carousel and the roller coasters, a Ferris wheel stood tall and still against the sky, riders screaming down from their unmoving baskets. 

Aside from stopped rides and flickering lights, nothing here looked out of place, but the air told a different story. It was thick with panic and static and the unique scents of war. Aircraft fuel, gun oil, the sweat of soldiers and worse, all pricked at Dane’s senses. At the end of the pier, he could see the source. 

In the distance, a long, sleek black limousine was parked askew on the boardwalk itself, and ATVs each bearing a driver and a passenger with an automatic rifle were prowling the sands like sharks below the helicopter pad at the end of the boardwalk. Dane grabbed Ylli by the wrist, planting his hand on Cyrus’s arm. 

“Don’t let go of him. Don’t let anyone touch him.” 

Another gust of wind brought more information. The acrid tang of it made him gag, not from what it was but from what it meant. Hounds. Moore was here. Cyrus had said the young mage couldn’t fall into the wrong hands, and Moore’s were the wrong hands, for certain. But he couldn’t smell Jonas, and that he didn’t understand. He’d have to wait for another day to get a shot at his oldest enemy. 

“I won’t.” Ylli barely came up past Cyrus’s shoulder, but he had feral strength and endurance, even if he was prey. 

A fountain of sparks went up as an empty ride spun down to its base and kept going, metal scraping against metal. Finally, it ground to a halt with a squeal of protest. Whatever was causing the disturbance was growing stronger. The mage Cyrus wanted found was afraid. 

“They have her,” Cyrus said faintly. “And they know we have come.” 

“Stay out of sight.” Dane pointed Ylli to where several families were clustered in the doorway of an ice cream parlor. The mixed scents might help hide them from the black-clad men loping their way. Men on the exterior, Dane reminded himself. On the outside only. 

There was screaming from up ahead, and Dane had a glimpse of a young woman in a blue dress being half-carried onto the boardwalk. The new mage Cyrus had been talking about. She was young, younger than Lindsay from the look of her. 

Dane wasn’t sure he could ever forgive Cyrus for picking this fight, the whole of it, but he didn’t have any choice but to stay the course now. He hoped like hell that—somehow—Lindsay was drawing attention from the action down here. The wind picked up, throwing a toppled tram across the boardwalk and smearing three of the Hounds as they bore down. 

Dane let his change take over him and, in moments, the familiar world was replaced by the one his beast saw. All his human concerns slipped away and he was, once again, his beast. His lion body uncoiled like a spring, and he surged forward, wings folded tight against his flanks, ears back, staying low to the ground. The wind made it impossible to fly, or he would have taken to the air and swooped in to rip the girl



from the hands of the men trying to carry her away. Instead, he would have to fight his way to her—the more killing he did now, he told himself, the less he would have to do later. 

Through the senses of a beast, the Hounds could never be mistaken for human. They reeked of science and wrongness. Everything in him screamed that they were perversions with nothing left of what they had been before Moore began her experimentation. 

If Dane had anything to do with it, they wouldn’t be anything at all much longer. He had hunted them once with Ezqel, back when he had killed them to keep them from Lindsay. That, he had enjoyed to the depths of his soul. 

“Do not waste your time at play.” The wind tickled the soft fur inside one of his ears. Dane ignored the bullets that sank into his hide and disemboweled a Hound with a swipe of his paw. “Bring her to me.” 

 Play. Taking pleasure in something didn’t make it a game. Dane bit the next Hound, crushing its skull, and spat out its vile blood. No idea what the drugs in it could do to him. 

He could smell Cyrus’s little mage now; her terror made her scent strong enough to cut through the blood around him. He wasn’t playing, but neither was he about to suffer a Hound to live. He killed one as it fired a gun into his chest, shrieking in terror. The wounds seared and sickened him, then began to heal. 

Another smell reached him on the high winds, cedar and roses and ancient things. Hesham and Mahesh. They sapped the power of a mage’s magic, stifling it completely. He had known their scent for years but had only recently come to hate it. He could forgive mercenary alliances, but not that they had tried to take his place with Lindsay. 

A thump of blades cutting the air made him snarl. The helicopter was huge and black, too large for the helipad. Cyrus’s wind should have been enough to ground it, but there it was, preparing to lift off. A rush of icy air caught him in the face, drawn from far out at sea, and the sky darkened. He crouched low to the ground. The wind felt wrong. 

More Hounds were coming, spilling out of vans, clambering up from the beach and onto the boardwalk. He had to stop Moore’s people from taking that girl. The rest would have to wait. If he could take her from her captors, he might be able to get her to safety, as he had done with Lindsay. He dodged the slicing arc of bullets firing from a large gun mounted in the back of a van and folded his wings back tightly. 

Keeping low to the ground, he ran for the helipad. 

Already, the helicopter was beginning to lift. Dane could see the lurch as it broke free of gravity for the first time. Two tall, thin men—Hesham and Mahesh—hurried toward the helipad. The brown-skinned young woman in the blue dress hung limp between them, her feet dragging on the ground, one bare and one still in a white shoe. He pushed hard into the wind that fought him back, and all he could think was that Cyrus had lost control of the air. Gunfire staggered him, shattering one of his paws and leaving him to struggle on three legs while his magic healed him. Overhead, an immense spiral of black clouds roared. 



The limousine driver opened the back door and helped an auburn-haired woman out. Moore. She had come and Dane wanted nothing more than to tear her to shreds. But he had to focus. The human part of his mind was full of questions—where was Lourdes, where was Jonas—but the beast forged on, slapping away an ATV that came too close, using it to clear a path ahead of him as he gained a dozen precious yards. 

Another woman, this one with long, dark hair, slipped out after Moore and took her by the arm, hurrying her to the helicopter. Where the hail of bullets had failed to deter him, a lightning bolt smashing a crater into the walkway ahead gave him pause. The dark-haired one was a weather witch; she must have been the reason Cyrus was struggling. He looked behind to see the Hounds closing in, maneuvering to trap him while the helicopter escaped. 

Dane summoned up all his strength for a dash down the last hundred yards of the boardwalk. The wind lifted him and slammed him to the ground, into a streak of rifle fire. He scrabbled onto all fours, spreading his wings. The helicopter was already rising. He could see Moore through the open door, and the other woman next to her. A wave of the dark-haired woman’s hand and lightning ripped down again. 

There was nothing he could do, but that wouldn’t stop him from trying. As Moore escaped, the Hounds turned on him, some with guns and some with blades. There had to be at least thirty of them, and many human soldiers as well. He had survived worse. Pursuing him kept them from turning on Cyrus. 

The rain came down like a wall of wet night and the Hounds hunted him, their bullets tearing into him faster than he could heal. Dane charged the nearest cluster, determined to keep them busy for as long as possible. And then something else came. Dane heard a sickening thud like a bomb going off, and the darkness was washed away in a flood of eerie red light. 

The Hounds turned from him and began to howl. Dane dropped the one he was killing to face the new threat. A breaker of fire swept down the boardwalk, consuming everything in its path. There was nothing he could do but run like a terrified cat. As he cleared the far side of the helipad, the burning wave broke over the boardwalk. The howling reached a crescendo, and was gone. 

When Dane turned, everything stood as it had been. The rain pounded down, a natural rain now, and washed away the smoke. He let the form of the beast slide away before Lindsay’s illusion disappeared, but he kept the core of it in him so that he could follow his nose back to his people. 

He found Noah waiting for him, pointing him toward the van and the car. Lindsay was probably in the back of the car, with Kristan in the driver’s seat. The van door was open, waiting for him. He couldn’t make the words to thank Noah for his intervention. He limped to the van, trying to make sense of what had happened to them. 

In the passenger seat of the van, Cyrus was pale and still, his breath coming slowly. 

“I called Negasi. He’ll meet us at the house,” Ylli offered from the backseat. He was almost as white as Cyrus, a bedraggled and terrified little bird. “I don’t know what happened. He said some other mage took the wind from him.” 



“She did.” Dane started the van and turned it to follow Kristan home. He couldn’t hear anything through the static in his head, his mind turned to a channel left blank with disbelief. He reached over and found Cyrus’s hand, fumbled until his fingers were on Cyrus’s pulse. It fluttered there like a broken butterfly, clinging to life all the way home. 

At the house, Dane carried Cyrus to his room, where Negasi waited. The healer helped Dane undress Cyrus and wrap him in warm blankets while he tried to give Cyrus back some strength. When they had done all they could, Dane could hear that familiar heartbeat again, but it did nothing to comfort him now. 

He left Cyrus in Negasi’s capable hands and went to his own room, where he closed and locked the door. If anyone spoke to him or if he replied, he couldn’t have said. He sat in the chair at his desk and took out a sheet of paper. He meant to write Ezqel, but the page stayed as empty as his mind. 



Chapter Five

The drive home was silent. Even Kristan knew when to keep her mouth shut. When they stopped in the driveway, Noah disappeared into the house before Lindsay could say anything. 

Lindsay didn’t find Noah upstairs, nor Dane. What he found instead was a locked door. Noah wouldn’t lock Lindsay out of his own room, so it must have been Dane. He’d think about that once he found Noah. Lindsay checked the back porch, but still no Noah. Finally, he found Noah in his old room, the room he hadn’t slept in since the incident with Kristan. Lindsay hadn’t been ready to let him go; he could relax at night when he knew Noah was sleeping. 

The room wasn’t big, only enough space for a bed and a dresser. Noah had, at some point, shoved the bed over by the window and he sat there now on the window ledge, smoking a cigarette. A half-empty bottle swung gently as he tipped it back and forth, watching the amber liquid wash up the sides. After a moment of thoughtful contemplation, he took a drink. 

Lindsay didn’t bother asking Noah if he was all right. Of course he wasn’t. Noah hadn’t been all right since he’d come here. At best, today hadn’t helped. 

Lindsay settled on the bed and watched him drink, but watching wasn’t going to fix anything. 

“Come here.” 

Noah put his cigarette out in the ashtray on the sill, then took another drink. “Are you okay?” It wasn’t obedience, but it wasn’t outright rejection, either. 

“I’ll live.” Lindsay pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around his legs, resting his chin on his knees. If Noah wasn’t going to come to him, he might as well be comfortable. He let Noah guide the conversation for now, hoping it would help him relax. “It’s easier now that I can keep them out of my head.” 

“How many...” Noah started, then shook his head. “I tried to keep it in one place. I just...they were going to kill him, or something. Worse. I don’t even know who they are.” 

“Hounds. They belong to Dr. Moore.” Lindsay swallowed down a surge of bile that threatened to fill his mouth. “They’re...not human. Not quite mages either. Dane says their blood tastes poisoned, that Moore probably made them what they are in one of her...” He had to take a slow breath to keep his voice from catching. “In one of her experiments.” 

Lindsay couldn’t let himself get distracted by Moore, though. Not right now. Noah was still vibrating enough that the alcohol sloshed in the bottle, and Lindsay held out his hand. 



“Come here,” he said again. 

“They’re gone now.” Noah left the bottle on the sill and came down this time. “I don’t know... I’d feel better if it had felt terrible. It didn’t.” He looked grim and distraught at once. 

“I understand.” Lindsay slid over to sit with his back to the wall and coaxed Noah to sit beside him. 

“It isn’t easy, but you did the only thing you could do. And thank you for it. They might have killed him, or they might have taken him back to whatever Moore is calling a lab these days, and let Jonas do it instead.” 

“I wouldn’t let anything happen to him if I could help it.” Noah slid his arm around Lindsay and hugged him a little. “Or you. I promise. I owe you both. And I’ve had my lifetime full of being helpless already.” He gave Lindsay another squeeze. 

Lindsay sighed and leaned into the embrace, reaching across to lay his hand on Noah’s chest. He knew what Noah was remembering, but didn’t know how to say so without sounding like he’d betrayed Noah’s trust somehow. “I’m sorry you were thrown into all this,” he said instead. “This isn’t what you signed on for.” 

“You make it sound like it was my choice.” Noah snorted derisively. “I admit, I wasn’t going to deal, being stuck at home, no matter how much anyone tried. And I’m not stupid enough to assume Cyrus didn’t have a use for me if he took me into his house. There’s only so much I’m good for. He’s not running a steakhouse.” 

There was a pause, then Noah gagged and shuddered. “Okay, no more cooking jokes.” He reached up and back to grab the bottle he’d left on the sill. Lindsay didn’t object when he took a long drink. 

“His reasons don’t dictate that I can’t feel bad you’ve gotten dragged into my mess.” Irrationally, Moore felt like  his  problem. Knowing Moore had that girl made Lindsay feel sick inside. He was torn between wanting to run as fast and far as he could and wanting to demand Cyrus help him find her. 

“And if I say you can’t?” Noah took another drink and put the bottle back. “I could have skipped out. 

I knew I’d be getting in the shit. Can’t think of anywhere else I’d go, though.” He shrugged and snuggled Lindsay against him, wrapping both arms around him protectively and pressing his cheek against Lindsay’s hair. “Can’t argue it’s been therapeutic.” 

Lindsay laughed. “Therapeutic, hm?” Noah wasn’t the same man who’d first been given to Lindsay, so maybe he was right. Maybe all of this was good for him, somehow. 

“It’s good to belong somewhere,” Noah said quietly. He started combing his long, hot fingers through Lindsay’s damp, matted hair, untangling it with practiced gentleness. The storm had wreaked a good bit of havoc on it, but Noah’s fingers never snagged or pulled. 

“You don’t smell like smoke. Guess I have to thank the weather witch for that,” he murmured. “You should be tired. You worked hard. What you did... Even if I wasn’t yours, I wouldn’t let someone take you.” 

It was worth the exhaustion. But he wished he’d been able to help that girl too. 



“You’re the one who put out all those fires,” he pointed out. 

“You’re too new to all this to understand the whole of it.” Noah hummed softly as he worked through Lindsay’s hair. The task seemed to comfort him because Lindsay could feel his tension fading. “It’s a bit charming. The one Moore has must be as gifted as you are, in her own way. But it wouldn’t matter if she were mundane. Some things can’t happen to anyone.” 

“I hope we can help her before Moore...” Lindsay shook his head and sighed. Moore had done terrible things to him, and he didn’t want to think about any of it happening to someone else. “I should’ve killed her when I had the chance.” 

“Don’t think like that,” Noah said, shifting so Lindsay could see his frown. “Your damn government lets her run out of control.  Someone  should have killed her long before you came along. And today, you are the only one  not  to blame for what went wrong. You did everything right.” 

“That’s not unlocking the door between me and Dane right now.” Lindsay was willing to let the issue of Moore go, but being shut out made him feel like  something  must be his fault. 

Noah’s expression twisted. “That can hardly be your fault, either,” he said slowly, like he was plucking each word out of a minefield. “If Dane falters, you might close the door on me someday. In the past, Cyrus would never have failed, Lin. Today, he did.” 

Lindsay’s frustration disappeared as Noah shone a light on what he’d missed. Cyrus had failed... That was how Moore’s people had gotten away with the mage Cyrus had been so determined to save. 

What Noah was suggesting finally sank in. The idea of losing Dane was terrible and left him with a yawning emptiness in his chest that he had to take slow, deep breaths to try to fill. He couldn’t imagine how Dane felt—Dane had belonged to Cyrus for a long time. And Cyrus, the thought of being without him left Lindsay feeling exposed. Cyrus kept them safe. 

“I’m sorry, Lindsay.” Noah stroked his hair and tried to comfort him. “No one is going to talk about it, at least not to us. It’s not our place. It’s for the three of them to deal with. Someday, it’ll be our place, if we live that long. Right now, it’s our place to do what Dane needs. Including getting by without him.” 

Lindsay slid himself closer to Noah, soaking up the comfort he was offering. He didn’t want to think about any of it. There had been such a brief moment in which the world was right, and now he felt as though everything could fall apart in the space of a breath. He didn’t want to get by without Dane. Ever. He couldn’t put words around the way Dane made him feel, but he knew he didn’t want to live without it. 

“Try to rest, so you’ll be awake later.” Noah shifted to curl up with Lindsay. Noah was right, Lindsay was exhausted. He turned toward Noah and tucked his face down against Noah’s chest, blocking out the light. Blocking out the world. 

Noah was incredibly warm, and it was so good to be with him like this. Lindsay was chilled through



with exhaustion, but it wasn’t only the warmth. It was the sense that they were both where they were



supposed to be. Even if Dane couldn’t be there to comfort him, it was easy for Lindsay to drift off to sleep because he had Noah. 

Lindsay had no idea how long he’d slept, but the room was dimmer when Noah’s movements woke him. He rubbed at his gritty eyes with the heel of his hand and rasped, “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing.” Noah paused and gave him a gentle pet. “Just... I keep smelling smoke. Not the cigarette kind. Need to shower. Go back to sleep, but if you get up, don’t forget to eat. Dane will eat me if you go hungry.” He grabbed a towel from the back of the door and padded out into the hall. 

Lindsay dozed off again, but the sound of the shower from down the hall kept dragging him back up out of sleep. He lay there a moment, soaking up the warmth left by Noah’s body. Sleeping with Noah had felt wonderful, but his conscience nagged at him about something, forcing him to pay attention until things became more clear. 

In flashes of wakefulness that had flickered between long, dark silences of deeper sleep, he’d pressed himself against Noah, as close as clothing and skin would allow. That was how he slept with Dane, the lines between sleep and the suggestion of sex blurred by their intimacy and familiarity. 

Damn it. He’d felt safe and close, his body had been seeking and provoking the arousal that reassured him he was wanted, without regard for the fact that he was offering himself to the wrong person. And how could it be the wrong person, when no one but Dane had ever made him feel safe before? 

Only that realization kept him from feeling more guilty than he did already. With Noah, it wasn’t supposed to be like that. Lindsay was supposed to be the one keeping Noah safe. He should have been offering Noah reassurance and comfort, not sex. Sex didn’t mean those things between them. It shouldn’t mean anything at all, except that Lindsay had gone and done that. It wasn’t the first time his sleep-addled instincts had driven him across a line he never would have crossed awake. 

He hoped Noah would understand. At least Noah hadn’t seemed out of sorts. He’d just gotten up and left. Given how disastrously Noah had reacted to Kristan, Lindsay thought he’d know if Noah was distraught. Noah had been turned on, though, breath thick on Lindsay’s neck and cock hard against his ass, but thankfully, even with them both half-sleeping and Noah half-drunk, it hadn’t gone further. 

Pushing his hair out of his face, Lindsay sat up. He should go. He just...he hadn’t expected Noah to respond to him. Now that Lindsay was awake, Noah’s response was almost more perturbing than Lindsay doing something thoughtless in his sleep. Dane was the only one who’d ever shown any hint of that kind of interest in him. He hadn’t thought to look for it from someone else, especially not someone he was attracted to, like Noah. 

At least he could talk to Dane about it if he had to. Dane would probably laugh at him, the way he’d laughed when he’d been the recipient of Lindsay’s improper early-morning affections. The shower cut off and Lindsay made himself move. Noah needed his privacy. And maybe Dane would be ready to let Lindsay in. 



He slipped out of Noah’s room before Noah came out of the bathroom, and padded up the stairs as quickly as he could manage without sounding like a herd of cattle tromping through the house. Partway up, he collided with something solid. Dane. 

Writing Ezqel was as painful as if Dane had done it in his own flesh with a knife, and the pain lingered instead of fading. For once, the wretchedness of dealing with Ezqel had nothing to do with the icy truce between them. If Dane had reason to hate Moore before, he had ten times the reason now. Her madness, and the complicity of those around her, was killing Cyrus. Dane wanted this over, and was ready to do anything to make it happen. 

Cyrus’s prediction that Dane would fail him one day had always felt like it would manifest in a single, terrible event. Instead, it was happening over weeks and months. In little ways, every time Dane set out to do something, he failed. Even how he felt about Lindsay was a failure, in terms of doing what Cyrus truly needed of him. 

Dane wanted to regret that, and the fact that he couldn’t nagged at him. How could he regret anything about Lindsay, except that he’d never known Lindsay existed before Lindsay saved himself from Moore? 

In spite of all his efforts to chastise himself for putting Lindsay first time and again, he could only regret that Cyrus hadn’t sent him after Lindsay sooner. 

Vivian would take care of the letter when she returned, which Dane expected any hour now. Cyrus slept under Negasi’s care. And Lindsay... Dane unlocked the door to their room. He hoped Lindsay had been with Noah, but now that he’d done what Cyrus needed of him, he wanted Lindsay to himself. 

Dane could hear the bathroom fan running and, over the noise, he was sure he could hear the near-silent patter of Lindsay’s feet on the stairs. He kept as quiet as possible himself, not wanting to wake Cyrus. 

Sure enough, Lindsay was almost at the first landing, head down, watching where he stepped. Some habits were harder to break than others. Dane wanted to shake him for it sometimes. Instead, he held still and let Lindsay collide with him. Lessons could wait. 

Lindsay made a deflating sound like he’d been holding his breath until he’d run into Dane. His head came up and the apologies started almost before his mouth had opened. “I’m sorry. I— Are you—?” 

Dane cupped Lindsay’s face in his hands and kissed him. Words were rarely his strong point and suddenly having Lindsay there took away the handful he had at his disposal. There was no way he could be coherent about everything he felt, but Lindsay understood the language of his actions. 

The kisses in return were hot and wanting. Lindsay pressed against him, arms winding around his neck like vines. Yes, Lindsay understood. 

Dane swept him up and held him close the way he had when Lindsay was barely more substantial than a ghost. Lindsay had grown stronger and taller over time, but he still weighed nearly nothing in Dane’s



estimation. He carried Lindsay back upstairs and nudged the door of their room closed behind them. All he wanted was a moment of peace—time out of mind—with his Lindsay. 

Carefully, as though Lindsay was still as fragile as he had been when Dane found him, Dane laid him down on their bed. He pulled away from Lindsay’s sweet, hot kisses and stroked his silky hair back from his face. Flushed, Lindsay was only barely touched with color. Everything about him looked like it was washed in moonlight, from his white-gold hair to his cloud-gray eyes. The animal in Dane wanted to hoard Lindsay like a treasure, protecting what was his from thieves and predators. He brushed a kiss over Lindsay’s forehead, breathing in his scent and finding it tangled with Noah’s. 

Dane’s beast would have been more settled at dragging Noah back as well. That way, Lindsay would have no worries, and Dane would know that everything that was his was safe. He needed to know, when so much else was wrong, but it would have been unfair to do that to Noah. He nosed in Lindsay’s hair, rumbling contentedly as the scents there calmed him. Unfair now, but maybe not for much longer. At least something was right. One small thing. 

“I don’t want to wake Cyrus,” he murmured, as he was nuzzling in the soft, sweat-perfumed hollow under Lindsay’s ear. “Please.” He let his head rest in the curve of Lindsay’s neck, defeated by his fears and inner conflicts. 

He heard Lindsay’s breath catch, then Lindsay nodded and stroked his hair. “It’s done. No one will hear.” As though nothing had changed, Lindsay drew Dane up with his hands in Dane’s hair and kissed him. 

“Thank you.” Dane pushed aside the feeling of failing again. He hated to think of Lindsay using his magic to deceive in their own house. Lindsay’s kisses distracted him well, though, and he let Lindsay pull him in for more. 

Lindsay’s clothes kept Dane from his skin, and they stank of the chaos that had been on the air at Wildwood. Dane let his shape slide, settling back into the way he’d been when Lindsay had first come to him, and drew his claws down Lindsay’s chest. The fabric of Lindsay’s shirt parted without a sound, leaving the skin below untouched and bare for Dane to kiss. 

“Anything,” Lindsay said, and Dane knew he meant it. 

Dane reveled in every inch of perfect skin he revealed, kissing all over, down to the soft inner arches of Lindsay’s feet. There was nothing to wash away his unhappiness and fear like Lindsay’s scent and taste and the soft sounds that answered his kisses. 

He stopped for a moment to look at what he’d done, at Lindsay sprawled in the ragged ruins of his clothes, and the sight made him purr. The scent of Lindsay’s pleasure drew Dane into licking the tender skin of his balls and up the shaft of his perfect cock. 

That drew more moans from Lindsay, and harsher, needier sounds. “Please.” Lindsay’s voice was little more than a gasp, and he clenched his hands in the sheets and scraps of cloth. “Dane, please.” 



That was all Dane needed to hear. He pinned Lindsay down to the bed with his hands wrapped around Lindsay’s slim hips and went down on him like he was starving. Lindsay was so sweet like this. Dane didn’t do it nearly often enough. 

Lindsay’s noises became sharper and more desperate, and precome slicked over Dane’s tongue. 

Sudden stillness and a quick hiss were all the warning Dane got before Lindsay was bucking his hips, shouting and coming in Dane’s mouth in a way that never failed to leave Dane shivering and so turned on that he could hardly think. He wanted to do it again and again, but he made himself stop once he’d licked every last trace of come from Lindsay’s skin. Somehow, he managed to start shedding his clothes as he crawled up to kiss Lindsay on the mouth. 

“My Lindsay,” he growled. 

“Yours,” Lindsay agreed, but he was pushing Dane away. Not away, onto his back, and Lindsay climbed up over him and kissed him again. “I want you.” 

If there was anything that could divert Dane from his objective—no matter what it was—it was Lindsay wanting something else. “Anything.” Dane pushed himself up on one elbow, tangling the other hand in Lindsay’s hair, and kissed him fiercely. Anything, but first he needed one more kiss. 

Lindsay let him have it, and another one after, but then he was moving away, down Dane’s body to trace the head of Dane’s cock with his tongue. Little licks and kisses all the way to the base of it, and the noises Lindsay made were as good as they had been when Dane was sucking him off. 

“Lindsay...” Dane didn’t want to miss a moment of watching. He pushed Lindsay’s hair out of the way so he could see everything, Lindsay’s cheeks almost-rosy with pleasure, his mouth slick and full, the expression of pure indulgence. “Pretty.” And incredibly talented at making Dane forget that there had ever been anything else he’d wanted. 

The humming noise Lindsay made sounded like a smile. He nuzzled at Dane’s cock, and sucked it into his mouth again like he couldn’t get enough. His fierce determination to make Dane feel good came through in everything he did. 

Dane let him have what he wanted, the gasps of pleasure, the surrender to his sweet demands that Dane give up control and enjoy the skills Lindsay had developed since they’d first been together. 

Everything about Lindsay was delicious, including this. Dane tangled his hand in Lindsay’s hair and tried to focus so that he wouldn’t forget himself, but Lindsay made it impossible. 

It wasn’t long until Dane was spread out under him, hand tight in Lindsay’s hair, rocking his hips to meet Lindsay’s mouth. None of it slowed Lindsay down. He got his hands on Dane’s hips to hold him back when he pushed too far, too fast, but that only seemed to make him go faster and take Dane deeper. 

Lindsay was beautiful and incredibly good at sucking cock, but it was his fierce attitude that pushed Dane’s composure to the breaking point. He gave up and let Lindsay have him, grabbing at the pillows under his head to stop from pulling Lindsay’s hair. Biting his lip to keep quiet was only denying Lindsay



something, so he made himself give that up too, yielding to a cascade of desperate gasps and babbling about how much he wanted Lindsay. 

Lindsay swallowed him down, giving Dane that last bit of permission to come. It was everything Dane needed in the moment. After, when Lindsay crawled up over him to snuggle close and kiss him on the mouth, Dane pulled him in and held on as tightly as he could without leaving Lindsay breathless. 

He tugged the blankets over them both, like he could hide them away from reality that way. Kissing Lindsay again and again, soft kisses on his mouth and cheeks and forehead, Dane tried to catch his breath. 

Slowly, his body came down from the high of all the pleasure Lindsay had given him, and he was left with the pure bliss of having Lindsay there with him. 

Needing Lindsay was something Dane had never anticipated. Being needed, of course, that was why he was there. As time passed, though, Dane had grown more than accustomed to Lindsay’s presence. 

Lindsay’s crooked little sense of humor and completely unsubtle bursts of dominance and those pointy elbows in his ribs at night had become as necessary as breathing. He adored Lindsay right down to the flaws that let Lindsay need him in return. 

Rolling over so Lindsay was cradled in his arms, looking up at him, Dane took a long moment to breathe in Lindsay’s contentment and soak in the sight of him. They could go on another hundred years, and Lindsay would never assume that what was between them was anything but a bit of luck that came with Cyrus insisting Dane take him on. Dane needed to fix that before he did anything else. Lindsay deserved better. 

Dane kissed Lindsay’s forehead and smoothed back his tangled hair. The way Lindsay looked up at him—trusting but curious and tentatively pleased with himself—made Dane’s ribs ache from keeping his heart in check. 

“I love you, Lindsay.” Simple, true and obvious, and Dane wasn’t going to let Lindsay wander around in the dark about it any longer. 

Lindsay’s surprise and confusion were written all over his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Finally, brows drawn together, he said, “You do?” 

If Dane’s announcement had gotten anything else out of Lindsay, he would have been sorely disappointed in his judgment. As it was, he tried not to laugh at Lindsay’s frown, and kissed it away instead. 

“Yeah, I do.” Lindsay wasn’t going to be clear on this any time soon and would quickly gravitate toward anything he understood better than being loved, so Dane needed to get his words right. “I love you. 

Not because Cyrus gave you to me or any other bullshit about tradition. I love you, and I need you to know that. If all this goes away tomorrow, and it’s you and me sitting on a street corner like any two humans out of a job out there, I love you.” 



“But.” Lindsay was quiet again. Dane could see him turning the new information over in his mind, could see all the objections and disbelief, but those weren’t what Lindsay asked about. “Me?” 

Dane couldn’t help laughing this time. “You.” He kissed Lindsay on the mouth, gently. “I love  you. 

You made me human long before Ezqel took that damn curse off me. Just by being you. The little angry face you make when you step in a puddle, the way you breathe when you’re doing a very good job of not complaining, the way you refuse to run away even when it would save your life, all of it. I know you don’t understand. I know you don’t think anyone’s ever loved you. But I do. And I won’t let you think it’s anything else.” 

“Oh.” Lindsay nodded slowly, a hint of something like hope and pleasure creeping into his expression. He tilted his face up, asking for a kiss. 

Dane gave him that kiss and another for good measure. “I loved you this morning and yesterday and the day before that, and for a long time now. Don’t think anything has to change. It is what it always is.” 

He ran his thumb over Lindsay’s lower lip. “Okay?” 

“Okay.” Lindsay seemed to accept that. He smiled and leaned up to steal another kiss. “I like what it always is. So.” 

“Good to hear. Me too.” Dane knew it would take time—maybe years—for Lindsay to make sense of being loved. But not telling him now would only make it harder to explain later. He kissed Lindsay’s hair and snuggled down with him, pulling Lindsay back against his chest. “Stay with me a while?” He had to check on Cyrus soon, maybe Lindsay needed to check on Noah, but Dane wanted just a little longer. 

Lindsay snuggled up to him with a contented sigh. “Yes, please.” 

Perfect. Dane tucked his face down into the curve of Lindsay’s shoulder and closed his eyes. He wouldn’t sleep, but he would rest, and that was what he needed. 



Chapter Six

Noah came back to an empty room. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but when he realized that the most likely scenario was Dane emerging from hiding and coming to find Lindsay, he had his answer. 

He was glad Lindsay hadn’t had to wait long. 

The longer he was in Cyrus’s house, the more he learned to like both of them. They were as different as two people could get and obviously smitten with each other. Since Dane had accepted him, he’d been able to relax. It was good, and he was willing to do anything to keep it that way. 

As for the unexpected outcome of napping with Lindsay, Noah was putting it down to being overcharged with his magic and too tired at the same time. They’d each forgotten who was next to them, and he couldn’t blame either of them for seeking comfort. Lindsay could be trusted with anything, even Noah’s mistakes, and Lindsay deserved whatever support Noah could give him. He belonged to Lindsay, scars and all. 

Scotch and cigarettes in hand, Noah headed out back. There was enough light for him to get some work in before night fell, and he needed to be busy. 

By the time the yard was filled with black shadows and gray evening, he had the stairs and rails on the porch. There wasn’t much in the way of a floor yet, but that would go in fast. He’d gone through the scotch and half a dozen beers and most of a pack of cigarettes, and he was tired. He wanted to be tired. He dragged himself into the house, taped a warning sign to the inside of the back door, and went to bed. There was no sense troubling Lindsay when he was too tired to have nightmares. He made it out of his sneakers and shirt before he crawled into bed and slept. 

“Noah?” A soft voice drew him out of sleep. “You didn’t tell me you were going to bed this early.” 

“Long day.” It must have been, if he’d forgotten to tell her he was going to bed. The bed shifted and he moved over to make room for her. 

“Are you smoking again?” She sneezed. “Never mind. You’re lucky I love you.” 

“I know.” Noah knew he was dreaming, but he pushed the knowledge away. Elle snuggled into his arms and put her head on his shoulder so he could press his cheek against her soft, golden hair. He never got to have good dreams about her. It wasn’t fair. “I love you too.” 

One dream would be enough. A good one. In his mind, Noah closed his eyes and held on to her. If he could have one good dream, he wouldn’t want to wake up from it. 

“Noah.” Someone was shaking him. “Noah, wake up.” Elle sounded frightened. “I smell smoke.” 



“Where?” He was always careful about grinding out his cigarettes, even splashing water into the ashtray before dumping it. “Are you sure?” When he opened his eyes, the room was full of fire and she was crying and tearing at his arms with her long nails. 

“Get us out. Noah. Make it stop!” She choked on the smoke, and still, she was sobbing. 

The flames were gnawing at the bed, the blankets were on fire. Noah found the window jammed when he went to open it. He turned to grab Elle, to pull her away from the fire, as her hair flared into flames. In the back of his head, some analytical voice asked him why he didn’t use his magic as he batted at the fire with his bare hands. 

 What magic?  He tried to break the window but his burned hands only split and bled. Elle’s weight fell against him and she was silent now. The only sound he heard was his own voice, howling. 

“Noah. Noah, wake up.” 

Just like that, the fire was gone, and he was staring into the dark, sucking cool air into his unburned lungs. 

Lindsay’s hand was icy on his forehead. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you to sleep alone. Are you all right? We don’t have much time.” 

All Noah could do was breathe and fight down the urge to be sick until his voice came back, at least enough of it for him to talk. 

“What’s wrong?” He didn’t sound like himself. He was drenched in sweat, and his hands were shaking as he struggled to free himself from the covers. 

“We know where Moore is. Vivian sent word.” Lindsay untangled him from the sheets with all the precision of someone folding an origami crane. “We’re going after that girl. Zoey.” 

“Okay, good.” Noah tripped over his own shoes, barely righting himself before running into the dresser. All of him was shaking, his jaw clattered like a set of castanets. He managed to find his boots by the dresser and pulled them on. He didn’t have a shirt, but it would only be a hazard. So would his denim jacket. “I’ll be... I need to get my other coat.” 

There was a long leather coat hanging in the closet, one he used to wear when they went... Noah pushed the memory of his wife out of his head and forced the jammed folding door of the closet to give up its resistance. When he turned around after pulling the coat on, Lindsay was right there behind him. 

“Come here?” Lindsay said, holding one hand out. Noah shook his head. He couldn’t let Lindsay comfort him now. Still, he reached out and squeezed Lindsay’s hand, then let go so he wouldn’t cling. 

“I can’t.” His voice was still raw, as though he’d been back in the fire for real. “I’m sorry...I would, but...I can’t.” He shook his head. “Do anything else.” 

Lindsay nodded and touched Noah’s arm. “All right. Breathe. You’re going to be all right. I’m here if you need anything. Tell me when you’re ready.” 



He couldn’t hide how wrecked he was from Lindsay. He wouldn’t have tried. It would only endanger everyone else. In the same vein, he had no right reaching for a drink. 

“You’d think I could have one good dream about her.” He rifled through the top shelf of the closet to find his next carton of cigarettes. “One.” He tore at the packaging until it gave way and he could pull out a pack. “But no.” 

He shoved the cigarettes in an inner pocket of his coat, but discovered he didn’t have a lighter. Not in the coat, not on the dresser, not in the top drawer, not in his jeans. He spewed curses in an unthinking stream of English, French, and languages that fell somewhere in between. 

“Noah. Noah, you don’t need it.” Lindsay stopped him with a hand on his chest. “I need you here with me, Noah. Look at me.” 

“I don’t...” It sank in all at once that he had his magic and that he was  awake  and acting like he was out of his mind. “Right. Oh damn. I’m sorry.” Noah made himself breathe. That was the worst part of the dreams. That he had it. That he didn’t have it. That his own body, his own history could fuck him over like that.  Why did it wait so long to come? 

“It’s all right.” Lindsay held his gaze for another moment, then stepped back. He pulled a lighter out of his pocket and passed it over. “Just in case.” 

“I’m an idiot.” A wave of shame washed away some of Noah’s pain, drowning it in his awareness of how much he was needed and how badly he was behaving. “I promise, I’ll have it together before we’re there.” 

“I know.” Lindsay held out his hand and, when Noah took it, he led Noah out of the room and down the hall to Cyrus’s front room. 

Noah tried to pay attention when Cyrus was telling them what they had to do, but the memory of his cheek pressed against Elle’s hair wouldn’t fade. The girl, Zoey, was at some government installation. 

Vivian had sent the information. The present was relentless, battering Noah until he let go of the last scraps of the dream. They had to recover Zoey. Cyrus’s tone made it sound like they were going to the store.  Drop in and pick me up a mage. 

Once they were in the van, Noah desperately regretted the choice not to drink. He had coffee, thanks to Ylli, but it wasn’t the same. Regardless, he needed to wake up, and he drank it as quickly as he could, trying to wash the memory of burning out of his throat. Slowly, he unwound. Lindsay’s hand in his helped more than Noah wanted it to. 

Dane took up most of the bench seat in the back of the van, long legs stretched into the gap left by the middle row being gone to accommodate Ylli’s wings reaching back from the front seats. That left Lindsay and Noah in the space that remained, Lindsay’s hand still tight around his. Noah breathed and tried to relax, letting his head fall back and stretching his legs out into what little room was left. He knew the mental



exercises that would help him grasp his magic. He’d practiced since he was a child, before he realized none was coming to him. 

He drew shapes in his head, changed their colors, made them three-dimensional, turned them over and over. He called up the memory of how he’d left his dresser and the floor of his room, filling everything in as perfectly as he could. It worked to calm his nerves, and he needed all the help he could get. 

Kristan drove like a maniac—or it felt like it from the backseat—but no one else seemed to mind. 

When Lindsay leaned into Dane and Dane wrapped an arm around him, that helped too. As long as they stayed together, they’d survive. 

After more than an hour, Kristan pulled up near the arching entrance to what Noah realized must be their destination. She cut the lights and the engine, and turned in her seat. “Everybody out.” 

Ylli was already maneuvering his wings past the seats and the door, and beside Noah, Dane and Lindsay were shaking off the stiffness of being still so long. 

“I’ll put up an illusion that will keep us from being seen while we’re inside,” Lindsay said quietly. 

Noah slipped out of the van first and waited for Dane and Lindsay. “I can stay with you.” He offered Lindsay his hand and helped him down. He couldn’t imagine that Dane would be better used watching over Lindsay rather than hunting down the girl they were here to get. Hopefully, Dane wasn’t angry about this afternoon. This afternoon felt like ten years ago. “I won’t let anything hurt him,” he told Dane. 

“I know,” Dane said, but it sounded more like an order than an acknowledgement. 

When Dane slammed the van door behind them and put his arm around Lindsay, Noah stepped away to give them some space, following Ylli, who was looking around. Noah checked over his shoulder to see that Dane had pulled Lindsay close and spoke to him, too softly to be heard. 

“Do you know what the hell you’re doing?” he muttered to Ylli. 

“Enough to know I don’t really want to do it. But...” Ylli shrugged and his wings whispered like wind-blown leaves. It had to be done. 

“Yeah, that.” Noah wanted a cigarette, and it was worse for knowing he couldn’t have one. 

Dane and Lindsay caught up a moment later, and Lindsay slipped his hand into Noah’s. “The illusion is set,” he said, voice tight. “Time to go.” 

They walked through the front gates and none of the guards so much as blinked at the intrusion. 

Noah’s heart was in his throat for the interminably long walk to what the sign outside the building said was the  Personnel Directorate. 

“I need to find a computer.” Ylli’s wings twitched with distress as the heavy double doors closed behind them. “And I have to say, I wish Cyrus would hire—or whatever it is he does—someone who can actually hack things. All I know how to do is take advantage of security gaps the real hackers post about online.” 



“This is just finding Moore’s offices,” Lindsay said, though the look he gave Noah was uncertain. 

“You’ve done well enough in the past.” 

“You search your way, I’ll search mine,” Dane rumbled. He was already casting about, head raised, to catch the scent. There was a subtle shift in his shape, so small it seemed like a trick of the light until he glanced over his shoulder at them and Noah could see the feral features that had overtaken his face. “I’ll find you when I’m done. If you have her first, let me know. We leave together.” 

“I’ll tell you if we find anything.” Lindsay’s grip on Noah’s hand tightened as Dane loped away down a side hall. 

“We can get access here.” Ylli had drifted ahead of them and was peering through a glass wall. 

“People are still working.” 

The large room beyond the wall looked like a standard cubicle farm, with a few young men and women in uniform still at work. Lindsay gestured for them to step in, and Noah watched from a vantage point by the door as Lindsay and Ylli wove between the oblivious staff and peered over one shoulder after another. 

“Here. I can get somewhere with this clearance.” Ylli beckoned Lindsay closer. “Can you...” He waved his hands vaguely. 

“Yes. Step back?” Lindsay gestured for Ylli to clear out of the way. As Ylli moved, the man rose, then walked to the back of the room where he settled down at another computer and began to go through the same motions. This time, Noah could see that his screen was dark. 

“Thank you.” Ylli wriggled into the seat, wings arched awkwardly. “Keep your phone out.” 

“I will.” Lindsay pulled it out of his pocket. “I’ll let you know if we find anything.” 

“Nice job.” Noah grinned at him. 

It wasn’t ever going to get old, watching people walk past them like they weren’t there. As a child, Noah had dreamed of being invisible and travelling the world unseen. Minds were strange things; he wondered how much of the illusion was magic and how much of it was the mind lying to itself. 

No matter what the process was, Lindsay’s magic was impressive. Noah followed Lindsay out into the hall, where they wandered along like a pair of fresh ghosts looking for a haunt until they found an elevator. 

A sign farther down the hall indicated a set of stairs, but Ylli’s first message on Lindsay’s phone said they should go up two floors by the nearest elevator to get into the correct section. 

“I hate places like this.” Lindsay slouched against the side of the elevator, crossing his arms over his chest like he was hugging himself. 

“I think anyone who doesn’t work in one does,” Noah said, jabbing at the buttons to get them moving. 

Elevators made him twitchy—he hadn’t seen one until he left home for the first time—so he kept talking to fill the dead air. “A friend of mine works for the government up north. It’s a mage unit. And it’s still creepy walking in there. It’ll be good to get her away from here.” 



“Yes.” The word was barely out of Lindsay’s mouth when the elevator stopped with a sickening jerk and thud. Noah pounded on the buttons, trying to get the door to open—the lights dimmed, there was nothing but a rattle from the emergency hatch overhead. 

Something heavy fell into the car with them, making the whole of it lurch while the cables squealed. 

Noah shoved Lindsay behind him, spreading his arms to stop the danger from getting past. 

It was a man. A brutish, ugly man, but just a man until he smiled, baring jagged teeth. The smile didn’t last. Lindsay swore and then the man was snarling, clawing at his own throat, caught in whatever illusion Lindsay had cast on him. 

Noah was still frozen when the man shook off the illusion and hissed, “Not this time, pretty boy.” 

The first swipe at Noah, long black claws coming for his chest, never reached him. A white ball of fire burst from his raised hands and blew the man’s head off. The fire kept going, cutting through the elevator and the shaft beyond like they were made of paper. The body collapsed, flailing and making strange noises through what remained of its throat. 

The elevator doors creaked open. 

“Thank you, Ylli,” Lindsay muttered. 

He shoved at Noah’s back, sending him stumbling toward the bare concrete block wall revealed by the open doors. There was a gap big enough for them to crawl out through. The noises wouldn’t stop and Noah turned to see the headless body flailing. Not a corpse yet. 

“Come on, come on.” Lindsay grabbed him by the back of the jacket. “God-damned Jonas. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Come  on.” 

Noah stopped staring and turned to help Lindsay, realizing at the last second that throwing Lindsay out into an unknown hall was a bad idea. 

“Make sure you’re hidden,” he said as he got his hands under one of Lindsay’s feet. He had no idea what had gone wrong but they sure as hell hadn’t been hidden seconds ago. “Use me as a ladder, Lin.” 

It didn’t take much to heave Lindsay through the opening. He was so light. 

“Hurry.” Lindsay poked his head back through once he was up and out. “We don’t have much time. 

We have to get out of here.” He looked both ways down the hall and scrambled over to one side. 

“What happ...” Noah gave up and fought his way through the opening, bruising his knees and elbows. 

The mage he’d decapitated was slamming around in the elevator car. “It’s not dead.” 

He turned and tried to punch all his horror and rage into the small space. Red and orange exploded inside the car, metal screamed and the force washed back, knocking Noah onto his ass. “Okay, now. Go.” 

He flailed, trying to get up. 

Lindsay grabbed his hand and dragged him to his feet. “We have to get out of here before Jonas heals. 

Let’s go.” 



“Which way?” The hall they were in was featureless, the numbers on the doors had no meaning. Noah had no way to get his bearings, he could only follow Lindsay. His head was a mass of questions.  What the hell—heal? From that? “Do they know we’re here?” 

“Jonas knows.” Lindsay seemed to think that was reason enough to flee. Jonas—Noah could only assume that was who had attacked them in the elevator—was on fire at the bottom of the elevator shaft, but Noah wasn’t going to argue with Lindsay. “I have to tell Dane.” 

Noah grabbed the nearest doorknob and sent a spike of flame through the lock. The mechanism gave way and the door swung open enough for him to nudge Lindsay through. The office inside held a hollow stillness. 

“There’s no alarms.” Noah’s brain finally prodded him with the absence he was feeling. 

“Jonas hasn’t told anyone.” Lindsay’s face was lit by the glow of his phone, but his eyes were locked on something in the distance. “He wouldn’t, not if he thought he had a chance at getting me and Dane to himself.” He shook his head and focused on Noah. “Dane has Zoey and he’s going for Ylli now. We need to head back.” 

“We can’t take the elevator,” Noah muttered. He opened the door enough to peek out. After a moment, he thought he knew which way to go. “If we keep down this hall and take a left, we should be near where I saw the stairs.” 

“Okay. The illusion feels like it’s holding, in spite of Jonas. Let’s go.” Lindsay was still reading whatever Ylli was sending him, wave after wave of tiny blue text, so Noah took him by the hand and led him out. 

“Where did Dane find Zoey?” Noah took the time to read the names on the doors as they pattered down the hall. 

“Interrogation rooms,” Lindsay said, lagging behind like a reluctant child. His brow was creased when he finally looked up at Noah. “I suppose Moore knew we wouldn’t just give up, so she had to put Zoey somewhere. She was probably counting on Jonas to hold Dane off if we showed up.” 

“That didn’t work out too well for her, did it?” 

“No.” Lindsay stopped dead, bringing Noah to a halt as well. 

“What?” Noah looked around for some danger but there was nothing there that he could see. 

“If Jonas is here...” Lindsay trailed off, his cold hand clenching Noah’s. “I haven’t felt Lourdes.” 

“Who?” Noah wished he’d been given some kind of primer when he’d arrived. His senses were still jangling with the memory of Jonas flailing in the elevator and he couldn’t think straight. 

“She’s... I don’t know who she is. Dane calls her ‘the girl’ sometimes. Like he calls Jonas ‘the dog’.” 

Lindsay shuddered, then shoved his phone in his pocket. “Nevermind. Let’s just get out of here.” He let go of Noah’s hand and started walking again, then broke into a jog, leaving Noah to catch up. 



Noah kept trying not to think of what Jonas would look like if he got out of the elevator shaft. He could have done a hundred other things to stop someone, but apparently blowing heads off and incinerating people was where his brain went first. It wasn’t a good precedent. It wasn’t like him. Or maybe it was. 

They came around a corner and were faced with a long hall that led to what looked like an exit. 

“Let me go first.” Noah wasn’t about to send Lindsay out the door when he didn’t know what was on the other side. 

They stepped onto a walkway above an open room filled with computer terminals. There were stairs, at least, two sets that led down into an open media lab that was surprisingly busy for this time of night. 

Wide LED screens flashed multiple scenes of violence, uniformed staff and soldiers crossed the floor, running about their business like ants. Noah pushed back on the door, but it was locked. 

 EXIT ONLY. Why didn’t it say that on the other side? He wasn’t going to panic, not until a set of double doors down below slammed open and soldiers came tromping through, scattering the workers. 

“That’s the ground floor down there,” Lindsay whispered, drawing Noah farther along the walkway. 

“We never made it to the second level. I’ll see if I can—” 

A door opened opposite them, cutting Lindsay off, and a second squad of soldiers stepped out onto the walkway, accompanied by a young woman. She was as pale and as luminous as Lindsay, except her fair hair held a hint of firelight instead of snow. 

“Lourdes.” The tone of Lindsay’s voice made her sound even worse than Jonas had been. 

As soon as Noah met her eyes, he knew her. Not who she was, but what she was. He felt her mind on his, trying to find a way to separate him from his will. He shoved Lindsay away as hard as he could—he wasn’t going to be made into the thing that trapped him—and turned on Lourdes. As her will crept over his, he grasped his magic. 

The first fireball splashed into the soldiers she had with her, spattering her but not killing her. Noah didn’t have time to think, she was keeping him from aiming, and so he threw everything he had at her in a single battering ram of fire and outrage. 

He knew exactly when he lost his grip. He could feel his magic slip from his control like water sliding through his fingers. She had it. She had him. 

Instead of dying on the air, his fire came back at him. He held up his hands as though that would stop it, but it was free. It hit him like a truck, slamming him back against the wall, and began to feed. 

Lindsay watched it all happen in slow motion. Lourdes’s narrowed eyes, Noah’s outstretched hands—

Lindsay knew what was coming, but he couldn’t stop it. He’d beaten Lourdes once before, but only because of Moore’s runes and artifacts. Without them, his illusions wouldn’t fool her; she was too strong. 

And Lindsay had nothing else with which to fight. 



As Noah’s fire turned, Lindsay sent his magic out in a wave that took in every one of Lourdes’s soldiers. 

“Stop her,” he whispered into their minds. Lourdes may have been strong enough to resist his magic, but her soldiers had no such protection. When they turned on Lourdes, what they saw was the enemy. 

Lindsay saw something else entirely. Lourdes looked shocked and sad, almost apologetic. Lindsay wasn’t moved. 

He turned away from the firefight as the first shots rang out. The sight of Noah erased the rest of the scene. The flames were dying, but Noah was dying too. His breathing was harsh and ragged past his cracked lips, and most of his hands were simply...gone. 

Kneeling, Lindsay used his own jacket to tamp out the last of the flames. He had to stop it. He had to help. Somehow. He couldn’t let Noah die like this. 

“Lindsay! Get up!” Awareness returned with a rattle of gunfire from soldiers below. Dane was calling up to him from one level down and the soldiers there were shooting at him. 

Lindsay sent out a second illusion to hide them all from the soldiers, dropping the veil of their absence over everything. Later, he could try to set up a false trail. With Lourdes and Jonas out of the way, they were safe, for now. Except Noah. 

“Noah’s hurt,” he called down to Dane. “I need help getting him out of here.” 

Dane was at the top of the stairs almost before Lindsay was done talking. 

“Shit.” He came loping over and, very carefully, guided Lindsay away from Noah. “Go downstairs. 

Ylli and Zoey are waiting. We don’t have time to waste.” His expression was as pained as if he’d been hurt himself. 

“Be careful with him?” Lindsay knew his mind was simply glossing over the awareness of how badly Noah was hurt, but he didn’t try to push past it. They had to get out of here, get Noah to a healer, and then he could start dealing with the blackened flesh and worse. 

“Lindsay.” Dane bent down and carefully slid one arm under Noah’s shoulders. “I’m not leaving his body here, but I won’t let him suffer, either. Go downstairs.” 

Lindsay started toward the stairs, but as his foot hit the first step, Dane’s words sank in—  his body, I won’t let him suffer— and he knew what Dane meant to do. 

“No.” He couldn’t let Dane kill Noah, not even if it was the right thing, not without  trying  to save him. 

“I can...I can fix this.” Lindsay turned back, ready to stop Dane. “I can keep it from hurting. I can keep him alive. Let me try.” 

“He’s dying, Lindsay,” Dane said gently. “If you’re wrong, he’s going to die in a lot of pain. Either way, he’s going to die, and soon. He’s yours, though. Your call.” 

Lindsay met Dane’s eyes and saw the sorrow there. “I understand.” 



He turned his attention to Noah, slipping an illusion over him like a blanket. No burns, no wounds, no pain. Noah was healthy, but he had to keep still, very still. 

Even when he pulled back to reality, sealing the illusion over Noah, Lindsay could feel the heat radiating from Noah’s body, a searing heat that Lindsay knew was still burning him alive. But, Noah began breathing more evenly. 

“I think it’s safe to move him.” 

“Is something...? Oh shit.” Ylli was at the top of the stairs. “Oh God. We have to go, can we go?” 

There was a girl with him and he shielded her from the sight of Noah with his wings. 

“We’re going.” Dane gathered Noah up carefully. “You know the way. Lindsay, go on.” 

“Thank you.” Lindsay didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and ran down the stairs, past the soldiers—who couldn’t see him anyway—and heading toward the doors. The corridor beyond was the same one they’d started in. They’d been so close to making it out before Lourdes found them. But now the double doors at the end of the corridor seemed miles away. 

Lindsay led the way, glancing back now and then to see Noah in Dane’s arms, and Ylli and Zoey following behind them. 

Dane kept checking over his shoulder. The closer they got to the doors, the more perturbed he looked. 

“Ylli.” Dane’s voice was flat. Dead. “Take Noah.” 

“I, um...” Ylli waffled and Lindsay could hear him gulp. “Okay.” Ylli nudged Zoey toward Lindsay. 

“Stay with Lindsay,” he said. “Try not to look. And keep going.” He turned and held out his arms, going gray in the face as Dane gave Noah over to him. 

“The Hounds are coming,” Dane said, as he tucked Lindsay’s jacket around Noah. “You three go to the van. Lindsay, let them see me. I’ll lead them away and come home when I lose them.” 

With Noah in Ylli’s arms, Dane herded them toward the doors. Zoey looked terrified, but stuck close to Lindsay as Ylli had said. 

Once they were through the doors, Lindsay released the part of the illusion that had been shielding Dane from the Hounds. He hated the idea of leaving Dane behind, but Dane could take care of himself. 

Lindsay had learned to run when he had to. 

Lindsay turned to Dane, hesitating as long as he dared, with the soldiers coming after them. “Be safe.” 

There was no time for more. He heard the howling of the Hounds behind them, but all he could do was keep running. The driveway felt twice as long now. Kristan would be at the gate waiting for them. 

They would be away soon. A little farther. That was all that mattered. 

Lindsay saw the gate now, and the van parked inside the circle of lights beyond it. He reached back and grabbed Zoey’s wrist to make sure she stayed close. Somehow, Ylli kept up, wings half-spread for balance, driven by his feral strength. It was easy to forget he was one of Dane’s kind. 



Then the distance was gone and the van was looming in front of them, side door gaping. Lindsay slid into the back first. He didn’t think he’d ever been so happy to see Kristan. 

“The healer,” he said as Ylli leaned inside to ease Noah into his arms. “Noah’s hurt. We have to go see the healer.” 

Kristan turned and caught a glimpse of Noah. “Holy Mother of God. Yes. C’mon, girl, get in.” Zoey scrambled around Ylli and Kristan hauled her over the console and into the front seat. “Buckle up.” 

“We’re not waiting for Dane.” Ylli slammed the sliding door closed. “Just drive.” Pulling his wings forward, he crouched down with his back to Kristan’s seat and braced himself as she put the van in drive. 

Lindsay turned his attention to Noah, who was still breathing slowly and evenly in his arms. The pain Noah should have been in ate at the back of Lindsay’s mind, but he had to ignore it and keep Noah safe. 

He’d promised to keep Noah safe. 

When Kristan took a curve too tightly and the tires squealed, Noah’s eyes fluttered open, panic pushing him into consciousness. “I was dreaming again,” he managed to say. 

 Oh God. “Yes. But you’re going to be all right.” Lindsay didn’t know what else to say. He pressed his cold hands to Noah’s hot face and willed the pain further away from Noah’s consciousness. 

“I can’t wake up.” Lindsay could barely make out the words. “I need to wake up now.” 

“It’s all right,” Lindsay soothed. “I’ve got you.” 

“I’m sorry,” Noah murmured. He tried to keep his eyes open, but he couldn’t manage to stay awake. 

“Should we do anything?” Ylli had shifted to his knees and now he shuffled closer. He was whispering as though Noah were asleep. “I mean, water or anything? Kristan called Negasi, but...” He couldn’t bring himself to look at Noah directly, but he kept glancing over. 

 Water. Maybe.  Lindsay didn’t know if that would make things better or worse. “I don’t know. Noah, do you want a drink of water?” 

“It’s hot. I’m thirsty.” Noah slipped in and out of sleep as fast as Lindsay usually did. “What happened?” He focused on Lindsay’s face, briefly. “What’s wrong, Lin?” 

“It’s all right, Noah.” Lindsay trusted that Ylli would deal with finding a bottle of water in the dark van, while he focused on Noah. “You got a little hurt, that’s all. You’re going to be fine.” 

“Here.” Ylli held out a bottle. “Lid’s off.” 

“Thanks.” Lindsay ignored the way Ylli’s hand shook. He helped Noah raise his head a little and took the bottle, holding it to Noah’s lips. “Slowly, Noah. Little sips.” 

“Water?” Noah was almost inaudible, but he sounded offended. He managed not to choke on the water, but he turned his head away after the first sip and closed his eyes. 

Lindsay held the bottle out to Ylli. “Put the lid on it,” he said quietly. “And tell Kristan to hurry the fuck up already.” 



“Is he...?” Ylli didn’t finish the sentence. He shuffled away to do what he was told, and Lindsay could hear his low, tense exchange with Kristan. 

Negasi’s place was too far away, but there was no one else. It would take even longer to get home and there wasn’t anything Cyrus could do to help. 

As Noah’s body struggled to cope with the burns, Lindsay had to do more and more not only to keep him from suffering, but also just to keep him alive. Lindsay lost track of time, focusing on Noah to the exclusion of all else. Noah’s lungs began to swell, and Lindsay had to fight that back with another layer of illusion. 

They needed a healer. Now. 

“We’re here.” 

Suddenly, it was very dark, and Lindsay realized that Kristan had just taken a corner. They were probably in a back alley somewhere. 

“I bet Negasi’s going to be thrilled to see us again,” she said dryly. “You, stay here.” She had to be talking to Zoey. “I’ll go get him. Ylli, help Lindsay.” With that, she was out of the van. The side door slid open a moment later, but she didn’t stay. 

“Let me take him,” Ylli offered. Lindsay could tell by the waver in his voice that he was trying to tough it out. “I’m way stronger than you are.” 

“Be careful with him.” 

Lindsay helped Ylli get Noah into his arms and followed him out of the van. There wasn’t much room between the van and the back of a large building, and enough light that Lindsay could make out that they were in an alley behind—if the faded paint on the brick was to be believed— Val’s Barber Shop: best shave in town. The door Kristan must have gone through was closed, and there was no one to be seen. Aside from the distant noise of the city at night, all Lindsay could hear was the struggle of Noah’s breath and muffled sniffles from the girl in the front seat. 

“They’re coming,” Ylli said moments before the door popped open. 

“I didn’t see it happen,” Kristan was saying. “I have to get out of here fast, so let’s get on with it. 

Ylli!” 

“Bring him in.” The healer in the doorway was the same one Lindsay had seen when Noah and Kristan had gotten into it back at the house, the same one who had only yesterday taken care of Cyrus. 

Negasi, they’d called him. Had it been only yesterday? The chaos at Wildwood seemed so long ago already. 

“Quickly. And you’re not going yet.” Negasi snagged Kristan as she slipped past. “I may need you to get more help.” 

He held the door for Ylli to carry Noah inside. Lindsay waited long enough to gesture for Zoey to join them, then followed him in. The back room of the barbershop looked like Lindsay’s pediatrician’s office—



the last normal doctor he’d been to—except for the runes etched into the base of the exam table, the painted drum hanging on the wall, and the faint smell of tobacco in the air. 

“On the table.” Negasi turned the light on over the table and gestured at Kristan. “Go to the shelf in the corner and light the three pillar candles.” 

Kristan looked dubious—the candles were clustered around the feet of a brass idol—but she did what she was told. 

Zoey huddled near the door, arms wrapped around herself, staring at the floor. Lindsay hoped she wouldn’t bolt in the confusion. Ylli laid Noah down, keeping his face turned away. As soon as he was free, he scurried back to Zoey’s side. Whatever he was saying to her sounded consoling. 

“Let me take a look,” Negasi said cheerfully. The next moment, as he actually did look, the air went out of him sharply. 

“I know,” Lindsay said quickly. “I know it’s bad. But he’s alive. He’s not hurting. I made sure of that.” They just had to help him heal. That was all. 

Negasi nodded slowly, then shook himself. “I will do what I can. It won’t be enough. I will need another for help, if I can stabilize him. His life is sliding away.” He steeled himself and started to peel Lindsay’s jacket off of Noah’s flesh. “There are linens in the hall, in a closet.” 

“I’ll get them,” Ylli said quickly, heading for the door. 

“You’ll go to the van,” Kristan snapped. “Cyrus will fucking kill us if we lose that girl. Take her home. Talk about your war game or something. Compare motherboards.” She shoved him toward Zoey, who had started to sniffle quietly again. “Move. Get her home. I’ll get whatever the doctor needs.” 

Ylli left, tucking Zoey under one wing. Once they were gone, the absence of Ylli’s revulsion and Zoey’s sniffling brought Lindsay a relief so sharp it was physical. Now, he could focus on what mattered—

Noah. 

“Can I do anything to help? I’m keeping him from feeling the pain, trying to keep his brain convinced there are no burns so his lungs won’t swell up too much for him to breathe, but I don’t...” Lindsay didn’t know what else to do. Noah’s body was failing—he could feel a dark chill creeping over the back of his mind—and he didn’t know how to fix any of it. 

“You will need to stop. That is what you can do,” Negasi said. His dark face had gone ashen. “I do not want there to be any accidents. His body must know it is wounded before it can heal.” 

“Here.” Kristan came back in with a stack of paper-wrapped linens. “What needs doing?” 

“Cover him. He cannot keep himself warm and he needs all his energy. We are too late to worry about keeping him clean.” Negasi glanced at Lindsay. “I will tell you when to stop.” He placed one hand on Noah’s forehead and the other at the nape of Noah’s neck and closed his eyes. 



“You take that side, I’ll take this one.” Kristan had one of the heavy sheets unwrapped and started to spread it over Noah’s body. Lindsay helped, straightening it where it caught and bunched on Noah’s seeping wounds. 

Kristan looked grim but didn’t flinch. After Ylli’s reaction, Lindsay understood what a blessing her willingness to help really was. “Thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it,” she muttered. “I hope he’ll be okay. Cyrus really gets us in the shit.” She unwrapped another heavy cotton sheet and laid it out. “Starting to question all this. Later, I guess.” 

Lindsay fought down a fresh wave of guilt and focused on keeping Noah’s body caught in his illusion while he and Kristan wrapped Noah in layer after layer of cotton. Negasi wasn’t even healing Noah yet and the man looked like he was going to pass out. 

All of this was his fault. It had started with him, with his father’s desperation to have him “cured”. He had to wonder if Moore would have gotten even half the power and funding she had if he hadn’t manifested by setting his father on fire—with an illusion, yes, but the awfulness of the parallel hadn’t escaped him. 

“We need Beppe,” Negasi said, opening his eyes and focusing on Kristan. “My wife has our car tonight, but Beppe is only three blocks west. A green door next to a music shop.” Three blocks. In this part of town, that was a long way. 

“You are leaning fucking hard on my good nature,” Kristan muttered to Lindsay. 

Lindsay met her eyes. “I’ll owe you.” 

“You both can, when he’s better.” Kristan searched her pockets, coming up with what looked like a keychain can of pepper spray. “I’ll call if anything holds us up.” She left and the back door slammed behind her a moment later. 

“It is time for you to leave as well.” Negasi sounded like he was under some great strain. “Step outside and, once you are there, take back your magic.” 

Lindsay looked down at Noah for a long moment, looking past the burns to see the man who was his. 

The man who trusted him. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, and then he turned and walked away. 

Outside, he closed his eyes and slowly withdrew the magic that was keeping Noah safe. 

There was dead silence and the total absence of  Noah. Lindsay had become accustomed to him all the days that he’d held Noah’s magic in trust for him. On the drive here, at least he had known Noah was alive. 

Now, there was nothing. 

The air was split open by a sound Lindsay couldn’t even name until he realized it could only be Noah, screaming. 

He spun and had his hand on the door handle, ready to rush back inside to help, when he realized this was why Negasi had sent him out. If he’d been in the room, he wouldn’t have stopped to think before he took away Noah’s pain. With the door between them, he was able to gain perspective—if his magic were to



interfere with Negasi’s healing, it would mean further disaster. He let his head fall forward against the door and took a slow, deep breath. If he wanted to be there for Noah, he would have to accept Noah’s pain. 

Slowly, he pulled the door open and stepped inside. “May I come in?” 

There was no answer. Negasi was rigid, his face streaked with sweat, and he struggled to hold Noah down. Noah was fighting him as though he would rather use the last of his energy on getting free instead of living. 

“Noah.” Lindsay rushed across the room to put his hands on Noah’s shoulders. “Noah, I’m here. 

Listen to me. You need to be still, Noah.” 

Something seeped through because Noah fell still. He was shaking violently and, when Negasi moved the placement of his hands, he screamed again before subsiding. Suddenly, his eyes opened and he looked right at Lindsay. 

“I’m here. I won’t leave you.” Lindsay met Noah’s gaze and hoped his presence made some difference to how much pain he knew Noah must be in. “You’re going to be all right.” 

“I did not expect him to have so much strength,” Negasi said tightly. “He might live a few hours if nothing goes wrong. As for the rest, we will have to see.” 

The other voice didn’t draw Noah’s attention, he was fixated on Lindsay. His lips moved, but Lindsay couldn’t tell what he was saying, because his face was so ravaged. Now that he could see Noah clearly, he wondered what had made him certain Noah could be saved. 

“It’s all right, Noah. We’re with the healer. Negasi is trying to help you. I need you to let him help you.” 

Noah seemed to understand, because his breathing changed, like he was trying to get control of it. 

Sometimes, he lost focus as his gaze wandered, but he would calm as soon as he got Lindsay back in his line of sight. Negasi kept working, his hands pinning Noah’s down as he tried to repair some of that damage there. 

Outside, there was the roar of an engine as a car pulled up. It coughed and died and, moments later, the door banged open. 

“Beppe,” Negasi said by way of explanation. “He’s human, but I need his drugs for this, and his equipment.” 

“How bad is really bad?” The man who came in was older, tall and dignified with nearly white hair. “I never can tell.” He carried a large black bag, and he had a bright red duffel with  EMERGENCY  printed down it slung over his shoulder. 

“Should-be-dead-an-hour-ago bad,” Negasi clarified. “I’ve done what I can for now.” He wiped his face on his sleeve. “He needs fluids and drugs.” 

“That would be bad,” Beppe agreed. “I’ll see what I can do. Hello there.” He leaned over Noah and spoke to him. “I’m going to give you something for the pain. Do you have any allergies?” 



Noah tried to shake his head a little. 

“Excellent. Not that it matters much at this point, but it’s good that you can hear me.” Beppe was putting on gloves with a snap-snap. “You’ll need to move back, young man,” he said to Lindsay. 

“I’m going to move to let the doctor help you,” Lindsay told Noah. “But I won’t be far.” He waited to see the understanding in Noah’s eyes before he stepped away. 

“We have a problem,” Kristan hissed, grabbing his arm and pulling him all the way out of the room before he could protest. “Huge.” 

Lindsay stared at her for a moment. A huge problem.  What now?  He took a deep breath. “Tell me.” 

“We have to get out of here. Not back to the house. They know where it is.” Kristan actually looked distraught. “Vivian didn’t say how they found out or where she is. She just said we can’t go back. We have to leave as soon as we can.” 

Glancing at the door, Lindsay nodded slowly. “And the others?” 

“She contacted them too. We can find them again when it’s safe.” She took a breath, and let it out. 

“We’re going to Detroit. That guy in there, Beppe, he’s gonna fix me up with a car. I have cash. We have to go as soon as Noah can be moved.” 

Lindsay didn’t know when that would be. “I’ll ask them to make sure he can travel.” 

“I know how to find another healer. We have to go where one of us knows people and...” Kristan left it at that, shrugging. “I’m going to get some cigarettes and something to drink. I’ll get some food too. Go on back in.” She nudged Lindsay out of the way, toward the healer’s room, on her way to the door. 

Lindsay stopped with his hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath. Noah was going to be all right. Negasi and Beppe were going to help him. He had to be all right. And then they would leave Atlantic City and find another place to stay. Again. 



Chapter Seven

Dane knew where he was before he was conscious. Not precisely where on a map, but he knew by the sound and the smell of it that he was on a cargo plane. He also knew something was worse than wrong. He couldn’t remember being in this kind of pain, a pain that had him biting through his tongue to try to pretend he wasn’t awake. His body felt sticky with blood, and there were streaks of searing heat through his flesh that never faded. His mouth slowly filled with blood from the marks of his own teeth in his tongue, and there was no abating it. 

“Pray hard.” The voice came from a few feet away. He knew it, but he’d never heard it sound that way before.  Jonas. “Maybe you’ll die.” 

They didn’t. Couldn’t. Dane opened his eyes and found his vision cut in half. One eye worked, he had no idea what was wrong with the other. When he winced, dried blood crackled on his face, and he didn’t want to know. He tried to move, and when shifting didn’t spill his guts on the floor, he pushed himself to sitting up. It was like he weighed a hundred pounds more than he had when he’d last been conscious. He had to turn his head to locate Jonas just beyond the bars of two cages—one for each of them. 

Anything that was wrong with him faded into irrelevance when he managed to focus enough to see the condition Jonas was in. The other feral was naked. Most of him was naked. The rest of him was gone. 

Missing. 

“What the fuck happened to you?” 

“Time.” Jonas was missing his arms from the elbows down and half of his head. There was no bleeding, as though he’d been halfway through healing when someone had stopped him. He lay in the corner of his cage like he’d been thrown there, and his legs were bent oddly in front of him. 

 Time. Dane’s good eye adjusted to the low light and he made out the glimmer of something around Jonas’s neck. His fingers told him the same thing was locked on him, made of something cold and too heavy for its size. His stomach twisted and he thought he was going to be sick. 

“What did you do?” Dane couldn’t think of a reason why he and Jonas would end up in the same hellish situation. They were on opposite sides. That was part of the whole scheme of the universe. 

“When you don’t behave,” Jonas said thickly, “Mother takes away your toys.” 

It wasn’t what Jonas had done. Funny, because Jonas was such a fucking asshole, Dane could totally understand why someone would want to amputate his limbs, cave in his head, break his legs, and take away his healing magic. In the end, though, it was Lourdes who had gotten him in the shit. 



Damn it, Dane didn’t want to feel sorry for Jonas, but he did. He was in so much pain, he had no idea why he wasn’t hammering his head on the floor to get unconscious again. But he couldn’t fathom the kind of agony Jonas was in. Sometimes, though, animals went somewhere else before they died. Their bodies became too treacherous to inhabit and their minds left. Even human animals got that little mercy once in a while. Jonas was staring at nothing out of his eyes that were canted funny in his face from his magic being gone before it could finish putting his head back together. 

“Close your eyes,” Dane told him, putting an order behind it. “Try to get some sleep. You’ll need it for when we break out of here.” They would. Someone would fuck up. All they had to do was live that long, and living was what they did. Killing Jonas was Dane’s business, no one else’s. He was damned if he was going to let anyone—especially Moore and her peons—do it for him. 

“Mother likes a good dog,” Jonas mumbled. But his eyes were closed, and Dane hoped leaving him alone would let him slide away into that white room where a creature’s mind went when it was waiting for the body to decide whether or not it was dying. 

Dane wasn’t staying here. He felt the collar and found only weight and a slick, cool surface. He couldn’t find an opening or the runes that would be written on an artifact. Nothing. He squinted at Jonas’s collar and thought he saw something blinking, the tiny cool sparkle of an LED. 

Technology and magic. Jonas was right. Time had happened to them. And here they were—

trammeled, caught in a net of electricity and things too small to see and too fast to understand, stopped in their tracks. 

All this time, he’d thought that the thousand paper cuts of his little catastrophes were the way he was going to fail Cyrus. Ezqel had been right when he’d once accused Dane of having no imagination. There was no way Dane could have put the pieces together and come up with this. 

Something hot was trickling down his cheek and he wiped it away with a twinge of panic that it could have been a tear, but when he raised his hand to see it, his fingers were coated with new, wet red over dried, flaking brown. Blood. He closed his eyes and wracked his limited mind for a solution to this. As long as he was still bleeding—only bleeding—he could believe he was going to get home. 

Kristan got them to Detroit, driving the whole way without complaint. Through one of her contacts, she’d found a house they could stay in, a rundown brick colonial in the museum district of the city. It was abandoned and boarded up, without water or electricity, but the roof was intact—unlike the house next door. 

Lindsay had focused completely on Noah during the long, daytime drive and through the night, tending his wounds according to Negasi’s and Beppe’s instructions—which mostly agreed with each other. 

The drugs helped, kept him dull and silent. Lindsay knew the healer’s magic remained in the bindings on Noah’s wounds, but he wanted to do more. If giving Noah a bit of water now and again, and washing the



dried blood and lymph from his eyes and nose and mouth was all he could do, Lindsay would do it. It was better than the alternative—burying him. 

Lindsay found some comfort in the small tasks, when he let himself. He would have stayed a long time in the tiny sphere of peace that formed when he focused completely on caring for Noah. Anything was better than feeling helpless. 

By the following morning, Noah looked like he might live. He was conscious and lucid, which was a damn sight better than he’d been last night, but his face was still ravaged, and every time he tried to speak, it cracked and bled. Lindsay couldn’t tell what was skin or scab or blister or flesh anymore. It was painful to look at him—and Lindsay couldn’t make himself unwind the bandages and padding that hid Noah’s hands—but that was nothing next to the pain Lindsay could see in Noah’s eyes. 

Lindsay had to find another healer. Every twinge and hiss from Noah made Lindsay’s gut twist; something needed to be done to stop the pain. That gave Lindsay the push he needed to leave Noah alone, when nothing else could have made him go. Kristan would stay behind to care for Noah. The day had finally come when he was glad she was there, and that was a horribly precise measure of how bad things were. 

Kristan gave him directions to Apollo 11, a twenty-four-hour diner at the edge of the museum district, and told him to ask for someone named Patches. It looked like an old-school diner, complete with checkerboard floor, chrome trim, and frilly-aproned waitresses with perky ponytails and even perkier smiles. 

Kristan’s directions led him to the back, past the kitchen and the bathrooms, to a door marked Emergency Exit, Do Not Block . Glancing back at the busy diner, Lindsay pushed the door open, waiting for a fire alarm that never came. 

A staircase had been hacked through the original foundation. The dirty wooden stairs creaked with each step Lindsay took and led down to something that wasn’t quite a coffee shop. 

Over the bar, a well-lit chalkboard menu listed things like prerolled joints and space cakes, as well as lattes and beer. The rest of the space was dim, and at first glance, the few people in the place looked normal. There were a couple homeless people sleeping under the tables, but that wasn’t a surprise. On closer inspection, Lindsay realized most of them—even the sleepers—weren’t human at all. 

The bouncers at the foot of the stairs weren’t quite human either. One of them stopped Lindsay from crossing the room with a  look  and a quick shake of his head. “What do you want?” 

“Patches.” Lindsay glanced around the room again and spotted an albino woman who fit the description Kristan had given him. She was sitting at a table near the rickety stage where they probably had poetry slams and folk music and the occasional rousing speech on equality. “Kristan sent me.” 



Kristan said she’d been a regular in the downstairs room, once upon a time. The bouncer apparently remembered her, because he led Lindsay over to that little table and left him with a gruff, “Courtesy of Kristan.” 

Patches apparently remembered Kristan too. She looked Lindsay over with a raised eyebrow and strange, colorless eyes, and shook her head. “Kristan’s changed. Good to know she’s still making best friends, though.” 

Now that he was closer, Lindsay could see that Patches wasn’t quite albino. She was more lavender than white, and her skin had a harlequin pattern of varying shades of lilac and rose and paper-white that made her look like a doll formed from pieces of other dolls. Her hair was long and straight and faded purple, as though a neglectful child had abandoned her outside to be bleached by the weather. 

“Just  a friend. Coworker, more like,” Lindsay clarified. 

Patches seemed satisfied by the explanation and let the matter go. “What do you have to offer in trade for my assistance?” 

“We’re new to town and I have little of material value with me. But I do have my magic.” Lindsay had never been privy to Cyrus’s dealings; he had no idea if his magic would be enough. Kristan hadn’t said. 

“What is it that you do?” 

“I can offer minor illusions.” He couldn’t guarantee he’d have time or energy for more than that. He didn’t know how long they’d be here or how bad their situation was. 

Patches’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded. “What do you need from me?” 

“My apprentice was hurt in a fire. We don’t know any healers here. Can you help me find someone local?” Lindsay didn’t want to go into the details. The more information he gave, the less safe he felt. 

“You’ll want to see a real doctor,” Patches decided, raising one of her oddly patterned arms to signal a bouncer, who brought her a small stationery box. Writing on what looked like a doctor’s prescription pad, Patches said, “Go see Dr. Ayesha Rajan. She’ll take care of you. Her office is in Greektown, over the Thai place. Give her this.” 

Lindsay took the referral and tucked it into his pocket. “Thank you. How will I repay the debt?” 

“I’ll contact you. I rarely have trouble tracking Kristan down.” 

The bouncer led him back upstairs. One of the waitresses gave him directions to Greektown and Lindsay spared a moment to regret never learning how to drive. It was going to be a long walk. 

Eventually, he came across a bus station on a line that would take him to Greektown and, from there, it wasn’t difficult to find the Thai place Patches had mentioned. In a neighborhood filled with places called Parthenon and Athens, something with Thai in the name stood out. 

The second storey was available through a side door that opened into a stairwell. Dr. Rajan’s office was to the left at the top of the stairs, and Lindsay found himself face to face with a very human receptionist. 



He wasn’t sure when he’d learned to distinguish humans from mages, but this woman was definitely human. There was no hint of magic to her at all. 

Still, he handed over the referral and the woman smiled. “Dr. Rajan is with a patient right now, but she’ll fit you in as soon as she can. Take a seat in the waiting area and I’ll let you know when she’s ready for you.” 

There were other patients waiting, but there were other doctors in the practice too. It wasn’t long before the receptionist was leading him back and getting him settled in one of the exam rooms. 

“Dr. Rajan will be in to see you in soon,” the receptionist assured him, leaving him to stare blankly at the abstract artwork on the pastel green walls. 

A moment later, the door opened again. Dr. Rajan was a small woman with bright eyes and skin the color of antique documents Lindsay had seen in museums. “How can I help you today, Mr...?” She glanced at the clipboard she was carrying and raised her eyebrows at him. He hadn’t given them a name. 

“I’m Lindsay,” he said, offering his hand to shake. Her grip was strong. “Patches said you might be able to help me. I’m looking for a healer—a doctor—for my friend.” 

Dr. Rajan asked a few questions about Noah’s injuries and, eventually, Lindsay gave her Beppe’s name and business card. Once she’d spoken to the other doctor by phone, she agreed to call in a prescription and meet with Lindsay after hours to see Noah in person. 



Chapter Eight

When Lindsay was gone, it was harder to keep the pain at bay. He was lucky to be alive, but the fact that he’d been through all this before was no help at all, and he tried to push it out of his mind. His fire had become its own entity and turned on him. Beyond that, he wasn’t sure what had happened and didn’t know if he wanted it spelled out for him. 

After months of wishing for death, after so much pain that he didn’t know how he was still alive, Noah was pissed off. He lay on a bed in a dingy room, the white of the clean sheets on him and under him making everything else grayer by comparison, with a small window through which he could see an equally dingy sky. 

Detroit. The border was so close. If Noah hadn’t had Lindsay to worry about, he would have told Kristan to dump him on the other side. He wanted the hell out of this mess. But he was in it now. 

This was where his first life should have brought him. The old ways of building clans, the trading of children, the bonds that held them together—that was all meant to keep magic alive in the human race. 

Even if that wasn’t there to hold him in place, Noah couldn’t deny that leaving would be turning his back on a threat so horrible that no one but the most paranoid had suspected it was growing. 

Thinking kept him from scratching at his healing skin with his bandaged hands. The painkillers Lindsay and Kristan put in his IV worked, but left him mottled with hives everywhere his skin was whole. 

The antihistamines that went alongside helped, but not nearly enough. It was torment, and he knew there was worse to come if he responded to this healer as badly as the ones his father had brought him. The list was long and included some of the best healers his father knew: the ancient shaman who had accompanied Abram to take Noah from the hospital, a gypsy midwife from the East Coast, Alice-from-up-river who once healed Abram from a kick to the head from a horse, Noah’s mother who had kept Abram alive long enough for Alice to come that time and who had pushed influenza and blood fevers out of their region. Finally, Nathan had come home from England. Their time together had been brief but Nathan had done better than the rest, if only because Noah wouldn’t let his brother fail in front of their father. 

Maybe it would be different this time. Everything else was different now. He flexed his half-healed fingers inside their bandages and they felt whole. Last thing he remembered, he didn’t have hands anymore. 

Just black spindly claws that threatened to crumble as Lindsay tried to cover them up. The memory brought back a wave of horror and Noah leaned over to vomit into a pan that was waiting on the bed, just in case. It wasn’t the first time. 



“Hey.” That was Kristan, coming in at a run. “Don’t fall over.” Noah wanted to hate her, but she had learned quickly where he could be touched, and she didn’t forget. She got a hand on his shoulder and a hand on the side of his head, supporting him as he retched bile and what looked like charcoal into the white enameled pan. 

“I’m okay,” Noah protested, as she carefully arranged the pillows so he could rest on his side. 

“Thought of the wrong thing, that’s all.” 

“Time for you to turn anyway,” she said, pushing pillows up against his back and hips. Mercifully, the burns there had been minimal. “Done puking?” 

“Think so.” Noah closed his eyes and tried to get his stomach to settle. The more he remembered, the worse he felt. 

“Stop thinking,” Kristan said flatly. Funny, it was the same thing Dane had said. 

Noah lay there and listened to her move around the room. She brought him water to rinse his mouth and to drink, and she washed his face and neck and arms. Ironically, she made an excellent nurse. 

“You’re messing with me.” He felt too relaxed and well-inclined toward her for it to be anything else. 

“A little,” she admitted. “Don’t freak out. You’re way too tense for a guy who was on fire a while ago. You have to stop being pissed off. Don’t tell me you’re not.” 

She was right, and Noah exhaled heavily, surrendering. Now that she wasn’t trying to screw him, she reminded him of Rose, the same bluntness and efficiency and unapologetic manipulations. She left the room and came back moments later. Time for more morphine. Good. It was getting harder by the minute not to break down. 

“Can I talk to you for a second?” 

“Yeah. Make it quick.” Noah opened his eyes to see her pulling on gloves. The plastic tray with the drugs and syringes was all laid out on the bed. He didn’t want to get to where he was begging for it. 

“Vivian told me something...” She swabbed the bottle and the IV port with a sterile wipe. “Lindsay’s going to freak the fuck out, so I didn’t tell him. I don’t want to. He already hates me.” 

“What is it? Stop.” Noah tried to gesture and ended up with a feeble scrape of his bandaged hand on the sheets. 

Kristan took a slow breath and let it out. “Dane never made it back. He’s gone.” She paused while she filled the syringe with the right dose. 

“Gone, as in...? How does she know?” Noah’s instinct was to sit up, but his conscious mind smacked it down and he was forced to lie helpless in the face of the news. 

“I just know that’s what she said when she told me we couldn’t go home. He never came back. They don’t know where he is. He’s gone.” Kristan cast a frightened glance at him as she changed his IV bag. 

“I’m not going to be the one to tell Lindsay.” 



“No.” Noah could see that would to be a bad choice. “I will. After the healer.” He shouldn’t wait, but he needed to be in one piece—or close to it—to deal with the aftermath. “It was my fault anyway, I’m sure.” He could do math. 

“Don’t say that.” Kristan slid the needle through the membrane on the IV port and pushed slowly, dumping morphine into the line. “It wasn’t your fault. Dane’s a big boy.” 

“Easy for you to say.” A golden glow was already seeping into Noah’s veins. 

“Because I’m right. Don’t let them put any bullshit on you, Noah.” Kristan started to clean up. “Dane made his choices. So did Lindsay. You didn’t have a thing to do with it.” 

Noah would have argued, but he didn’t want to waste a moment of feeling this good. “Sure,” he mumbled. “Hope everyone else agrees.” Suddenly, he wasn’t looking forward to the healer the way he had been. There was more of the same hell on the other side of healing. They were going to have to go through. 

Going around wasn’t an option from here. 

The glow only lasted so long, but if Noah breathed shallowly and didn’t move, he could string it out for another hour. He tried not to wonder where Lindsay was, getting tense made it worse. Blessedly, he dozed, aware of sleeping and yet not awake enough to experience all the pain he was in. 

Footsteps cut into his carefully constructed haze. Lindsay’s footsteps. Noah made himself stay still. 

Moving would make him sorry, and he wanted a little more good before he had to tell Lindsay what had happened to Dane. 

“The doctor’s here.” Lindsay came to stand beside the bed. “Noah, this is Dr. Rajan. She’s here to help.” 

Noah waited until Rajan came into his line of sight, narrowing his eyes to focus on her. A mage, then, and a doctor. “Good. It’ll be a day too soon if I never have to see a bedpan again.” He was done being helpless. It felt different than when they’d tried to heal him before, when he’d begged them not to do it, to let him die. 

“Be grateful,” Lindsay said dryly, stepping back to let the doctor see him. “Beppe could’ve insisted on a catheter.” 

“Been there, done that.” Noah wanted to laugh, but it would hurt. “What now?” 

“No bedpans.” Dr. Rajan put her bag down and took out a vial of hand sanitizer. “I’ll see how strong you are, and we’ll go from there.” 

“I’m strong enough.” Noah’s stomach clenched at the idea that she would leave without making all this pain go away. There wasn’t time for him to lie around being hurt. Lindsay was going to need him. 

“I’ll decide that.” She looked over her shoulder at Lindsay. “The pain medication you said you had isn’t here. Can you get that for me? I need to double-check what you’re using. Also towels and cloths and clean water. Please bring up the white box from my trunk, as well.” 

Lindsay nodded. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and Noah knew it was more for him than the doctor. 



“May I?” Dr. Rajan reached out to draw back the covers. 

“Go ahead.” It wasn’t like dozens of people hadn’t seen him in various states of damage and undress already, since he’d first fucked it all up. 

“I don’t think we need to pretend this is your first rodeo,” she said, pulling away the covers. She was gentle, loosening the sheets where they stuck without hurting him too much. 

“No, it’s not.” More shame. That was what he needed. It was his fault that things had been difficult the first time, even though he couldn’t change who and what he was. He still wasn’t over being angry at his father for not listening when Abram took him from the hospital where the mundane physicians had decided there was nothing else they could do to save him. 

Rajan stripped him bare and went over him with a clinical expression that never flinched. Her hands traced lines on his body, following a map only she could see. Noah knew she wasn’t looking at his physical body but at the other one, the one that was so much harder to heal. 

He had been at death’s threshold more than once and tried to step across every time so Elle wouldn’t be alone there, but no one would let him go. Not his magic, not his father, not even Rose. His body couldn’t cross over, his magic held the life in it, but his heart and soul had tried ceaselessly to reach her. There was no healing him without their cooperation, no matter how the healers fought him. It had been a long walk back to the land of the living for his heart and soul, and there had been no reason for the journey until Cyrus had said the words:  this one is yours. 

“You look well.” There wasn’t any sarcasm in Dr. Rajan’s voice. She inspected his feet, touching pressure points and meridians. Finally, she looked almost optimistic. 

A light tap-tap on the door signaled Lindsay’s arrival. He slipped in, carrying a stack of towels and a box filled with amber-colored bottles. “Kristan will be in with the water and that box in a minute.” 

“Thank you, dear.” Dr. Rajan straightened and went to her bag, where she began rummaging around. 

“Put it down on the table. Then you can say goodbye to your friend and get yourself downstairs for a bit. 

Maybe go for a walk.” 

Lindsay didn’t look happy about it, but he set the towels and box on the table and came over to the bed. He touched the side of Noah’s head, cool and gentle on Noah’s hot skin, and looked down at him, a frown furrowing his pale brow. 

“Will it make a difference if I tell you to get well?” The frown softened slightly and he gave Noah a tentative smile. 

“Can’t hurt.” Trying to smile back to reassure Lindsay, that hurt. 

“Then get well.” Lindsay hesitated before leaning over and kissing Noah on the temple where his skin was still whole. “For me, if you don’t want to do it for yourself.” 

“I will.” Noah couldn’t do less. Lindsay had chosen to save him and had lost Dane as a result. Noah couldn’t let that go. 



“I’ll be outside.” Lindsay wrapped his arms around himself, trying to give himself some comfort that way, without Dane or Noah to do it for him. He turned and left the room quickly. 

Noah didn’t want him to go, but he understood. The last thing they needed was to get Lindsay’s magic knotted up with his own and healed into him. It would take someone like Rose, or someone even stronger, to get them undone. Now was not the time for that kind of mistake. 

“Okay, here’s your stuff.” Kristan came in with her arms full—a case of water bottles on top of a white box. “Whatever it is.” 

“Only what I need.” Rajan pointed at the floor by the bed. “Right there. And get yourself some gloves.” 

The look on Kristan’s face made Noah laugh out loud, and he regretted it immediately when he started to cough. 

“Enough of that.” Rajan came over and put one hand on his chest, one on the back of his neck. They felt like they were covered in tiny needles, and she pushed against his skin. The cough faded and Noah could feel his throat and lungs opening. “I can’t have you coughing like that while I’m working. 

You...Kristan. Pull a bag and a carton of cleaning wipes out of the white box.” 

“I’m doing what with this?” Kristan shook out a bag with a biohazard symbol on it. 

“Well, there will be a loss of damaged flesh,” Rajan said. “It needs to be disposed of, it’s not safe to leave things like that where they can be found and used.” 

The look Kristan gave Noah was pure evil. “Flesh? ” 

“It’s not good for anything and it’s got to go somewhere.” Rajan had a syringe in her hand, full of a clear fluid. “This is going to hurt. It’ll counteract the morphine. Screaming doesn’t bother you, does it, dear?” She glanced at Kristan before coming to Noah’s side. 

“She doesn’t mind, trust me.” Noah held his arm out for the shot. As much as he didn’t want to hurt, it had to be done. Rajan injected it through the IV port and patted his shoulder. 

“It’ll be over before you know it. I promise.” 

The antidote worked fast. Time wasn’t the same when you were in agony. Noah clenched his jaw, determined not to let Kristan have the satisfaction of seeing his pain, even if he did deserve it for going off on her. 

“It’ll be okay.” Kristan’s voice was as reassuring as he’d ever heard it. He turned his head enough to see her standing on the other side of the bed. “She’s really good.” 

Noah couldn’t speak, he was struggling to keep his breathing steady. Rajan’s hands were on his and he could hear her saying something. The piercing needles of her magic sank into his hands, and he was sure he wasn’t managing to be quiet anymore. 

Under all the pain, though, Rajan’s magic woke his, and he felt his fire rise to fuel whatever engine drove the healing needles deep into him. He clenched Rajan’s hands and his skin split open with a rush that



could only be described as pleasure. Kristan hadn’t been wrong. As the pain became unbearable, again and again, his fire and his need to survive drove through it and he healed. Every time his body shed another layer of damage, his consciousness turned inward, drawing her healing down into him, into the places that still bled inside. 

Lindsay sat on the front step, the chill of the concrete seeping into his bones. He hardly noticed the discomfort. He was listening to the roar of cars on the nearby freeway and trying not to think about what was happening to Noah. 

Screams brought Lindsay to his feet again and again, but each time, he didn’t go farther than putting his hand on the door. Rajan had sent him out for a reason, and every time he stood, Lindsay remembered she’d been right to do it. 

It had been eerily quiet for a long time when the door popped open behind him. 

“You can come in.” Kristan sounded decidedly unimpressed. “Also, that was disgusting and I’m not doing it again.” 

Lindsay was through the door almost before she finished talking. Noah was alive and the healing had worked, or Kristan wouldn’t have been so calm, Lindsay told himself, rushing up the stairs and down the hall to the room they’d given to Noah. He pushed the door open without knocking and stepped inside. 

“He’s sleeping.” Dr. Rajan was stuffing sheets into a biohazard bag. “He’ll wake up when he’s ready.” 

Noah was sprawled on clean sheets, belly down. His skin was whole and glossy, darker, a red-bronze shade that gleamed as though the fire had only burnished him. His hair had grown in, as well, enough to catch the light—soft red and gold. Lindsay could see that his hands were perfect again, except for the missing finger that had resisted being healed. 

Lindsay was almost limp with relief, but he couldn’t trust it yet. Not until he heard it from the healer. 

“He’s going to be all right?” 

“He’s fine now,” Rajan said. She sealed the bag and put it with two others. “No complications associated with his past injuries. His magic is exceptionally strong. At his age, he’s not going to adjust to it if he hasn’t already. You’ll need to find a way to limit him. I use the patient’s magic to help heal them, as well as my own, and that was a walk in the park for me.” 

“It wasn’t...” Lindsay stopped. Too much detail wasn’t safe. “It’s difficult to explain, but it wasn’t his fault. I’ll keep an eye on him, though.” He crossed the room to offer his hand. “Thank you. Do I make payment arrangements with you, or does Patches handle that, as well?” 

Rajan shook his hand and gave him a smile. “Usually, I’d say with me, but let’s leave it with her this time. Kristan said you wouldn’t have a need for his pain medications after this? I can always use them in my after-hours work.” 



“Keep them.” Lindsay stepped back to look Noah over. He seemed healthier than Lindsay had ever seen him. “And thank you again. If there’s anything we can do for you...” He let the offer trail off. She’d understand. 

“I’ll keep it in mind. We’ll finish cleaning up here, and I’ll be out of your way. Best of luck.” Rajan shouldered her bag and picked up the box with Noah’s antibiotics and painkillers. “Kristan said she’d be back up to get those bags. I’ll take them to be destroyed.” 

“Please do.” Lindsay sat on the bed next to Noah and tentatively ran a hand down his back. No scars, no raw, open wounds, no blackened flesh. Just smooth, new skin. It was beautiful. 

Slowly and gently, Lindsay petted every inch of Noah’s skin he could reach, reassuring himself it was whole and real. At first, Lindsay thought he saw flaws, or faded scars, but no. Noah’s body remembered its old sorrows and the healing process was marked by faint shifts in color like a contour map. Lindsay could follow the terrain of Noah’s failures and suffering, could see all the levels of healing. 

In one place, Lindsay could make out where he had come into Noah’s life, if he looked carefully enough. There were little ripples of gold—faster healing—washing up against the absence of a ridge of scar. He’d seen it the first time he’d met Noah. It had twisted with the clench of Noah’s jaw as Cyrus had said, “This one is yours.” 

It had started to fade already when Noah stood before him in the gym.  I was there when it healed.  In a small way, some of this healing had come from Noah being his. Lindsay had proof. The realization made his throat tight and he pressed his lips to that place. 

Kristan and Rajan had been coming and going, cleaning away the detritus of Noah’s injuries and healing, but finally, Kristan came back alone. In the back of his head, caution murmured that he should have hidden his reaction from her. That would have meant looking away. Not touching Noah’s perfect skin. 

Not finding some tiny scrap of proof that he hadn’t done everything wrong. 

“Here you go,” she said, coming over and tapping Lindsay with a blue glass bottle. “This is for his skin. And this.” She tossed a tube on the bed that said  Homeopathic  in big blue letters. “Rajan said new skin needs frequent treatment.” She leered at Lindsay. “If you want to make any of this up to me, call me up and I’ll do it.” 

Lindsay rolled his eyes. “You’re shameless. I’ll make it up to you some other way. I’m sure you’re keeping track.” There was something he needed to add to what he owed her. “I’ve seen you with a gun,” he began hesitantly. “Do you know how to use it?” 

“Wouldn’t be much good if I couldn’t. Why?” Kristan crossed her arms over her chest and eyed him suspiciously. 

“Will you teach me?” Watching Lourdes hurt Noah had brought home that Lindsay needed to find other ways to defend himself and his...his people. Lourdes was too powerful for him to stop with his magic, and there were others as strong as she was. 



He had to have another plan, even if that meant picking up a gun. A gun wouldn’t stop Jonas, but if Lourdes still lived, it would stop her. It would stop Moore. 

Kristan hesitated. “Yeah. I’ll see what I can do. I bet he knows how.” She tilted her head toward Noah. “We can’t have our asses hanging out. I know a guy downtown. I need to pick up some stuff for myself. I’ll see what he’s got. If I go tonight, you’ll be cool here?” 

Lindsay looked at Noah, all healthy, new smooth skin and freshly healed exhaustion, and nodded. 

“Yes. I’ll be all right. Thanks.” He’d be fine as long as he didn’t have to leave with her. 

“All right. Don’t forget to eat and all that. I bought food. I’ll be back later.” She left, closing the door behind her. 

Lindsay turned his attention to Noah again. Maybe the oil was a good idea. He picked up the bottle and poured a little in his palm. Smoothing it over Noah’s back, he watched it disappear like he was pouring it out on dry ground. Noah’s arms and legs soaked up the oil too. Lindsay couldn’t do the front of Noah’s body, but that could wait. He closed the bottle and put it aside before curling up beside Noah to watch him sleep. 

When Noah stirred, Lindsay tensed, ready to help with whatever he might need. But Noah didn’t wake. He stretched out instead, sighing, and then sprawled over on his back, long limbs spread out all over the bed. 

Oh. That was... Lindsay had forced himself not to pay attention in the shower after Noah’s confrontation with Kristan. Now he couldn’t help but notice how good Noah looked. The new skin was stretched tight over a sleek, lean body that Lindsay ached to touch. He knew better, though, and kept his hands to himself. 

Keeping his hands to himself worked well, right up until Noah rolled over halfway and—with remarkable accuracy—got a hand on him. Grumbling quietly, Noah tugged Lindsay toward him. 

Swallowing down a startled noise, Lindsay tried to resist, but soon realized that he couldn’t get away without waking Noah. And, if he was totally honest with himself, he didn’t want to get away. Being close to Noah was nice. Better than nice. 

Noah put his head on Lindsay’s chest and trapped him with one arm over his waist and one leg over both of Lindsay’s. He seemed extremely contented and still deeply asleep. And he was warm, as if he’d been soaked in sunshine. 

Lindsay settled in with a sigh. It wasn’t a hardship to be here, taking care of Noah like this. He ran his hand lightly over the soft fuzz of Noah’s hair, a barely there dusting that tickled Lindsay’s palm. Noah was beautiful. 

But Noah was more than his looks. He was strength and trust and need and fragility and confidence all wound together so tightly Lindsay sometimes had trouble telling them apart. And he was Lindsay’s. 

Lindsay hoped he could live up to all that entailed. 



Chapter Nine

Noah slept for long enough, his body radiating heat with every breath, that Lindsay found himself getting some rest whether he liked it or not. The stress of the last few days had been nearly unbearable. 

Being forced to relax was as good as the scraps of restless sleep Lindsay had been able to scrounge since everything went wrong. Eventually, Noah roused, grumbling and snuggling until he woke enough to be aware of his surroundings. 

“Did that really happen?” he asked, pushing himself to sitting. 

“Which part?” Lindsay’s relief at seeing Noah whole was dampened by the reminder of everything that had brought them here. 

“The part where I fucked up.” Noah sat up, inspecting his hands and chest, and ran his fingers over his face. “I remember it. And the healing. Not a dream, right?” 

Lindsay’s smile faded. “Not a dream. But you didn’t fuck up. It was Lourdes. She took away your control. That’s why you got hurt.” 

“I thought I felt someone.” Noah pushed himself back to lean on the pillows. “I should be dead.” He looked at his hands again, then at Lindsay. “You saved me.” 

Lindsay tugged at his sleeves and closed his eyes, but all he could see was the burnt and dying body he’d held in his arms just last night. Shaking himself slightly, he opened his eyes and focused on how much better Noah looked now. “I couldn’t let you... Not if I could help.” He’d watched Dane die. That was enough for one lifetime. 

“Thank you.” Noah pulled a sheet over his lap to cover his nakedness. “I hope you won’t be sorry you did it.” 

“I won’t.” Lindsay didn’t know why Noah would even say such a thing. 

“Kristan says she’s heard from Vivian,” Noah said quietly. He looked pained but resolute. “Dane never made it home from the military base. He hasn’t been seen. They don’t know where he is. He’s just gone.” 

He’d been so intent on saving Noah that he hadn’t considered how much danger he was putting Dane in by leaving him behind. The blood drained from his face. He hadn’t calculated the sacrifice Dane had made. 

Kristan had to be wrong. Dane... 

“I have to go. I have to—” 



He scrambled off the bed and was out the door before he knew where he was going. One of the other rooms, the one Kristan was using, had a window that opened onto the porch roof. Lindsay scrambled out into the cool night air. 

Cyrus would be able to hear him from here. 

“Where is he, you old bastard?” Lindsay yelled. “Tell me how to find him!” 

Silence. The only noises came from the street below and the nearby freeway. 

His gut was in knots and all he could taste was the bile welling up in the back of his mouth.  Dane... 


 Oh God, Dane.  Moore had him, and Lindsay had no idea how to find him. There was no way she’d stayed in New Jersey, not after they’d taken Zoey. 

“Where is he?” he screamed to the sky. “Goddamn it, tell me!” 

Still nothing. 

 “He’s not coming, little one.”  The touch on his mind was as gentle as fingertips touching his cheek. 

 “I’m sorry that you’re all alone.” 

“Lourdes. Get out of my head, damn you.” Lindsay took a step back, not that it would do him any good. Then he registered what she’d said. “No, wait— Who’s not coming? Cyrus? Why not?” 

 “When they came for the girl, he refused them.”  Lourdes sounded genuinely sorrowful.  “The Hounds are what they are. I’m sorry for your loss.” 

Cyrus was dead. That opened up such a massive well of questions Lindsay couldn’t answer that he pushed the knowledge away to be dealt with later, so he wouldn’t drown in it. He couldn’t think about it right now. Other things were more important. Like what Lourdes hadn’t said. 

“Did they get what they came for?” Lindsay was talking to air, to nothing but a voice in his head, but he had to know. There was a moment of silence. 

 “No,”  Lourdes said at last.  “He succeeded in keeping her from them. I didn’t mean for you to be left alone. I’m sorry for that as well. It was not my intention to kill what was yours.” 

What was...  Noah. She wasn’t snooping around inside his head. In that case, he’d let her go on thinking she’d killed Noah. No reason to give up the surprise factor. 

“So you do have Dane.” 

 “ She  has him.”  Lourdes sounded cold and far away. Distressed, maybe. That was interesting. Lindsay tried to use it to his advantage. 

“Where?” 

 “The same place she has Jonas.”  Lourdes pulled away from him a little.  “Your friend accomplished that much, at least. You should be proud of him.” 

“I am.” Lindsay made his voice and his mind flat, to keep her from seeing what she’d missed. 



 “You must be strong now,”  she said, coming closer again.  “You will see Dane again, if you are. I know you can be. I’m proud of you, little one. You are never quite as alone as it seems.”  Lindsay could feel her startle at something, and she whispered,  “I have to go.” 

Without further niceties, she was gone. 

As gone as she ever was, apparently.  You are never quite as alone as it seems.  If Lindsay could’ve had nightmares, those words would have been enough to prompt several. 

“Are you all right?” Noah was at the window, leaning on the sill. He held his hand out. “Come back in, Lindsay.” 

“No, I’m not all right.” Lindsay put his head in his hands and took a slow breath. Raising his head again, he moved carefully back toward the window. The sagging floor creaked underfoot. “Cyrus is dead. 

But Dane is alive. Moore has him.” 

“Oh, Lin.” Noah looked stricken. When Lindsay got close enough, Noah helped him climb back inside. “I’m sorry.” 

Inside, Lindsay stepped close and rested his forehead against Noah’s chest. “He’s alive, but I don’t know where he is.” Lourdes had been right the last time she’d said Lindsay would see Dane again. He hoped she was right this time too. 

“We’ll find him.” Noah wrapped his arms around Lindsay and held him. “If I hadn’t...” He shook his head and rested his cheek on Lindsay’s hair. 

“It was my decision.” Lindsay had made the choice that meant Dane had to stay behind. And Moore... “Kristan’s gone for the night. When she gets back, we need to talk about what we’re going to do next.” 

“Then let me sit down before we talk.” Noah held out a hand. “Before I fall down. You don’t need to be carrying me.” 

“We’d best get you to bed.” Lindsay took Noah’s hand and let Noah lean on him. Noah shouldn’t have been up in the first place. Lindsay let his concern push the crushing news to the back of his head. He led Noah to their room and helped him into bed. “We can talk later. You should rest. Rajan said you’d need it.” 

“And you shouldn’t?” Noah dropped to the bed with a soft groan. “Did you eat while I was sleeping?” 

He dragged the covers up as he lay down, managing to leave one leg bare and not bothering to fix it. 

“Before I came back with the healer. Are you hungry?” Lindsay tugged the blankets to cover Noah’s leg. Seeing it bare only made him want to touch, because touching would make him feel better, and that was temptation he didn’t need. 

“Dr. Rajan said I probably wouldn’t be until tomorrow, and, I quote, I ‘don’t want to know why’.” 

Noah made a sour face. “I really don’t. I’m fine, though.” 



“Good to know.” Lindsay made a face to match Noah’s. “Consider that offer rescinded. We’ll go with sleep then.” 

He straightened the blankets again, and headed over to curl up in the chair in the corner. He might as well relax while Noah was sleeping. Anything to keep from thinking about Cyrus. There was nothing he could do about Cyrus’s death, and pushing it aside as he’d done with so many other things over the years was the only way he could cope right now. 

“Don’t.” Noah sat up and grabbed one of the blankets. “I can sit there. I slept all afternoon.” 

“You’ve been through a lot. You should take the bed.” Lindsay came back to the bed to put his hand on Noah’s shoulder—Noah’s skin was as warm as sunlight—and push him back down to the bed. “Stay.” 

“I’m not letting you spend the night in a chair.” Noah wasn’t nearly as compliant as he had been at other times. “We all need you to get some sleep. I’ll stay here if you will. I promise not to use you as a pillow again.” 

Lindsay hesitated. Noah was... But it wouldn’t matter. They both needed to rest. “All right. Move over.” He slid into bed with Noah and pulled the covers up over both of them. 

Noah propped a pillow up behind himself so he was sitting up, and he watched Lindsay get settled, his eyes narrowed. Once Lindsay had his head on a pillow, he exhaled slowly. 

“That’s better. Did you really expect me to sleep knowing you’re crumpled up in a chair like yesterday’s laundry?” He sounded sour about that. “Especially on top of everything else?” His hand was warm on Lindsay’s hair. “We can start fixing things tomorrow.” 

“It would’ve been fine,” Lindsay insisted, letting his eyes fall shut. He’d spent the night after they’d gotten here in that chair. Lying next to Noah would have only caused him pain. 

“Not for me,” Noah muttered. He was uncharacteristically intractable and defensive, but his touches were warm and soothing. After a minute, though, he took his hand away and was quiet. He’d said he wouldn’t sleep, but it wasn’t long before his breathing settled into a familiar, slow rhythm that said he was out like a light. 

Lindsay, on the other hand, couldn’t get his mind to stop racing. Dane was with Moore. He hated that, but he could cope with it. He’d get Dane back. But Cyrus was dead. Just...dead. 

Moore’s people hadn’t gotten Zoey, but that left Ylli—assuming he was still alive—to protect her, and it was impossible to tell how long that would last. Ylli had all the killer instinct of any other little bird. 

Cyrus was  dead. Dane was gone—for now. Nobody ever knew where Vivian was. That left him, and Kristan, to lead the way forward. Kristan had done well getting them to Detroit, but this wasn’t her fight. 

She had no bond to Dane and no connection to Moore that would push her to set things right. 

It was all up to him. 

Lindsay wasn’t the only one feeling unsettled, but Noah slept through it. He pushed himself down from the head of the bed and sprawled on his belly, then twisted to lie on his back. In what little light there



was in the room, Lindsay could make out the unhappiness on his face. When one of his hands found Lindsay’s hip as he rolled onto his side, it didn’t take long for him to find his way closer. 

Only then, with his cheek pressed to Lindsay’s shoulder and an arm and a leg draped over Lindsay as well, did he seem less distressed. His breath caught as he remembered things in his sleep, but he was finally still. 

With Noah wrapped around him, Lindsay was bathed in warmth. It was both familiar and not, at once, but Lindsay let it comfort him. Absentmindedly, he stroked Noah’s bare back under the blankets as his mind whirled through everything that had happened, and everything he had to do. 

The petting made Noah wriggle closer and he sighed contentedly against Lindsay’s neck. Even through his heavy jeans, Lindsay could feel the hot press of Noah’s erection against his thigh. He tried to shift away, but Noah tugged him closer, and Lindsay’s body was more than willing to sit up and take notice of Noah’s arousal. 

Lindsay groaned quietly, all thoughts of his new responsibilities gone as he focused on Noah now. He didn’t want to push Noah away—both because he could tell Noah needed the contact and because he wanted to strip off his own clothes and get as close to Noah as humanly possible—but he remembered how awkwardly Noah had reacted the last time he’d been turned on by sleeping close to Lindsay. 

When Noah flinched and sat bolt upright, gasping sharply, Lindsay felt sick with guilt. Noah turned to look at him, an orange flicker in his blue eyes that showed clearly, even in the dark. Before Lindsay could start to say anything, Noah exhaled slowly and lay down again, propping himself up on one elbow. 

“You’re okay.” It was half question, half statement. Noah touched Lindsay’s cheek and fumbled for his hands, checking to make sure. 

“I’m all right.” As all right as he was going to be. “Are you?” 

The last thing Lindsay wanted was to hurt Noah. 

“No,” Noah said bluntly. “Not really.” He shook his head and rubbed his hand over his face. “I kept thinking it was you I set on fire. Don’t ask me why. Maybe the only thing that can still go wrong. I’m sorry everything’s fucked up, Lindsay. When we have Dane and the others back, you can send me home. You can do that.” 

“It would be safer for you,” Lindsay allowed, cupping Noah’s cheek and brushing his thumb over the new growth of Noah’s beard. The idea of giving Noah up made his chest ache, but he would do it if Noah wanted. “Do you want to go back? My life isn’t exactly... It will probably never be easier than this. Not until Moore is gone.” 

“No. Want to, no.” Noah leaned his cheek against Lindsay’s hand and closed his eyes. “But if I hadn’t fucked up, Dane would be with you, probably Cyrus too. I don’t want to be the cause of your pain, Lindsay. I don’t want to end up being the reason you feel the same way I do.” 



“You didn’t fuck up. Lourdes did that.” Lindsay stroked the back of Noah’s head. “And if she hadn’t, if you hadn’t gotten hurt, we would’ve gone back to the house together. The Hounds would have found us there, all of us. Not just Cyrus and Ylli and Zoey. If they were enough to kill Cyrus...” 

Lindsay didn’t need to follow that train of thought further. Cyrus had been immensely powerful. 

Certainly Dane and Noah would have been able to help, but if there had been enough Hounds to take down Cyrus, in all likelihood Cyrus wouldn’t have been the only one dead at the end of the fight. 

“She apologized. For killing you. Said she didn’t know you were mine.” Lindsay wondered if that would somehow keep Noah safe from her, next time. He knew there would be a next time. 

“She’s right.” Noah’s eyes were hot and Lindsay was aware—all over again—of how close he was, and how bare he was. “I am yours. Even more than before. I remember you, after the fire, what you did for me. You were there and there wasn’t any pain anymore. I have this life because of you. You made me live when I had no life of my own.” He turned his head and kissed the palm of Lindsay’s hand, soft and warm. 

“Even before that, you gave me reason to come home.” 

Lindsay’s palm felt as sensitive as an erogenous zone, with Noah’s lips on it. He drew his hand down to press his fingertips to Noah’s lips. 

“I couldn’t let you suffer. I never had anything that was mine before Cyrus gave you to me. I wanted to give you anything you needed.” The fierceness of that drive had never faded. Everything he’d never had until he became Dane’s, he wanted to give to Noah in turn. Dane had taught him how to feel that way. 

Noah kissed his fingers this time, the tip of his tongue brushing over Lindsay’s skin as he kissed each finger, then Lindsay’s thumb, catching it gently in his teeth first. Eyes closed, he pressed his feverishly hot cheek against Lindsay’s palm and shifted enough that Lindsay could feel how hard he was. 

“I won’t be hurt if you don’t want me,” he said softly. 

Lindsay used his hand on Noah’s cheek to draw him in, slowly, to press a very light kiss to those very warm lips, and found one of Noah’s hands with the other. He pressed it against his own erection. Noah was wanted. Very much. This way, and in so many other ways. Noah was  his. 

“I need this.” Noah’s voice was raw, as though it hurt to say the words. Lindsay knew this wasn’t easy for him. “You.” He worked Lindsay’s fly open and slid his fingers inside. 

Lindsay groaned and arched into the touch. Scrambling to get dressed and ready to leave three days ago meant that, now, Noah’s hot hand was on bare flesh. Carefully, he nudged Noah onto his back and rolled up over him, kissing him again, slower this time. 

“Tell me what you need,” he said, trailing his hands down Noah’s bare chest and belly, seeking out his cock to wrap his cool fingers around the hot shaft and stroke lightly. 

“You.” Noah captured his hands and sat up. He kissed Lindsay’s palms, his open mouth wet against Lindsay’s skin. “It doesn’t have to... Just this once. Please. I could feel you in me when you held my magic, when you held my pain. It’s lonely without you, Lin. I thought I’d be lonely forever.” 



He let go of Lindsay’s hands to tug Lindsay’s shirt up, and he kissed his throat and up under his chin, more open kisses mixed with licks and nips and soft moans that sent need racing through Lindsay’s body. 

Lindsay pushed Noah back enough that he could strip off his shirt, then leaned in again to catch Noah’s lips in another kiss. Noah kissed him desperately, hands all over Lindsay’s chest and back and tangled in his hair. His breath came faster until he was panting between kisses. 

“Please, fuck me,” Noah begged. “I need to feel you.” 

Oh, God. Lindsay hadn’t. They didn’t. Ever. 

Yet the intimacy of being inside Noah’s mind was familiar now, and soothing; a physical bond couldn’t be anything but good and right, especially in the midst of all the things that had gone horribly wrong. 

“Shh,” Lindsay soothed, stroking his hand over the stubble of Noah’s hair. “It’s all right.” 

He wondered if Dane felt this mix of tenderness and driving need when they had sex, when Lindsay begged him for it. He knew how he felt when he needed Dane. There was nothing in the world like knowing Dane was there for him in every way possible. Dane had made sure that Lindsay would have what he needed, without guilt or shame, when Dane couldn’t be here with him. When they had Dane back, Lindsay would make sure Dane knew he was there in turn. Right now, he and Noah were here for each other. 

He plucked the blue bottle from the table beside the bed and kissed Noah again while he got his fingers slick. This, he’d done before, if only to himself. He knew what to do, and how to make it feel good. 

He kissed Noah’s neck and chest, tasting all the soft new skin that had been tempting him earlier, and Noah opened up for him, leaning back on one hand and drawing his knees up, his breath catching on a moan as Lindsay touched him. He yielded easily to Lindsay’s fingers, reaching down and guiding them in. 

Lindsay couldn’t change how cold he would feel to Noah, not without magic he wasn’t sure he had permission to use, but Noah didn’t seem to mind. 

“Hot,” Lindsay murmured, the clench of Noah’s body around his fingers even warmer than the skin under his lips. 

“You feel good. Always.” Noah’s voice was unsteady. He moved to kiss Lindsay on the mouth, needy and clumsy at once. He found the shaft of Lindsay’s cock and wrapped his hand around it, stroking as he whimpered against Lindsay’s lips. 

Knowing that he was going to fuck Noah made the touch even more intense. Lindsay bucked into the tight circle of Noah’s hand, moaning sharply as he struggled to keep from giving in to the urge to do it now, hard and fast and  inside. Finally, against every instinct he had, Lindsay moved Noah’s hand away, carefully, so he could focus on what he was doing. 

“Lindsay...” Noah leaned back on both hands, clenching the sheets. “Please. Fuck, please, don’t wait.” He let his head fall back, eyes closed, and rocked to get Lindsay’s fingers in as deep as he could. 



“Please, fuck me. I need it, please. Tell me what to do.” His voice trailed off into gasps and moans and barely comprehensible begging. 

 Fuck. Lindsay swallowed hard and pulled his fingers out, pouring oil over them again to slick his cock. He didn’t stop to get rid of his jeans, just set the bottle aside and shoved them down enough that he could move. 

Bracing himself over Noah, he slowly pushed inside. Noah was hot and tight, and it wasn’t like anything Lindsay had ever felt. He had to stop moving and take a slow, deep breath so this wouldn’t end far, far too quickly. 

Noah’s moan was pure relief. He slumped down on the bed and drew his knees up farther, letting Lindsay have him. Opening his eyes, he reached out and cupped Lindsay’s cheek, a tender counterpoint to how desperate he’d been moments before. They fit together better than Lindsay could have imagined, and when he met Noah’s gaze, he felt like it was locked on something that was rooted deep in his chest. 

Lindsay turned his head to kiss Noah’s palm before he began to move. He kept it slow at first, testing the waters and letting both their bodies adjust to the sensations, then he thrust deeper. From the beginning, he’d been thrown into this without warning, hardly ready to handle the task at hand. 

But Noah knew what he wanted from Lindsay, moving with him, arching, drawing Lindsay in deeper with both hands on the curve of Lindsay’s ass. Like the first time, he let Lindsay in so easily and offered up everything to help Lindsay get it right. He never left Lindsay with any question as to how good it was for him, either, gasping and moaning and whispering Lindsay’s name and begging for more. 

When Lindsay fucked him just right, it rippled through him and he clenched tight around Lindsay’s cock. It was incredibly intense and, each time, Lindsay struggled not to let the sensation overwhelm him. 

He managed to balance on one arm and wrapped his other hand around Noah’s cock, stroking in time with his thrusts. 

Touching Noah like that turned up the volume and the intensity. Noah grabbed handfuls of the sheets, arching under Lindsay and crying out his name. He begged for more, harder, please, and then he was coming, every muscle taut with it as come splashed up his chest. 

The clench of Noah’s body around him shattered the last of Lindsay’s control. His hips jerked and he drove into Noah faster, harder, coming and coming apart with every thrust. Collapsing over Noah, barely catching himself on his elbows, he gasped for breath and grasped at the shreds of coherent thought his orgasm had left behind. 

He’d never expected that. Any of it. 

Lindsay rubbed his cheek against Noah’s, then mouthed at the corner of his lips, coaxing him into a kiss. Noah wrapped an arm around him and slid a hand up into his hair while they kissed. The soft noises he made sounded both inadvertent and completely blissful. Lindsay savored each one. 



He rocked against Noah once, twice more, every movement sending sparks of heat racing through him before he pulled away to stretch out against Noah’s side. 

Noah rolled over to face him, pressing close and petting down Lindsay’s back as they kissed. He paused, but it was only to pull the covers up over them, tucking Lindsay in with him. 

“That was so good,” he murmured, as though there might be any doubt left in Lindsay’s mind about that fact. He sighed shakily and kissed Lindsay once more, a soft kiss on the lips. “Thank you.” 

“I’m pretty sure that’s not something you need to thank me for. But you’re welcome. Very.” Lindsay kissed him back. The stubble of Noah’s hair tickled over his palm when he let his hand slip down to the back of Noah’s neck. He rubbed there, working away the tension he could feel building up. “You should rest.” 

“You too.” Noah’s eyes were already closed and his tension ebbed as Lindsay chased it away. “If you ever want...” He paused, stroking Lindsay’s hip while he searched for words. “If you ever want this again. 

Whenever you decide. It would be good.” His eyes fluttered open. “Understand?” 

Lindsay was sure he was missing some of the nuances of what Noah was trying to say, as usual; there would be some kind of formal boundaries on what one did with one’s apprentices but of course no one had stopped to explain them to him. He did understand that Noah would be open to having sex with him again—that Noah wanted him—and he knew what it meant for Noah to let him in as a lover. He’d seen the wreckage of the back porch after Noah had blown Kristan through the door and set fire to the house rather than yield to temptation. 

“I understand.” Even in the midst of all his loss and the destruction of the life he’d come to trust, Lindsay felt like something had gone right, something vital in spite of how small it seemed next to Moore’s machinations. Gently, Lindsay squeezed the back of Noah’s neck the way Dane sometimes did to him and added, “Now rest. Before I put you to sleep myself.” 

They were a mess of oil and drying come, and Lindsay’s scattered and rumpled clothes, but Lindsay didn’t want to deal with any of it. He wanted to know that Noah was healthy and safe, and he wanted to rest. 

Noah didn’t protest. He snuggled down in the blankets and was asleep in seconds. Lindsay watched him sleep and wondered how often Dane did the same when he was the one who slept. 

Dane. 

Being with Noah didn’t feel like a betrayal, but it filled Lindsay with a longing for his first lover, and he thought about what Dane had said before they went to find Zoey. Dane loved him. Lindsay hadn’t had a chance to unravel the mystery of what that meant; he hadn’t had a chance to stop and think about how  he felt about Dane. Not until now. 

He found Noah’s scarred left hand and brought it up to his lips. Noah’s love for his wife had given Lindsay his first glimpse what real love looked like for other people, had given him something against



which to measure his feelings for Dane.  I don’t want to be the reason you feel the way I do.  Noah knew, saw it before Lindsay knew what to call it, and that made everything vivid and real. 

They would find Dane, get him back from Moore, and Lindsay would tell him what he deserved to hear. Lindsay didn’t let himself feel anything but certain he’d succeed. He had to. He wasn’t going to lose Dane again. Not now. Not when he finally understood. 

Eventually, soothed by Noah’s slow, unlabored breathing and the memory of Dane’s declaration, Lindsay drifted off to sleep. 



Chapter Ten

They were offloaded in the dark, under a cloudy sky that made it impossible for Dane to see the stars. 

He was, as far as he could tell, nowhere. His instincts were crippled, and he had nothing to go on but a runway and a cluster of gray buildings that could have been anywhere on earth. The wind blew and Dane turned his face into it, but he heard nothing. Maybe he couldn’t hear without his magic. 

He and Jonas—in their cages—were loaded onto flatbed carts and accompanied into one of the buildings by a dozen soldiers and two white-coated technicians. When Dane squinted, he could see the nametag of the one who came close to inspect him. The man’s round face twisted with distaste. Dane knew he looked bad, but there was no need to be rude about it. 

“Sorry I haven’t shaved,” he said, and was rewarded by the guy nearly pissing himself in terror and falling over his own feet to get back from the cage. “I asked, but these new airlines don’t even serve meals, much less provide razors.” 

“Shut up.” One of the soldiers hit the cage with a baton and made the bars ring. Dane wanted nothing more than to reach through the bars and rip the man’s throat out, just to watch the others’ faces. He knew better, though. He was suffering enough already. If he made things worse for himself... Well, they could let him out of the cage right now and he still wouldn’t make it out of there alive. 

Dane settled for flashing the technician a grin and hunkering down in the middle of the cage. Too close to the bars and it would be easy for someone to entertain themselves by prodding him with a charged baton. Behind him, he could hear them discussing Jonas. He felt half-deaf without his magical senses, but he could make out the conversation. 

Damn right Jonas was “non-functional”. As things stood, Dane was going to have to leave him behind in order to escape and that was troubling him. 

Another reason to hate Moore—worrying about the animal he’d spent the last century looking forward to killing. But he wasn’t letting Moore have a single piece of mageflesh, and that included Jonas. 

The guards and technicians installed them in a lab, literally installed them by sliding their cages into place against a wall, side by side and some feet off the ground. It was dim, only a few small lights on where the technicians were working, but Dane could feel that the room was vast, the way sound faded into it and was gone. He was sure there were living things in the room other than the staff. When he tuned out the snuffle and whine of Jonas’s breathing, there were faint organic sounds. 



“We need to put them out.” The words were spoken low, but Dane’s head whipped around so fast he wanted to whimper in protest. “Blow darts or...” 

“I’ll get the stick.” That was a female technician, one who seemed to be in charge. She looked like a cheerleader, but Dane could make out the ugly curl of her smile when she turned toward him. Moore was crazy for ugly, inside or out. 

Dane did his best to make it inconvenient for them to tranquilize him, but the back of his cage punched forward and crushed him into immobility against the bars. His body was screaming with pain and yet he still felt the single point of  hurt  as a thick needle sank into his thigh. Fire spread through his leg and left numbness behind. By the time it climbed up his torso, his consciousness was fading into black. 

The black was a void in which he was suspended, but he knew time was passing. It was like he was awake in a dark room, staring into the lightlessness. They were doing things to his body, things he didn’t want done, but he couldn’t wake up. He heard howling and wondered if it was his own voice. The blackness faded into sleep and he dreamed of being in his own bed. 

“Time to wake up.” A baton rang off the cage bars, jerking Dane back into consciousness. Waking made him suck in air, and he regretted it immediately. He stank. Jonas stank. Being doused in chemical cleaner hadn’t done much for either of them. 

“Am I late for school, Mom?” Moving made his muscles shriek with resentment. His eyes were open, but everything was dim. He hoped it was the lighting and not his brain. 

“You have visitors today.” It was the cheerleader again. Women had always been trouble, in Dane’s experience. They had different priorities than men, and their hate lasted for generations as they sculpted their children into weapons. They were dangerous. This one tapped her baton on the bars and smiled sweetly at Dane. “Hungry?” 

Starving. The word was enough to make Dane’s stomach rumble, and she laughed, shaking her head so that her hair flicked across her shoulders. 

“It’s breakfast time in two minutes.” She slipped the baton between the bars and tapped his cheek with it. “I’ll make sure you have your share.” 

As she turned and walked away, the room grew brighter like a sunrise, but the light was watery and artificial. Dane could see better by the moment, and he knelt up, his shoulders against the top of his cage, looking around for the first time. His cage and Jonas’s were the only ones in the immediate vicinity, at one end of the room with technical equipment that he couldn’t identify and rows of desks with computer screens suspended in front of them. That made it harder to see, but if he pressed his face to the bars and looked out on an angle with his one good eye, he could get a sense of the room. 

It was immense, like a warehouse. Fans hung from the high ceiling and turned slowly to stir the cold air. There were more cages, row on row, back to back, stacked three high. Dane watched a pair of technicians driving a mobile scaffolding cart into place so that they could see into each level of cages. 



Above the hum of the circulating system and the voices of Moore’s people getting to work, he could hear soft sounds, animal sounds. There was the rumble of large doors opening and the hum of a small vehicle coming through, just before it was drowned out in a chorus of howling. None of the people Dane could see turned to look for the source of the noise, but it made the hair on the back of Dane’s neck stand up. 

The echo in the room and Dane’s broken senses made it hard for him to understand. Awareness dawned slowly as a large clock over the lab ticked to read six o’clock. Breakfast. Feeding time. The howls—half-human, half-animal—came from the rows of cages. The flatbed cart brought bins of feed, and the technicians got to the business of feeding the animals, directed by the scientists. 

“Here we are.” That was his scientist. His. Dane pushed the concept away as hard as he could. She carried two steel trays that seemed heavy, and she looked quite pleased. “You need to start eating well. 

None of that kibble for you.” 

“McDonalds?” It was hard to stay flippant in the face of the horror that was sinking in. 

“I wouldn’t feed my dog that crap,” she said, opening a narrow door at the bottom of Dane’s cage. 

“Well, I mean my other dog.” 

The opening was too small for Dane to get anything but a hand through. She slid a tray in, forcing him to shuffle back, and locked it in place, then did the same with the second. Raw chicken on one, sprinkled with some sort of blue gritty substance, fruits and vegetables on the other. 

“I can’t eat this,” he said. “Not with these teeth.” It was true, and he didn’t want to eat it, either. 

“Start on your veggies.” She climbed up a step stool beside him and he could read her nametag. Dr. 

Greer Fallon, DVM. A veterinarian. “Dr. Moore will come by to sort you out. She’s been away, or I wouldn’t have left you like this.” She pulled a steel hose down and locked it into place in the side of the cage. Water ran out of it in a steady trickle, disappearing into a drain in the bottom of the cage. 

“Here’s that mash, Greer.” A technician came over, lugging a bucket of what looked like oatmeal and raw meat. “How can you stand the smell?” 

“That smells yummy.” Greer hopped off the stool. “I stand it because I don’t have human prejudices. 

Get me the feeding tube for Jonas and stop whining. I want to be done with this and have him cleaned up before Dr. Moore arrives. Eat up, Dane.” She smacked the front of Dane’s cage with the flat of her hand on the way past. 

Dane backed up into a corner, but he realized by the slant and shape of it that he was probably sitting in what was supposed to be his toilet. He’d been in prison and it had never been this bad. He couldn’t stand up, could barely lie down. By the looks of things, they planned to keep him for a very long time. 

His stomach growled again. He picked up a piece of apple and sniffed it. He couldn’t tell shit like this. 

There wasn’t anything to do, so he started eating. Beside him, he could hear the soft rise and fall of the



veterinarian’s voice as she stuck a tube down Jonas’s throat and started force-feeding him. She sounded like a worried nanny. This was hell. 

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.” Speak of the devil. Dane dropped the apple and got ready to be as uncooperative as possible. 

Moore came into his line of sight from the far side of the lab, followed by an entourage of white-coated minions. She looked sleek and lovely, her ruddy hair and tall black boots gleaming under the white lights. Queen of the damned. She wore her lab coat like royal robes. Behind her, the girl drifted like a ghost, looking drained. In contrast, the weather mage who’d bested Cyrus at Wildwood radiated a light all her own, like the sun was under her skin. It would make her easier to find when he hunted her down. 

“Dr. Moore. Thank you for coming.” That was Greer, stepping away from forcing breakfast down Jonas and hurrying to meet her. “Have you received the latest numbers?” 

“I have, Dr. Fallon.” Moore gave her a tight smile. “Progress seems to be getting away from us.” 

“We’ve reduced the transplant ratios, yes. The manifestation mortalities were rising too quickly.” 

Greer clasped her hands behind her back and joined Moore on her slow parade across the room. “The new cell batches are far superior, thanks to our friends here.” 

“It’s good to see them both looking well. But you wanted some adjustments?” Moore’s smile was nothing less than demonic as she caught Dane watching her. 

“For this one, at least.” Greer stopped at Dane’s cage and patted the bars fondly. “He’s been running a fever. I’m afraid we collared him too early. Also, I’d like to see his teeth returned to a more feral state. 

He’ll thrive if I can put him on a raw diet.” 

“And the other?” Moore glanced over at Jonas’s limp form. 

“He’s in good health, for his condition,” Greer said, frowning. “We’re keeping him sedated, and it’s safer if we tube-feed him. You were correct about his contributions. We should cultivate a hybrid of these two to maintain for long-term supplies. It’s a pity the cell cultures don’t maintain efficiency in a production matrix.” 

“Magic can’t be nurtured that way.” Lourdes was barely audible. She moved past Moore, like she was sleepwalking, and stopped in front of Jonas’s cage. 

“Yet.” The weather mage looked contemptuous. “It’ll come.” 

Moore took a clipboard from Greer and signed several places on a form. “Sedate him, and we’ll take care of that healing.” 

“Of course.” 

Dane caught movement off to the side. He already knew where “the stick” was. It was a rod that held a hypodermic needle in the end and allowed them to inject him without reaching into the cage. He shifted into the back corner next to Jonas, where there was too little room between the cages for them to reach him. 



“You know what you need to do,” Greer said, coming over to the cage with the stick in her hand. The needle on it was a good two inches long and thick as hell. “You need to get better and you need those nice teeth so you can eat your dinner. When you’re asleep, Dr. Moore will let you heal. Okay?” She gave him a bright smile as she slid the stick through the bars. 

Dane watched the needle close in, watched her tense in anticipation of ramming it into him. He grabbed it out of her hands, snapped it, and lunged at her with what was left. He would have had her too, except that Moore snatched her back and away from him. 

“You can’t treat them like they’re human,” Moore said icily. “And you can’t treat them like they’re animals. They’re born rabid. Get me another injector.” 

“You need to stop that,” Greer said to him, looking wounded. He could see her pulse fluttering in her neck, and he wanted to bite it out and swallow it while it was still twitching. “I’m trying to make you feel better.” 

“Here, Dr. Moore.” That was the grumbling assistant who had brought Jonas’s slop. He had a second stick that he was fitting with another syringe. 

“I’ll do it.” Lourdes’s voice was faint, but her eyes—fixed on Dane—were brighter than he had ever seen. She dropped her gaze as she turned, her body language soft and submissive. “Please?” She held her hand out for the stick. 

“Go ahead, dear.” Moore looked positively proud. “You’ve handled him before.” 

“He and I have an understanding,” Lourdes said to Greer. “Whether he likes it or not.” 

 “We do, don’t we?”  she added so only Dane could hear. 

“Touch me with that thing and we’ll both understand what your blood tastes like,” Dane snarled. Her mind on his made him want to claw at his head. 

“Be my guest.” Greer stepped well back, irritation coming off her in waves. 

“We’ve been through this before.” Lourdes stepped closer to him.  “If you let me do this,”  Dane felt as much as heard,  “I promise you will be glad of it. But pain will follow, and you cannot let them see that you are not sleeping.”  She slid the stick between the bars. 

Dane knew what it was to have her separate him from his will, and it wasn’t happening. His thoughts were clear and his muscles answered his commands to flex.  “What do you want for this?” 

 “Only what you do.” 

Lourdes was slight, but she had the reflexes of a cat. The needle came at him like a snake, yet not so fast that Dane didn’t feel a splash of anesthetic on his skin before the point bit in. The pain was half what it had been last time, and he twisted, feigning the agony he’d felt before. 

“You have to make them respect you,” Lourdes said, walking away. 

The world swam and went gray. Dane slumped down with his head against the cage bars. Beyond the blurred clumps of his lashes, he could see that Moore held something in the palm of her hand. An artifact



with a blue light shining from it like an eye. She turned it toward him and murmured a saying. It made no sense to Dane, but he tried to remember it. 

His magic crept back in like the rush of blood to a sleeping limb, and it took everything he had not to scream. Still, he brought his will down with all the experience of centuries, forcing himself to heal from the inside out. Nerves, senses, flesh. His blood turned toxic with dying bacteria, his heart faltered, his sight went dark; finally, his pain and the drugs were swept away as though by a single motion of a hand. 

Dane’s back ached with the pressure of his wings yearning to spread. Fur crawled under his skin and his spine twisted as it grew too long for his body. The beast in him had to wait. It had waited for decades to be free until Ezqel had removed the curse and fixed his magic, it could wait again. 

The pleasure of being whole made it impossible for him to hear what Moore said next. It felt like she had executed him with the word. The sense of ending was worse than the death he’d died at Jonas’s hands, because his body was still breathing and he was still trapped in this cage. Still failing. He was empty and limp, his heart struggling once more to keep his body alive without magic. 

They were talking outside his cage, and Dane tried to make himself focus through the fear brought on by losing his magic. He wasn’t used to being afraid. 

“I’d like to preserve a hybrid instead of keeping this one.” That was Greer. She didn’t like Jonas. She was his kind of girl. “We were afraid his offspring would be erratic this time, and we were right. They don’t have his malleability.” 

“His ability to recover is unparalleled,” Moore said. “I’m loath to lose that. The others can keep them in line.” 

“Perhaps the problem is with his marrow, the way he is now.” Lourdes’s voice was almost pained. 

“I’m sure there must be severe errors when he is in the midst of mass regeneration.” 

“You think it would improve if we healed him completely?” Greer seemed interested. 

“She’s simply being sentimental.” Moore laughed at the girl. “I’m surprised that you’re so fond of the dog, Lourdes.” 

“I don’t want him back,” Lourdes snapped. “If I did, I’d be pushing for you to replace him, or telling you he’s useless. I’m telling you to keep him. But stop making fodder for the incinerator just because you like seeing him in pieces.” 

“Your notes suggest that his progenitors were excessively obedient,” Greer said. “Now we can’t keep them in line. She has a point. We don’t fully understand the alterations in the body during regeneration. His DNA may carry large defects or it may be susceptible to the influences of the host body.” 

“We’ll discuss your manners later, Lourdes,” Moore said icily. “In the meantime, yes, Dr. Fallon, I will restore Jonas as well.” 

“Thank you kindly. I’m going to give Dane a little more sedative to keep him under and do some work on him—I don’t want him to wake up while I have a bore in his bone.” 



Another needle sank into him and the burn came on full force. He needed to hear. He couldn’t fall asleep. Strangle pole wires caught him around the neck and leg, and he was dragged over to the far side of the cage. There were several technicians as well as Greer there now, and they wrapped metal straps around his chest, hips and thighs, and locked him up against the bars. 

As he started to fade, he saw one of them with a blowtorch, bringing it to bear on him, and he was helpless. Fire swept up and down his leg, a fan of blue that burned away his hair there and made his skin tingle painfully. But the flame moved too quickly to burn him and then it was gone. The wire around his neck made his breath whistle in his throat until he heard Greer’s voice rise. The wire loosened. 

Something jabbed him in the lower back; the pain was shocking for such a tiny point of entry. Real pain. Something else, something smaller, sank into his flesh until it hit bone and began to grind through. 

Sweat ran down his face and he could smell his own fear. The point of pain punctured the bone, and he heard them murmuring about extractions. They were sucking out his marrow. 

 Marrow. The soul, said the fae, was anchored in the bones. There was something humans did, where they put marrow from one into another. Dane’s newly healed body was slowly succumbing to the injection; he couldn’t remember what was happening to him or why it mattered. His focus faded. From where he lay, he could only see his uneaten breakfast. 

 Don’t take it away. I’m hungry . He remembered starving. Things became confused and he thought that time was now.  My food. Don’t take it. Something was eating him. He was down to survival instinct, awake only because he was sure he would die if he didn’t protect his food. 

“Don’t worry, Dane.” A woman’s voice soothed him. “We’ll be done soon.” 

 Done with what? Done with me?  The dark didn’t answer any of his questions. 

When Noah woke, it was light in the room. He’d slept the rest of the night, and the aches and pains he felt were only from good things. For the first time in months, morning finally felt like something new. 

Lindsay was gone but Noah knew he couldn’t be far, and the empty bed meant he could stretch luxuriously. 

Rolling over, Noah discovered that Lindsay hadn’t gone far at all. He was curled up in the chair across the room, smiling at Noah’s antics. Everything dreadful about last night came back in a wash of awareness, but Noah tried to put it in its place so he could keep the mood positive. 

“Want me to do that again?” He sat up and grinned at Lindsay. 

Lindsay laughed and looked Noah over, toes to head. “Only if you push the covers off the rest of the way.” 

Noah sat up and the covers moving triggered an agonizing itch on his right shin. Getting naked was supposed to be for Lindsay’s benefit, but he ended up shoving the covers off to scratch. The minute he did, he was itchy everywhere. 



“This is wrong.” He scratched at his elbow next and gave Lindsay a narrow look. “Are you giving me a hard time?” None of his siblings would have hesitated, that was certain. 

Lindsay’s eyes went wide. “Me?” There was a grin twitching at the corner of his mouth, but then he laughed. “No. Rajan said your skin would need oiling on a regular basis. Here, let me.” 

Lindsay stood and crossed the room to pick up the blue bottle on the table near the bed. 

“Oh, I’m sure you have no reason at all to make me itchy.” Noah stuck his tongue out. 

“Careful, you’ll make me think you don’t want me getting my hands all over you.” For all his teasing, Lindsay managed to rub the oil in quickly and efficiently, starting at Noah’s feet and working his way up. 

“Feel free not to think that.” Noah tried to pretend it didn’t feel good, but it did, it was almost like sex the way it quelled the itch and made his freshly healed nerves sing. It would have felt good on any day, to have Lindsay’s hands on him. His body was very happy about it, and Noah gave up on telling his dick to shut up about it by the time Lindsay was at his knees. He was outnumbered. 

“I take it the oil is helping,” Lindsay said as he rubbed oil into Noah’s thighs and hips. His gaze flicked from Noah’s hardening cock to his face. “Or do you have a kink I ought to know about?” 

“Yes, and quite possibly,” Noah answered, trying to cover all his bases. 

It was mostly Lindsay’s fault, really. If one didn’t know what the fae were, one might say Lindsay looked like one. But to Noah, Lindsay looked like pure class on top of being gorgeous. Unwashed and worn down, he still seemed more elegant than most people did clean. Elegant was about the sharp bones and that skin that was nearly luminous and those wide eyes with the brightness of intelligence in them. 

Lindsay’s hands stilled on Noah’s belly and his head tilted. “Oh?” 

He started massaging again, working the oil into Noah’s tender skin, but it was obvious that Lindsay expected Noah to elaborate. If only Noah could remember what he’d been saying. He backtracked in his head, and laughed. 

“I’m a bad person to ask about kinks. I just...it’s all pretty good.” If he had to think about sex right now, Noah was never going to be functional this morning. “If everybody’s happy, then it’s good.” 

If he thought about what he used to like too much, anyway, he’d make himself melancholy. Before he’d ruined himself, before his magic had come to plague him, his body had felt like his home. Sex was magic of its own, something to share, to connect the lonely. He’d loved it and he’d been good at it—

sharing had always made him happy. 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Lindsay’s slick fingers trailed over Noah’s cock, but he moved away to work on Noah’s neck and arms instead. “Roll over.” 

“You’re a bad man.” Noah obeyed, sprawling out as far as he could. They had to get something done today, anything. Now wasn’t the time for playing or resting, as much as he wanted to soak in the sensations of being nearly whole again. 



“I actually thought I was rather good,” Lindsay countered. He quickly finished Noah’s back, but lingered over his ass longer than was strictly necessary. “But you’ll have to confirm that some other time. 

Kristan will be back soon.” 

“And I won’t get to lie around and play rent boy all day.” 

That was a rather sad thought, and Noah would have felt very differently about it a few days ago. 

Whether it was the experience they’d gone through together or the magic Lindsay had used to save him, Noah felt like some wall in him had crumbled. He felt twenty-five again, not eighty-five—still sorrowful, but not afflicted by it. He could move forward without losing his past. 

“Do you know what we need to do now?” Noah tried to focus on the practical, instead of on Lindsay’s strong, slim fingers sliding over his ass; his newly healthy body was obsessed with how good Lindsay could make him feel. “Other than bathe and find me something to wear?” 

“I would love to  bathe.” Lindsay made it sound like an orgasmic experience, the emphasis he put on the word. “No running water. We’ll have to find a truck stop or something. Kristan is going to pick up some clothes for you while she’s out, though.” 

Lindsay patted Noah’s ass, letting him know he was finished. Noah couldn’t help but stretch all over again. Being free from pain was incredible, and now that the itching was gone, he felt relaxed and content enough that he was ready to go back to bed. However, he made himself sit up. 

“Thanks.” He gave Lindsay a grin. “Hope you enjoyed that a little, at least.” 

“I’d have enjoyed it more if we had time to finish what I wanted to be starting,” Lindsay shot back. 

“Anyway, I know we need to find Ylli and Zoey, but I don’t know how. Cyrus is gone, so we can’t use the wind, and without some idea of where to look, I can’t use an illusion to pick them out of the masses. I’m not  that  good.” 

Noah grabbed a sheet to wrap around his waist and got up to test his legs. Cyrus hadn’t foreseen them being separated and left alone? Noah couldn’t quite believe that. The way things had fallen out, everything that happened had been perfectly predictable—unfortunate and horrendous, but predictable. He paced over to the window and looked out, wracking his memory for an answer. 

“Cyrus would have left some clues, just in case. I can’t see him letting all these years of work fall away. Cyrus was in this war that only he could see—in it to his ears—when my dad was my age.” Noah leaned on the sill, looking down into the narrow yard and dirty alley. “He was old, but...he was still with it, right?” 

“Yes.” Lindsay stood near the window, staring out past Noah. “He was always very aware of everything going on around him. I knew he was old, but I never would’ve thought he was... Well.” 

“We don’t do senile very well,” Noah said, dryly. “Please remember that when I get old.” He put his arm around Lindsay’s shoulders and gave him a little squeeze. 



“Let’s worry about that when you’re actually old enough for it to matter.” Lindsay leaned into the embrace. “So. Any idea what not-senile Cyrus might’ve had in mind?” 

Ironically, touching Lindsay made it easier to think. The bone-deep loneliness of separation from the people he loved had made Noah stupid with emptiness. Having his arms around Lindsay and his cheek on Lindsay’s hair calmed everything in him and let his mind work. 

“You’ve done everything you can,” he said, sorting through their meager resources. “Kristan’s doing everything she can. There’s only me left.” Cyrus must have believed that no matter how they ended up separated, they’d have the means to reconnect. All Noah had to offer that the others didn’t was the old ways. 

“I need a library, some office supplies, and a day and a night to work. Also, some odds and ends from a thrift store.” You could never go far wrong with a silver bowl, an iron needle, a sharp piece of flint and a mirror. 

“I think we can manage that.” Lindsay nodded slowly. “I saw a library on my way to Rajan’s office.” 

“As soon as I have something to wear, I’ll go.” Noah pressed a kiss to Lindsay’s hair. 

“If there’s a Y or a gym around here, I expect you can shower while I’m gone,” he added. The fact that Lindsay had the same dirty little dog smell that Noah remembered from sharing a room with his brothers didn’t bother him at all. It was the undertone of smoke—imagined or not—that made him vaguely queasy. More than vaguely when he inevitably remembered what had been burning. 

The front door rattled and banged open, followed by a bellow. “If you two are doing it, I’m joining you whether you like it or not. Otherwise, someone get down here and help me with these goddamn bags.” 

Lindsay laughed as he stepped away from Noah and took his hand. “Come on, before she does anything untoward.” 

“I don’t think it’s possible to prevent that.” In spite of the horrendous start they’d had, Noah couldn’t help liking Kristan. She’d screwed up, yes, but so had he. And when she could have bailed on everything, she’d stayed. “But we should try.” 

Humming his agreement, Lindsay turned and led Noah, sheet and all, downstairs to join Kristan. “You got what you needed?” 

“And it wasn’t as much fun as you’d think.” She was headed for the kitchen but she’d left a heap of bags in the front hall, random shopping bags that looked crumpled but stuffed with clothes, a duffel bag and a backpack. “Women who like shopping need a kick in the head.” 

“Did you get beer?” Noah couldn’t help himself. 

There was a long pause, then Kristan poked her head out of the kitchen. “If you’re not joking, Lindsay should leave now to get Rajan back—if he ever wants to see your dick again. Fuck you, beer. It’s heavy. I bought scotch.” She disappeared and the banging from the kitchen sounded like someone making a sandwich—loudly. 



Lindsay shook his head and went to dig through the bags. Noah could see the apprehension in him. 

When he came over to help sort Kristan’s haul, he ran his hand down Lindsay’s back to try to ease his discomfort. 

The backpack held the heavier items. Bottles in paper bags, and below that, angular metal things, also in paper bags. Guns and booze. Something for everyone. His family used hunting rifles and he’d once carried a handgun, in that other life. He wouldn’t carry one now, not unless Lindsay requested it. 

“You’re an only child, I take it?” Lindsay’s discomfort was still palpable. 

“Yes.” Lindsay said it flatly. He pulled out a pair of jeans, glanced at the size, and held them out. “I think these are for you.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Noah could tell when he’d screwed up. Damn it, he knew that anything before Lindsay came to Cyrus was off-limits. He put the bag down and tugged the jeans on. 

“For what?” 

“If my question was out of line.” Noah kept his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t touch. “And I’ll try not to pull Kristan’s hair anymore.” 

“It’s. Just.” Lindsay’s shoulders drew up and one of his hands strayed to curl around his other wrist. 

He seemed to catch himself doing it, though, and waved his hand dismissively instead. “It’s nothing. I don’t want to talk about it. That’s all.” 

“This is me, not talking. If it’ll make you happy, I’ll heat you some water. I’ll bring it up and you can wash before you dress.” 

Lindsay looked at the cases of bottled water in the corner, then fished a bar of soap out of one of the bags. “Please. Hell, it doesn’t even have to be warm.” 

“You’ll turn blue. Go on.” He pointed Lindsay toward the stairs. “I’ll be up in a minute.” 

“You’ll want to look nice,” Kristan said, coming out of the kitchen with a bottle of chocolate milk and a sandwich. “Patches wants to borrow you today.” 

Lindsay was halfway to the stairs, but he stopped and turned back. “Do you know what she wants?” 

“Who?” It wasn’t any of his damn business, but Noah couldn’t help it. 

“She helped me find Rajan.” Lindsay didn’t seem concerned, but he was still looking at Kristan, waiting for her to answer him. 

“Something about a kid who got jammed up.” Kristan shrugged. “Should be a walk in the park for you.” 

If Noah had hair, he’d have pulled it out. Breaking someone out of jail did not sound like a promising side trip. But it was Lindsay’s business and he could well imagine that the return expected for bringing him back from the near-dead was going to be high. 



“I’ll get you something to eat and that hot water in a few minutes,” he said, stepping over the bags in the hall. “And I’ll sort this out.” It was better not to leave debts lying behind them, and they’d need to leave soon. 

In the kitchen, Noah found an old pot on the back of the counter that looked fairly clean and dumped a few bottles of water into it, and a few more. He’d use what was left to wash anything they wanted to take with them. He stared at the pot for a long moment, trying not to eavesdrop on Lindsay and Kristan. 

 You’re putting a fire in water. What’s going to go wrong? 

There were an infinite number of answers to that question. Noah dropped a pinch of fire into the water and urged it to grow until it was the size of his fist.  Behave. He turned his back on it and started making Lindsay’s breakfast. The cheerful fire burbled and chirped as it rolled in the water; it didn’t remember what it had done to him. 

The ingredients for the sandwiches were what Noah remembered from when he was a kid—bread, bologna, cheese. He couldn’t see Lindsay drinking chocolate milk, but that was what there was, that or cola. He ended up juggling everything, the pot lid upside down on the pot and all the rest stacked on top of that. 

“Lindsay?” He paused at the threshold to the room they’d shared last night. 

The door swung open and Lindsay stepped aside to let him in. “Thank you. If I’d realized you’d be carrying all that, I would’ve stayed downstairs to help.” 

“It’s okay, I don’t mind.” 

It was Noah’s place to do this kind of thing; there was a benefit to it to him as well, the focus on the mundane that let raw, unsettled magic rest while the mind learned to be disciplined. Noah had grown up with all the concepts that made it possible to master magic, but he was in the minority, and he didn’t mind keeping with tradition. He put breakfast on the peeling bedside table and set the pot on the floor. 

“It’s pretty hot,” he warned. “Do you need anything else right now?” 

“I don’t think so.” Lindsay shook his head, and pulled his shirt off, dropping it on the floor. The light streaming through the window let Noah see what he couldn’t last night—skin pale enough that Noah almost expected to be able to see right through it, a fine dusting of silver-blond hair, and scars that ringed his neck and each of his wrists. 

It didn’t take Noah long to put the pieces together—they fell into place in his head with a thud that echoed guiltily in his stomach. He didn’t have specifics, but it was hard to forget Lindsay vomiting at the sight of the barre. It was a shameful thing to have to wear, but Lindsay’s reaction had shocked him. Now, he was even more ashamed and angry that Cyrus had let him do something so disrespectful to the person who was meant to mentor him. 



“I’m sorry.” Under Noah’s shame, seeing that vulnerability fueled a heat in his belly that flared with the memories of last night. Right now, though, his cheeks were even hotter and he could feel a flush creep down his throat. “I never would have... I didn’t mean to disrespect you.” 

Lindsay looked up slowly, his expression frozen between a sort of suspicious caution and the flatness that came with trying to hide everything else. 

“You didn’t know.” 

His hands went to his fly, and he shed his jeans with a few quick jerks. Kneeling beside the pot of water, he turned his attention to unwrapping his bar of soap and toothbrush. 

“The Shackles of Tehut—whatever those were—the last set, or so I’m told.” He didn’t look up. “I broke them with my magic. It killed a lot of people. I killed a lot of people. But I got away from Moore.” 

Noah would wrack his memory for the specifics later, but only a few cultures and artifact makers had stooped to harnessing mages against their will. The barre—he could have broken it off of his wrist with a little effort and perhaps a hacksaw, but he’d had no interest in either damaging a family heirloom or burning Cyrus’s house down. He gave himself a shake and stepped over to grab the cloth Lindsay was about to take. 

“Let me? Please?” 

What Lindsay had suffered and what he’d done—Noah knew it would be hard for Lindsay to understand what that meant without the history and culture that Noah had absorbed as he grew up. All he could do was show Lindsay what it meant by how he behaved. He held out his hands. 

Lindsay looked at them for a long moment, then nodded. He put his hands in Noah’s and let Noah help him up to sitting on the bed. Handing over the soap, he said, “You’ll want this.” 

“Thank you.” Noah knew his warm hands would be welcome, as well as the warm water. He started with Lindsay’s feet. “I can tell that you’d prefer not to talk about those things, but you should know that in other places, you’d have no lack of people willing to do this. Anything, really. And you’d have better students than me.” He gave Lindsay a smile, when what he wanted to give Lindsay was kisses. “Even if you don’t realize it, I don’t forget. I won’t.” 

“I don’t see why.” Lindsay looked down at his hands. At his wrists. “What I do isn’t...” He shook his head, letting the words trail off. 

Noah took one of Lindsay’s hands, kissing the palm. “Do you trust me?” 

Lindsay’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes.” 

Noah finished washing Lindsay’s other hand, and kissed it as well. “So trust me about this. Without hyperbole, you’re amazing. Remarkable. No one I know would be anything less than giddy with pride if you were their son. What you did to save yourself is the kind of thing children hear stories about. It’s another world, and it would welcome you.” 



Lindsay was quiet, but he didn’t argue. The world Noah described and the one Lindsay lived in were at right angles to one another; Lindsay simply didn’t have the context for understanding why he would be valued that way. That hurt intensely, that Lindsay was so deprived of knowing himself. 

Noah knelt up and gave in to the need to express himself in some way that would be understood, offering Lindsay a soft kiss on the lips. At least, his logical self noted dryly, his advances wouldn’t be mistaken for some kind of infatuation or hero-worship. 

That earned him a tiny smile curling the corner of Lindsay’s mouth, and a kiss in return. “Give me a chance to brush my teeth and I’ll do that for real,” he teased. 

“Any time.” Noah tamped down the little imp in him that said Lindsay would understand him better if Noah put his thoughts into actions in some satisfyingly sexual way. “When the water’s not getting cold.” 

He picked up the soap again and wet the cloth. “If you don’t mind, that is.” He went back to cleaning off Lindsay’s legs. It wasn’t any hardship to touch all that smooth whiteness. 

“I don’t mind.” Lindsay held his legs out one at a time, making it easier for Noah to get at them. 

Hesitantly, he asked, “Would it help if I stood?” 

“Yes.” The word was out of Noah’s mouth before he could work out exactly  how  it would help. After the fact, he reasoned that he could wash Lindsay’s upper body and work his way back down. That would be helpful. He pushed himself to his feet and held out his hand. 

Lindsay slipped his hand into Noah’s and got up, stepping away from the bed and closer to the pot. 

“Better?” 

“Yes.” Noah kissed Lindsay’s shoulder chastely. He put the cloth down and gently turned Lindsay around. “May I?” he asked, touching Lindsay’s hair before gathering it back. He didn’t want to bare Lindsay’s scars any further without permission. 

Lindsay nodded, his hair shifting limply under Noah’s hand. Noah ran his fingers through the fine strands and braided them into a silky rope, which he left draped over Lindsay’s shoulder while he went to work. He washed Lindsay from nape to hips, scrubbing away sweat and grime as he turned Lindsay’s skin rosy. The curves of Lindsay’s ass were a reward in and of themselves, though the fact that Noah was now dressed was a trial of sorts. Still, he soldiered on. 

“Turn?” Noah rinsed out the cloth while Lindsay did, leaving it and picking up a fresh one to wash Lindsay’s face. That was purely indulgent of him, getting to wash Lindsay’s fine features and admire them all at the same time. He was careful around the scars on Lindsay’s throat and when he washed down Lindsay’s arms to his wrists. 

Finally, Noah got to wash the smooth, flat planes of Lindsay’s chest and belly. As he got lower, he dropped to kneeling so he could reach Lindsay’s hips and thighs. He washed and explored Lindsay’s cock and balls with careful hands. 



After only a moment or two of Noah’s gentle ministrations, Lindsay made a noise like a strangled moan, but he didn’t step back. “I’m sure that’s clean now,” he said, sounding raspy. “But if you keep that up, it probably won’t be for long.” 

“I clean up after myself.” Noah kissed the feathery, barely there line of silver hair below Lindsay’s navel. One kiss, then two, then three. His tongue convinced him to put each kiss lower than the last, and Lindsay’s soft sounds encouraged him to keep going. 

Lindsay was beautiful all over. Noah slid his hands up the backs of Lindsay’s thighs as he coaxed Lindsay’s cock to delicious hardness that made him shiver with every lick and kiss. Being allowed to do this in the light of day was more than he’d expected any time soon. 

Lindsay brushed his hand over the stubble of Noah’s hair and cupped the back of his head, still petting with the slow flex of his fingers. “I like that.” 

The gentle praise was also permission to keep going. Noah hadn’t done this in a long time, but he hadn’t forgotten how, and it was even better to do it for someone he cared about. He stopped playing and took Lindsay’s cock in, letting it push past his lips. The friction made him shiver. They didn’t have much time, and he went down on Lindsay hungrily, using everything he remembered to make Lindsay feel good. 

“Noah.” Lindsay’s voice was only a whisper, but his raw need came through loud and clear. His muscles tensed under Noah’s hands, flexing in time with the rhythm Noah had set. It wasn’t long before precome was spilling over Noah’s tongue and Lindsay was making soft, whimpering sounds, his hand falling away from Noah’s head. 

Noah opened his eyes, leaving the dark, safe place where he’d lost himself to anything but the sensations of Lindsay’s body on his. He drew Lindsay in deep, his hands tight on Lindsay’s ass, and swallowed, moaning softly. Lindsay’s orgasm was a rush of cool slickness and sharp cries, and even as Lindsay’s shudders slowed, he didn’t pull away. 

“Good,” Lindsay murmured, touching Noah’s cheek with cool, gentle fingers. “That was so good.” 

As promised, Noah cleaned up after himself, and enjoyed every last lick. As turned on as he was, he felt sated at the same time, like more would be overindulgence. He didn’t want it to be about him right now. What he’d needed—for more than his body—Lindsay had given him last night. 

He pushed to his feet and let himself kiss Lindsay’s cheek, stroking the other with his fingertips. 

Lindsay turned into it, rubbing his cheek against Noah’s like a cat. 

His hands slid from Noah’s hips to the fly of his jeans and Noah stopped him with a touch as Kristan shouted, “Hey, you coming?” 

“I already did,” Lindsay murmured, laughing quietly as he took a step back from Noah. Louder, he called, “Just getting clean clothes on. Be right down.” 



“Are you...?” Noah stopped himself from prodding about what Lindsay was doing. Not only was it not his business—in the very strictest sense of things—but he wanted to make sure Lindsay didn’t fall into deferring to him. 

“Be careful,” he said, instead, letting go of Lindsay’s hands. As long as the two of them weren’t going up against anything but humans, they’d be fine. 

“I will.” Lindsay grabbed the toothbrush and toothpaste from the floor. At the door, he stopped and turned back. “You be careful too, if you’re heading out to the library. There’s a bus stop not far from here that should get you where you need to go.” 

“I’m used to strange cities, don’t worry about me. I’ll be back here by full dark, I hope, but if I’m late, go on to bed.” Noah gathered up the washing things, but left the food so Lindsay could at least take it with him. “If I’m right, we’ll know where we’re going by tomorrow morning.” 

Lindsay looked translucent in the morning light with his skin clean and damp, and it was hard for Noah to convince himself that Lindsay would be fine on his own. Hard, except for the scars that reminded him Lindsay was more capable than he was of surviving. He made himself leave to take the dirty water downstairs. 

Kristan had left money on the counter. Noah shoved it into a pocket and got to feeding himself. By the time he was eating, Lindsay and Kristan were headed out the door. 

“There’s a diner called Apollo 11,” Kristan said, poking her head into the kitchen. “If you can’t find us again, go there. Patches will owe you if we run into trouble.” 

“I won’t forget,” Noah promised. 

That much, Noah could make sense of, and it made him feel better to know that someone would owe him enough to get him back across the border if anything went wrong. Back long enough to collect Rose and the others and come fix it, and screw old men and their ideas of territories. 

The front door banged shut and Noah was alone. He didn’t have a watch, but he guessed that he had time to clean the house—yes, it was falling down, but it was their house right now and he was the one to clean it—and be at the library when it opened. He’d wandered enough cities after leaving home that he wasn’t worried about negotiating this one. Stuffing the last of a sandwich in his mouth, he picked up Lindsay’s bathwater and put it in the sink. Dishes first, then the rest. Everything done in the right order would get them where they needed to go. 



Chapter Eleven

Lindsay shifted his grip on the gun in his hand and glanced at Kristan. “Like this?” 

When he could push past the ache of loss, Dane’s absence provided Lindsay with even more reason to learn to use a gun. Dane had been—and would be again, he promised himself—the protector in their little family. But now, even with Noah by his side, Lindsay had to learn to take care of himself. 

If he couldn’t do it with his magic—and Lourdes had proven he couldn’t always rely on his magic for protection and defense—then he’d have to do it by mundane means. 

Kristan nodded, and he used his thumb to flick off the safety. He could do this. Just because his last few shots wouldn’t have hit the broad side of a barn—much less the empty beer can Kristan had propped up on the fence—didn’t mean this time he would miss too. 

Well, maybe. 

Lindsay squeezed the trigger, tensing in anticipation of the recoil, and nearly yelped when the can fell off the fence. Holy shit. He’d done it. 

They were behind an abandoned house in a neighborhood where, Kristan assured him, gunshots would not draw unwanted attention. Lindsay didn’t want to think about what that meant for the people who lived here, but since no sirens answered his shots, he was grateful. 

Carefully putting the gun down in front of him, Lindsay turned to Kristan. “I have no idea if I’ll ever be able to pull that off again,” he said, answering her wide smile. He knew he was flushed with success, he felt it on his skin and in the straightness of his spine. More than that, there was the glow of confidence Noah’s tender attention and sincere respect had sparked in him this morning. He had no idea how Noah did it, but it felt good. 

“Sure.” Kristan pushed herself up off the broken steps where she’d been sitting while he practiced. 

“You’re the golden boy, you’ll pull it off. No surprise you have to be good at everything. And at least you won’t shoot yourself in the foot now. But we should blow. Patches is waiting for us.” 

Lindsay rolled his eyes and turned back to take care of the gun. Once it was safely stored in the bag, he carried it to Kristan. “Yes, none of us need that. We’ve had enough visits with healers already this month, haven’t we?” 

“Yeah, I could do without seeing another for a while. I’m staying away from anything flammable.” 

Kristan shouldered her backpack—the way it pulled her shoulders back made her curves seem so outrageous that she should have been a comic-book heroine—and ran a hand through her cropped curls. 



“Sparky’s luck with women is shit. At least he’s okay now. I’d like to punch that bitch in the...” She trailed off and spit in the dirt at her feet. “Let’s go.” 

Lindsay was surprised to hear that Kristan felt the same way he did—or maybe he wasn’t. Kristan hadn’t shied away from giving every bit of help needed to put Noah back together. Lindsay had obviously misjudged her. Worse, he’d known he was doing it—letting himself be distracted by his own jealousy over Dane. 

“I’m sorry,” he said finally. He waved off her questioning look and she let it go. She was right, they had to get going. Patches was expecting them. Besides, actions were better than apologies for something she hadn’t even known was going on in his head. He followed her out of the yard. 

The little coffee bar in the basement under the Apollo 11 was busier than it had been last time. Kristan led him through the mix to where Patches was perched on the edge of the stage. 

“Here you go,” Kristan said, gesturing at Lindsay. “Special delivery. All your jailbreak needs in one place.” She dropped her backpack on the stage and allowed a moment to give Patches a hug. “I’m gonna eat someone’s soul if I don’t get a coffee. You want one?” 

It took Lindsay a moment—and Kristan turning to stare pointedly at him—to realize that last was directed at him. “Please, yes. Thank you.” 

“Blond,” Kristan muttered. With a snort and a roll of her eyes, she disappeared behind a pair of matched slabs of beef wearing Apollo 11 T-shirts. 

“Thanks for coming,” Patches said warmly. She looked like some kind of bohemian deity with her odd skin and clothes and the way people—literally—seemed willing to put her on a pedestal. “I’ll show you what I need from you. One of the children I’ve been keeping an eye on has been dropped into the local juvenile detention and the way people are disappearing, I can’t take any chances.” 

“Tell me what you need.” Lindsay owed her and Rajan both and, after how Rajan had helped Noah, he’d do almost anything to repay the debt. 

“You suggested that you could provide illusions.” Patches took a map from one of her bouncers and offered it to Lindsay. “You’ll see there that we’ve identified the cell where he’s being held. However, it would be safest if we removed him from the yard during the mandatory outdoor period. I have people who can do the physical work. All we need is a distraction to draw most of the guards.” 

The exercise yard was backed by the detention center on two sides. A parking lot was laid out on the third side and a side street ran along the fourth. The two open sides were protected by an eight-foot-high concrete wall and twelve feet of chain link with a four-strand barbed-wire barrier on top. It would be difficult to get in and out, but Lindsay could see where it would be possible, with the right people. 

“I can do that.” But he could do more. “It would be safer if I made sure no one sees any of you. And the boy, once you have him.” 



“They have an extensive camera surveillance system.” Patches leaned over to tap the blue markings. 

“Sadly, it’s more for legal ass-covering than to keep the kids from getting out.” The pale blue arcs must have indicated the camera coverage area, but that didn’t matter. 

“I can handle it. If I cover the entire complex, there won’t be anyone to see.” As long as the guards watching the feed were in the same complex, there wouldn’t be any problems. 

“You’re sure?” Patches looked at the map, then at Lindsay. “There are several hundred people to deal with. The distraction would be fine. Not that I’m saying no. It’s just...” She spread both hands expressively. “I would rather be safe than sorry.” 

“He can do it.” Kristan sounded exceedingly sour. “There’s a reason he’s got his own harem.” She came up beside Lindsay and nudged him with her elbow so he’d take his coffee. “That doesn’t include me, thank God. No offense, but I’m allergic to perfection.” 

“I’m not—” Lindsay stopped and stared at Kristan for a moment. “Harem?” 

He took the coffee, shaking off the surprise, and turned back to Patches. “She’s right, though. I can do it. I didn’t explain before, when you asked what I could pay. It’s not always safe. But I can make certain no one gets caught.”  Never again.  Lindsay didn’t let himself continue with the thought. He would find Dane. 

And, today, Lindsay would make sure what happened to him didn’t happen to this boy. 

“Harem,” Kristan muttered under her breath before she took another sip of coffee. It was a welcome distraction from the memories welling up in the back of his mind. 

“If you can keep them from seeing us.” Patches looked thoughtful, and she tweaked the map out of Lindsay’s hands. “Then all we have to do is get someone up and over, and back with the kid. How much can you...” She looked up at Lindsay from under her strangely shiny lashes. “Could you let... Can you do it on one person as well?” 

“It’s only gonna get bigger.” Kristan’s voice drifted up from behind Lindsay as she flung herself into a chair. 

“The prisoners and guards, and a separate illusion over this one person?” Lindsay asked, to clarify. 

“Well, he doesn’t know we’re trying to get him out. And he is still a child. I don’t want him to be alarmed.” Patches cast a worried glance up into the shadows. When Lindsay tracked her gaze, he found himself looking at something—someone—who was almost indistinguishable from the shadows except for a flicker of pale green eyes. Possibly more than two eyes. 

This wasn’t the time to get nervous about exposing the scope of his magic. If he was going to get Patches and her friends in and out of the detention center in one piece, they’d all know what he could do, anyway. “I can put him to sleep, if you’d like.” 

He glanced at Kristan over his shoulder, raising his eyebrows.  Bigger? 

“It’s not just your awesome power that’s a commodity,” Kristan said under her breath. It was like having a very sarcastic little devil on his shoulder. 



Lindsay shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t have a harem, still wasn’t entirely sure how he’d ended up with Dane and Noah both. Between him and Kristan, Lindsay knew which was the more attractive, and it certainly wasn’t him. 

“We’ll go with that. That makes it easier on us.” Patches gave Kristan a sweet smile. “I can always count on this one to come through. We’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.” She moved to hop off the stage and one of the huge bouncers was right there to take her hand and help her down. 

Lindsay watched her walk away before turning his attention to Kristan. “I’m not— It’s not like that, you know.” 

“Like what?” She was the picture of limpid-eyed innocence for all of three seconds, then she laughed. 

“Not like you’re building a harem of ridiculously hot men? I think the old man must have had a very naughty mind.” She waggled her eyebrows at him. At least she’d keep him from getting too full of himself. 

Lindsay nearly choked on his coffee. “I do not want to think about Cyrus thinking about my sex life. 

Really.” 

“Oh, please.” Kristan shook her head. “Everyone’s got to get their fun somewhere. And as for the harem thing, well...even if you’re not putting one together, you’re going to get plenty of volunteers sooner than later. I don’t have to know any of this old-ways shit to see that one coming.” 

“I’m not...” Lindsay sighed. “I don’t see why.” Kristan was everything he wasn’t. Beautiful, full of color and life, she exuded sexuality even when she wasn’t using her magic. He knew Dane’s affections were real, but that didn’t mean he understood why Dane had chosen him. Or Noah. 

“As soon as people know even a little of what you can do, you’ll have them falling over themselves to be near you,” Kristan said with a little shrug. “You could have anyone you wanted anyway, but this is less work.” 

“Less work.” Lindsay didn’t want his magic to be the reason someone was with him. “I think I’ll pass.” 

“You’d better become a hermit, then.” Kristan looked almost sympathetic. “Or you could hire out the dirty work.” She winked at him. 

Lindsay couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re welcome to it.” 

“We’ve got the van here.” Patches came out in the shadows with the hush of fabric against the floor. 

She was wrapping herself in a dark cloak that hid her pale, patchwork skin. “Let’s go and get our young friend.” 

As he pulled his illusion back from the juvenile detention center, Lindsay was sure that the only things keeping his feet on the ground were his grief over losing Cyrus and his fear for Dane. He wished they could have been present to see his success today. Both of them would have understood what it meant to him to watch Patches’s people deliver a sleeping boy into her arms. 



The boy, barely in his teens, looked worse for wear with a black eye and a split lip. He was safe now, though, and Lindsay had helped make that happen. Sitting across from Patches in the old RV she used as a mobile headquarters, he opened the bottle of water she’d offered him earlier and took a drink to loosen the tightness in his throat. 

 If Cyrus could have saved me...he might not have. Not until he was ready . That was true enough. 

Cyrus was—had been—an enigmatic and unsentimental old man. It was only now, in the lull as Lindsay watched Patches gently washing the boy’s face, that the differences between his situation and Zoey’s began to surface. 

 Maybe he tried so hard to save her because of what happened to me.  That thought had him nearly inhaling the next mouthful of water. He had to stifle his cough so as not to wake the boy. Until today, he never would have imagined that his experiences would have pricked anyone’s conscience except, perhaps, Dane’s. 

When they returned to Apollo 11, Patches startled Lindsay by kissing his cheek before she disappeared deeper into the space under the restaurant, with the boy carried along in the arms of one of her bouncers. 

“Harem,” Kristan said, disguising the word behind a cough. Lindsay glared at her and she laughed at him. “No, it means you did good. Come on. We’ll grab something to eat here and then see if your boy is home yet.” 

His...yes. Noah  was  his. It felt good to hear Kristan say it—without her usual sarcasm, no less. Like it was a fact. 

As the rush of accomplishment faded, something else took its place like a weight at the edges of his mind. The sensation was familiar and not, at once. He felt along the threads of tension but stopped when he realized it wasn’t Lourdes at the other end. Someone else was out there. Maybe someone harmless, but Lindsay didn’t want to take too many chances. 

He wanted to get back now, but he knew he had to eat, and Noah had made it sound like the work would take a long time. He added another layer to the illusion he’d put in place to hide them from Lourdes, then followed Kristan to a table by the coffee bar and let her order for both of them. If Dane wasn’t there to make sure he ate, he’d have to be extra careful. 

Apollo 11 wasn’t just a safe haven, the food was really good, and Lindsay was surprised to find he was starving. The mushroom and Swiss cheese omelet tasted like heaven, and instead of toast, there were hot, buttery English muffins. Real coffee too. Lindsay felt guilty for having so much and not sharing it with Noah, but he’d make it up to him somehow. 

It was strange to be with Kristan like this. He hadn’t had anything like a friend since childhood—not that they were actually friends but at least they weren’t at odds anymore. They had a huge loss in common



Anah Crow and Dianne Fox

now. He’d told her about Cyrus while she was teaching him how to use the gun. She’d taken it hard, but in that cold, sharp way he’d come to expect from her. 

They came back to an empty house. Kristan muttered something about being up all night for all the wrong reasons—belatedly, Lindsay realized she must be exhausted—and disappeared into her room. 

Lindsay was left to wander the house until he found copies of  The New York Times  and  The Washington Post  that Kristan had brought back earlier. He’d been hoping to find something to tidy, but it was all done. 

He found a pencil in a backpack in the front hall and gave up on doing anything constructive. He’d wait for Noah in bed as he read and did the crosswords to pass the time. 

His mind wandered horribly. When he wasn’t trying not to think about Dane and Cyrus, memories of Noah bubbled up. 

It had been sweet and unexpected, both the sex in the night and Noah sucking him off that morning. 

Suddenly, he remembered the incident with Kristan, and Noah saying he would never disrespect his beloved wife. Lindsay knew—without knowing how, except that it was impossible to imagine Noah otherwise—that Noah loved her as much now as before. That Noah had asked Lindsay to be his lover, though... Lindsay wanted him to come home. 

Noah would come back, and they would go find Ylli and Zoey. They would find Dane, and they would go home to Vivian. Lindsay clung to the thought as he gave up on the crossword and curled in on himself, tugging a blanket up and letting his eyes close. 

A sound woke him and the watery gray light in the room told Lindsay that it was nearly morning. He froze, wishing he’d thought to bring the gun to bed with him. With Dane missing and Cyrus...gone, he felt infinitely vulnerable. 

Low voices filtered through the thin walls. A brief bubble of laughter, something like a shoe hitting a wall, and a door closing—Noah was back, and he’d come in through Kristan’s window. The way they had to lock the door made it impossible to get in at the front. 

 Noah. Lindsay felt like he’d been holding his breath all night. Noah passed the bedroom door and started down the stairs. 

“Noah.” Lindsay was out in the hall before Noah was halfway down. 

“Did I wake you?” Noah had a rucksack over his shoulder and a map in one hand. He gave Lindsay a brilliant smile. Seeing him whole hit Lindsay with an unexpected surge of desire. “I think I know where we’re going, but we’ll need to travel at night. I’ll use the time to double-check my work.” 

“Great.” Lindsay’s brain tried to catch up with what Noah had said while he was wrestling with how gorgeous Noah was now. He’d always been attracted, but... “Anything you want.” 

“I want to get Dane back.” Noah’s smile faded and his jaw tightened. “But we’ll do this first. Do you want me to get your breakfast before I set up?” 



“No, I can do it. I’ll go pick something up for all of us.” It would keep Lindsay’s mind on task. “But thank you for asking. Do what you need, and get some sleep before we go.” He wasn’t going to forget that Noah was freshly back from—literally—the brink of death. 

“As you will.” Noah gave him that smile again, just a flash, and he went on his way downstairs. 

 I want to get Dane back. So did Lindsay. But, at the same time, he was incredibly grateful for what he still had. Moreso all the time. 



Chapter Twelve

Noah spent the morning working on things Lindsay couldn’t understand. Pins, playing cards, mirrors, a Chinese coin on a string—it was all beyond him and he couldn’t help. Noah’s concentration was so intense that Lindsay knew he would be in the way just by being in the living room with him, so he and Kristan packed their few belongings for the trip. They’d leave nothing behind. 

“They don’t make these in kids’ sizes, but this’ll have to do.” Kristan stood in the doorway of his bedroom, swinging what looked like an oversized belt from one finger. When he straightened and tossed the folded sheets into his bag, she threw it to him. “If you think you’re gonna need to shoot someone, get your gun out straight up. I’ll show you how to draw properly later. We need way more time for you to be any good, but at least I know you’ll actually pull the trigger.” 

Lindsay stopped trying to work out how to put the holster on—he’d figured out that it was a shoulder holster, at least—and gave her a curious look.  How...?  He would, he knew it, but Kristan didn’t have reason to think so. 

“I’m not stupid, Lindsay.” She shook her head as she turned away. “I wouldn’t waste my time teaching you if you wouldn’t shoot someone with it,” she called over her shoulder. 

Lindsay pulled on the holster and pulled himself another step closer to the man his father had wished he’d become. The man Lindsay had been certain he would never be. A man like his father, who wore a gun, who went to war and never regretted what he’d done. Well, this was war now. 

He loaded his gun, then slipped it into place in the holster. He felt a little better, having it right there. 

Kristan had bought him a jacket, an old suede thing that looked like it was from the seventies. When he put it on, it covered up the gun, and even in the heat, he didn’t mind an extra layer. When he stepped into the bathroom, someone he didn’t know looked back at him from the mirror, a stern, thin man with hard gray eyes and fine white hair, a tight mouth and a smudge of pale stubble on his jaw. 

He looked like a survivor. In the moment before he recognized himself, he saw it clearly. He could do this. 

 They  could do this. Kristan was downstairs talking to Noah. Even if they failed to save anyone else, the three of them would survive together. Maybe even get strong enough to make Moore regret being born. 

And that idea made him feel more secure than he ever had, at a time when he’d expected to feel utterly lost. 

“Yes, you’re pretty.” Noah’s low voice shook Lindsay out of his haze, and he realized he’d been staring through himself in the mirror, imagining all the things he’d like to happen to Moore. 



“Hush.” Lindsay made a face at Noah. “Are you going to get some rest now?” 

“Only if you come with me.” Noah leaned on the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest. Lindsay didn’t pretend he was going to resist. 

“There’s no bedding,” he warned, “but go lie down. I’ll be there in a minute.” 

Noah went obediently, and Lindsay was left to shrug out of jacket and holster. When he came into the bedroom, he hung them on the back of the door as he closed it behind him. He couldn’t help Noah work out where they were going, but he could do this. 

Noah was lying in bed, using the bag of bedclothes as a pillow, and Lindsay crawled in beside him. 

Wordlessly, Noah rolled into his arms and Lindsay held him close, pressing a kiss to his softly fuzzy head. 

“Sleep sweet,” Lindsay ordered. He had no idea when the joy of having Noah whole and well would fade. 

“Make me.” There was only a little challenge in Noah’s voice, and Lindsay could hear the ache under it. He didn’t know what had caused it—Noah had a wealth of reasons—but he didn’t question. He let a web of magic drift down over Noah and wrap him up in sleep. 

They left the house as the sun was setting. Kristan brought the car around to the alley so they wouldn’t draw attention out on the street. When Noah took the keys from her, she opened her mouth to protest, but shut it just as fast. She gave Lindsay a questioning look, and he only shrugged. He trusted Noah. To his surprise, Kristan got into the backseat without comment. It was time to go. 

Noah pulled in at the last coffee shop before they cleared the outskirts of Detroit, and Kristan slipped out to get three cups for the road. Lindsay flailed at the map Noah handed him, trying to fold and settle it in his lap so it wasn’t obscuring the windshield. He still had only the vaguest understanding of what Noah had done to figure out their destination. The map was marked with symbols he couldn’t decipher, even once he had it properly folded and oriented. 

“We’re here.” Noah held his hand over the map and a tiny drop of flame fell onto the paper. 

Lindsay startled, ready to slap out the fire, but the paper didn’t burn. Instead, the droplet cracked like a minute egg, turned inside out, and became a tiny, tiny snake. It was only a half-inch long, but Lindsay could see that it had scales and pinpoint bright eyes, and a flicker of a tongue. It raised its head, testing the air, and settled itself along the highway that led out of town, wriggling impatiently. 

“Oh.” Noah never ceased to amaze him. 

“It’ll show us where to go.” Noah sounded distant, but Lindsay let him be. He was doing enough already. 

Now they knew how to get to where the “old ways” predicted Cyrus would tell the others to meet them. They were finally on their way to finding Ylli and Zoey. As long as Cyrus had managed to tell  them where to go before he died. 



“Coffee for you two.” Kristan passed them through Noah’s open window. “I’m going to sleep. Some of us didn’t get a nice cuddle this afternoon.” 

Lindsay rolled his eyes at her and busied himself putting his coffee where he could get at it without disturbing the little snake. Once they were on the road, everything was dark and quiet. He sipped his coffee and tried to make himself ignore Noah’s tension. He did well enough for about twenty minutes, when he finally cracked. 

“Are you sure you want to drive?” Even in the dark, he saw how tense Noah was behind the wheel. 

Kristan could drive if she had to. 

“Yes.” Noah reached for the coffee waiting for him in the cup holder, but stopped and put his hand back on the wheel. It was the third time he’d done it, at least that Lindsay had seen. “I can feel it better if I’m controlling our movement. If I have to stay on the road, I’ll find the way by the road. Otherwise, we’ll be trying to find the closest road and guessing all the way there.” 

“All right. Then drink this.” Lindsay brought his own coffee cup to Noah’s lips. He held it carefully, so he wouldn’t spill and Noah wouldn’t have to take his eyes off the road or hands off the wheel to drink. 

“You don’t...” Arguing about it was going to spill things. Noah shut up and took a drink. “Thanks.” 

Lindsay heard him hold his breath as he stopped white-knuckling the wheel to touch Lindsay on the thigh, a light touch that was gone as soon as it came. “I need to get back to normal. To feeling normal.” 

“Good fuckin’ luck with that,” Kristan mumbled sleepily. She was supposed to be asleep, but apparently she couldn’t resist being smart-mouthed. 

“Play nice, kids.” Lindsay was trying to adjust to the way Noah and Kristan teased each other. There didn’t seem to be any heat behind the taunts, not anymore, but it still sent tension racing up his spine. 

A couple large green signs mounted over the road warned of an upcoming split in the highway. 

Lindsay checked the map and pointed to the left. “The little snake says we go that way.” 

“Okay.” Noah checked his mirrors and changed lanes to accommodate the shift. “If you’re going to be up running your mouth, dick-wrapper, you can light me a cigarette.” 

“Insult’s only good if it doesn’t apply to both of us, bitch.” Kristan didn’t sit up, but Lindsay could hear her rummaging around. 

Noah had said he’d stop, but maybe insults didn’t count as hair-pulling. Or maybe he was so wound up that he couldn’t remember what he was doing, and it was as automatic for him as being polite was for Lindsay. Wound up hardly covered it, but he was doing a better job of driving than Kristan did. 

At least the highway was relatively empty. They were one of only a few cars on the road; the rest were semis, but they generally stayed in the right lane. Once Kristan handed over Noah’s cigarette, she lay down on the backseat again and was silent, actually making an effort to sleep this time. 

Even after the other two were quiet, Lindsay’s unease lingered. Trying to relax himself with reminders of how much they had going for them didn’t help. The strange feeling only built until he felt like



he was going to crawl out of his skin, and he had to bite his lip not to ask the others if they felt anything. He took a slow breath and pushed out an illusion to cover them, just to give himself some comfort. 

Another highway shift led them farther from Lake Erie, but according to the map, they were now going straight south. With his illusion in place, Lindsay’s tension faded away. He got some more coffee into Noah, a few sips at a time, and tucked himself closer to Noah’s side in the process. 

The longer they drove, the more Noah relaxed, until he was willing to let go of the wheel and put his hand on Lindsay’s thigh. Since Rajan had healed him, Noah was more comfortable with touching and being close. Not just comfortable—he needed it. Lindsay remembered the first time he’d offered Noah his hand and Noah had refused. The pain of being comforted had been too much, but that part of him had healed along with his body. Or started to heal—Lindsay could feel the little tremors in him now and even more when he fumbled to find Lindsay’s hand. 

“Is she still sleeping?” 

“I think so.” Lindsay glanced over his shoulder to confirm. “Sound asleep.” He rested his other hand on Noah’s, hoping that would soothe the wave of melancholy coloring Noah’s expression in the occasional headlights from oncoming traffic. 

As far as Lindsay knew, this was the first time Noah had been behind the wheel since the accident that had killed his wife. The anxiety that had come with simply driving again had been enough to keep the sadness at bay before. Now that he’d relaxed, Lindsay could see that those half-memories of what  should be  were surfacing. 

Early in the drive, Lindsay’d had the same problem, glancing over and expecting to see Dane behind the wheel. It left an ache inside him that he had to force himself to ignore. One step at a time. Ylli and Zoey first, because he’d need their help to find Dane and free him from Moore. If Dane’s absence was bothering Lindsay, he couldn’t imagine how Noah felt. The person Noah was looking for was never coming back, no matter what they did now. 

“Do you need a break?” There was bound to be a rest stop somewhere up ahead that Noah could pull off at to rest while Lindsay kept watch. 

“Sure. Tell me where to turn.” Noah was holding on to Lindsay’s hand as tightly as he’d been gripping the steering wheel. “It’s getting easier. Everything except the rearview mirror.” 

Unbidden, Noah’s memories came back to Lindsay and he remembered the glare of headlights looming large in a rearview mirror. He shook the vision off before the impact came and put his free hand over Noah’s. Noah was so strong—that made Lindsay’s role of mentoring him even more important. 

Lindsay watched the signs at the side of the road, pointing when one of them finally said REST

AREA AHEAD in big, white letters. “We should stop here. There’s a landmark coming up on the map, and there probably won’t be another rest stop until after that. You need a break.” 



“Thanks.” Noah exhaled slowly and let go of Lindsay’s hand to make the lane change that would take them off the highway. “I keep telling myself that if I can somehow pull this off, find this girl, get Dane back for you, stop Moore, it would justify—somehow—that I’m here and she’s not. I used to say that the way people tried to make something good out of a tragedy was meaningless because death was inevitable.” 

“Life gives it meaning,” Lindsay said softly. When Dane had died in Ezqel’s forest, it was Dane’s life—

everything Lindsay knew about him and everything he’d done for Lindsay—that had pushed Lindsay to keep going. That Ezqel and Izia had brought Dane back hadn’t changed Lindsay’s conviction that some risks were worth taking. 

“I’m glad you’re here.” Noah slid his arm around Lindsay’s shoulders and pressed his hot cheek to Lindsay’s hair for a moment. “I knew life owed me a break somewhere.” 

Lindsay didn’t know how to answer that. He found Noah’s hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. 

“Thank you,” he said finally. “I’m glad you’re here too.” 

He was. He had no idea what he would’ve done these past few days if Noah hadn’t pulled through and Lindsay hadn’t had him to focus on while they worked out how to find the others. While  Noah  worked out how to find the others. The thought made anxiety surge up in him again—he was already so dependent on Noah. 

“If there’s any kissing going on, I’m gonna puke.” With a grumble and groan, Kristan pushed herself to sit up. “Time for the little girls’ room.” 

Lindsay waited until he was watching her walk away in the glow of the headlights, then turned to Noah. Focusing on Noah helped distract him from the pressure on his mind. “Are you all right?” 

“Not great.” Noah let his head fall back and exhaled slowly. “I won’t let you down. There’s nothing wrong  with me. It’s just hard. I’ll manage.” He looked over at Lindsay and mustered up a smile. 

“I know.” Lindsay gave him a soft kiss on the mouth as a reward. 

Once they got back on the road, the rest of the drive went quickly, and when they exited the highway, they found their way into the parking lot of a museum that was closed for the night. The sign outside read The Great Circle Museum . Lindsay looked around, then back at the map. The snake flickered and faded away. 

“This is that landmark I mentioned earlier,” Lindsay said. “It’s a Native American structure, a mound. 

There are a lot of them in this part of Ohio.” That made sense, though Lindsay didn’t know nearly enough about magic. A site like this would be easy for someone like Noah to track down. 

Noah let the car drift as far to the back of the parking lot as it would go, where the drooping branches of an untended tree scraped across the hood as he parked. He turned off the car and exhaled slowly. 

“The confluence is here. No more river to follow, so to speak.” 

“I love it when he speaks in tongues.” Kristan popped open her door and dragged herself out of the car with a groan. 



“Will you need the map for this part?” Lindsay couldn’t make any more sense of Noah’s words than Kristan, but he was learning as fast as he could. 

“No, it won’t do us any good. I need the plastic bag that’s on the floor there, though.” Now that Noah wasn’t paying attention to Kristan, he looked tense again. 

“Got it.” Lindsay passed it to Noah. “Anything else? Anything I can do to help?” 

“Make sure no one knows we’re here? That’s all.” The trunk banged shut and Noah got moving. 

“Okay, Kristan has some other stuff I need back there. I hope I remember the way all of this goes.” 

Lindsay stayed in the dark car. The moment he was alone, he had a name for the pressure on his mind, and he grabbed the door handle, expecting to be sick. They were being hunted. The nausea didn’t come, though, just a surge of anger. 

The illusion he’d already cast would keep their little party hidden from human sight, but he didn’t know if it would deceive whatever hunted them. He pushed back, enough to know that the mind—no, the minds—that kept brushing his didn’t belong to Lourdes. Lourdes had seen through his illusions before—as far as Lindsay knew, only she and Dane and Jonas could best him—and Lindsay was certain that Moore held no better players in reserve. He knew her arrogance. 

Telling Noah and Kristan what was going on would distract them from finding Ylli and Zoey, and with no benefit. There wasn’t anything either of them could do to stop the hunters, not until the hunters found them. Lindsay wouldn’t let it get to that point when they were so badly outnumbered. 

Lindsay’s fear had always made it easier for Dane to find him through his illusions. If these hunters were anything like Dane or Jonas, adding to Noah’s and Kristan’s anxiety would make it harder for Lindsay to keep them hidden. His last training session with Dane had made it clear he still had a long way to go in learning to keep himself hidden while he was being hunted, much less two other nervous people. 

It was up to Lindsay. He’d kept them hidden this long. 

There was a chance that the hunters didn’t know they were here, that the touches were simply because the minds were scanning the area. It made sense that if Noah had found his way here, another mage with the same training might have done the same. Lindsay wove more power into the illusion, opened his door, and prepared to pretend everything was well. He’d had plenty of training in those mundane illusions long before he had his magic. 

Noah was standing at the back of the car, arranging things on the trunk in the light of a jittery candle flame that bounced around inside a red votive glass. Lindsay looked closer to find that there was no candle, only the flame, feeding on Noah’s magic. Kristan had wandered off with a flashlight and the white circle of light bounced around at the edge of the parking lot. 

“She’s checking to see if Ylli left any clues,” Noah said, without looking up. “In case they came down this way. She says she’ll know it if she sees it.” 



A black cloth was spread over the trunk. On it, Noah had set out an old silver sugar bowl without a lid, a compass, a mirror, a handful of candles, a little pocketknife with a bone handle, and an unopened bottle of spring water. He leaned against the trunk, looking down at them as though they could already tell him something. 

It all seemed random, discarded bits and pieces of people’s lives. Lindsay didn’t dare touch any of it for fear of disturbing whatever Noah intended to do. Speaking didn’t feel like a wrong thing, though. “How is it supposed to work?” 

“Silver holds magic.” Noah put the bowl in the middle. “So does water. There’s enough things here for more than one try. I’m not assuming anything. First thing I’m going to do is find them like you’d go north. But I’m changing the value of north.” He turned the compass over in the light, pulled a screwdriver out of the things still piled up to the side and tried to get the compass apart. “Of course, I’m looking for north in a big puddle of magnets, but I’m hoping I can get the specifics right.” 

“How do you tell it what to look for? That you want Ylli and Zoey, and not whatever artifacts are tucked away in that museum or hidden in the ground?” So much of how magic worked still eluded Lindsay, but he wanted to understand it. Needed to. 

“Magic and will are close in nature. I’m hoping the fact that I really  want  to find them helps. We’re all from the same house, you and Kristan and Ylli and I. That gives us a bond I’m banking on as well—my magic should be in harmony with Ylli’s. If this doesn’t work, we’ll go with old divination tricks. Nature knows what’s coming. If you can get her to touch your magic, your magic will show you what she sees. 

That’s why Cyrus—because he was so close to the element of air—had that gift of precognition.” 

The compass finally came apart in his hands and he rescued the needle from the rest. The liquid smelled flammable. 

“If I were a hundred years old,” he muttered, “this would be a doddle.” 

“I don’t see a damn thing.” Kristan came trudging back. “Unless Feathers forgot that the rest of us have to fucking walk and left me a message twenty feet up.” 

“I may be able to sense them when we’re close enough to catch them in my illusion.” That wouldn’t tell Lindsay which way to go to find Ylli—or if Ylli, specifically, was out there, because he’d never been in Ylli’s mind enough to know the taste of it—but he would feel if someone was there. 

“If it won’t hurt you to do it.” Noah paused before pouring water in the sugar bowl. 

“I’ll let you know.” 

“Come here.” Noah beckoned to Kristan. 

“What?” She came close, looking wary. 

“I need one of your hairs to add to this to help find Ylli.” 



 You are wise. Most surrender such precious things too easily.  Lindsay remembered being told that when he’d refused to let a mage take his blood to determine his lineage. A hair seemed equally precious, though in this situation, Lindsay’s objections were the least of their problems. 

“I know what you’re thinking, and just because he has a dick... I’m not a slut.” Kristan took three steps back. She could still put his teeth on edge, no matter what. 

“I am,” Noah said unapologetically. “Or I was. Probably will be again.” He grinned at Lindsay, that wicked grin that—like the first time—startled a laugh out of Lindsay. “You’re Vivian’s. So is he. But you don’t have to give me one. It’s cool.” 

“Oh, God,” Kristan groaned. “Stop being so fucking nice.” She reached up and plucked a wisp from her temple and offered it to him. The winding strand glinted in the candlelight. 

“Thank you.” Noah took the hair and wrapped it around the needle. “The process will destroy it—I won’t have it to use again.” 

He put the needle down carefully and picked up the tiny pocketknife. It was a folding knife with only a single blade about an inch long. Once it was open, he stared at it for a long moment, like he was weighing something. Then he drew it across his left palm. 

In the dark, it was hard to see how much damage a little thing like that could do, and Noah kept his hand closed. He put the knife down and picked up the compass needle. That went into his left hand as well and he clenched his fist around it. 

“Here we go.” Noah picked up the sugar bowl full of water and backed away from the car. “Someone else want to put that stuff away?” 

“I’ll get it.” Lindsay tried to keep an eye on Noah while he was at it. He didn’t like the idea of Noah slicing his hand open, however shallowly it might have been, and he had no idea what Noah might do next. 

The water bottle, compass pieces and mirror all went back in the bag with the black cloth. Lindsay left the bag in the trunk and, after checking that Kristan had the car keys, closed it up. “What now?” 

“Now we get directions.” Noah held his hand out and light began seeping through his fingers. For a moment, the blood running down his wrist was visible, and then the fire flared white, sucking the blood into it. Lindsay could feel raw heat coming from the flames; it was like standing next to a torch. “This had better work.” 

Noah opened his hand and the fire rolled into to a red-orange globe on his palm. The compass needle was a tiny shadow spinning on top. Moving carefully, Noah slipped the ball of fire into the bowl, where it sank beneath the surface until only the needle remained on top, lit from underneath by the burning globe. 

The spinning slowed once the needle met the resistance of the water, and it wiggled about before selecting a direction that would take them deep into the circle of the mound. 

“And why do we not know how to do this?” Kristan flicked her flashlight on. 



“Excellent question.” Lindsay could think of a few reasons. “Poor timing, maybe. It isn’t as though we haven’t been busy with other things.” Like  Moore. 

“I need to focus on this little bastard,” Noah muttered. “Must be your influence, Kristan. Thing won’t stop nattering.” The colors of the globe oscillated like it was trying to get hotter, flaring and subsiding. 

“Someone else can find the best path.” He held his wounded hand out to Lindsay. 

In the light from the bowl, Lindsay could see it was clean except for a few beads of blood gathering along the edge of a clotted gash across Noah’s palm. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had Noah’s blood on him—there wasn’t anything of Noah that Lindsay hadn’t touched, nothing of Noah he couldn’t have. He was struck all over again by how much Noah was  his. He slipped his hand into Noah’s and guided him around a rock. 

“I feel like an idiot doing parlor tricks,” Noah murmured when they stopped to let Kristan go ahead and find the best way around a small gully. “I’m sorry if this doesn’t work. If we end up outside a liquor store, we know what happened, though.” 

Lindsay snorted quietly. “We’ll figure something out.” 

As they walked, Lindsay stretched his illusion out in front of them. For a long time, there was nothing. This was a magical place, though, and even the nothingness was filled with eddies of magic flowing around them. The last time he’d been in a place this full of magic, everything had been different. In Ezqel’s cave, Dane had stood beside him, had held his hands and kissed his lips and washed away his fear. 

Now, Dane was lost and Lindsay was alone with his fear. 

Finally, the illusion snagged on one person, and another. He kept going, feeling for more, until he started touching the crowds of the residential areas, clumps of minds, all sleeping, dreaming. 

And something more. The wild, raw taste of chaos. They were human, but not, and every one of them felt somehow familiar, though not all the same. Hounds, Lindsay realized, ripping his illusion back into himself as quickly as he could. There were Hounds near here, Hounds that tasted like Jonas. 

The soft sounds of Noah and Kristan breathing reminded him he wasn’t alone. He could tell them what he’d found... But there was nothing any of them could do about it now. 

Slowly, he sent out a fresh wave of illusion to conceal them, and with it, he sought those first two minds he’d caught before. 

“There’s someone nearby,” Lindsay said quietly. “Two people.” He’d never had Ylli or Zoey in his illusions before, and the magic around him was too intense to tell if any of it belonged to either person. 

With the Hounds nearby and something already hunting them, Lindsay didn’t dare try to put himself behind the eyes of the people he’d caught. He needed to be inside himself, in case his illusion failed. 

The long walk, got easier once the little compass locked on to a direction and held steady. As far as Lindsay could tell, they were headed for the two people he felt. 



That left Noah free to help them find the way, instead of trying to tame the needle, and he was more skilled at this than Lindsay had expected. He had a better sense of where the best paths lay than either Kristan or Lindsay. Now, Noah was helping Lindsay up slopes and around obstacles, and Kristan was only a few feet behind them, keeping the light pooled around their feet. 

Lindsay was grimy and sweaty, his hair had been snagged by branches at almost every turn, his shins had been banged on deadfalls lurking in the dark, and he’d nearly turned his ankle when the footing on a hill turned out to be insufficient. Kristan was muttering curses and threatening Noah in turns. As they trudged along the tree line on the side of a hill, the minds inside his illusion grew larger, closer. 

“We’re close,” he said, then realized Ylli and Zoey wouldn’t be able to see them. “I need to fix the illusion.” 

“Okay.” Noah let go of him and sank down to sit in the long grass. Kristan sat next to him and wiped her face with the hem of her shirt. She ran her hands through her hair, pulling out twigs. Both of them looked like completely different people from the ones who had last left Cyrus’s house. Given how exhausted they seemed, Lindsay could only assume he resembled the walking dead. 

Cautiously, he focused on the illusion keeping them hidden from view. Ylli and Zoey wouldn’t be able to find them if they couldn’t be seen. Without dropping the illusion entirely, he wove a hole in it to exclude the two minds he now recognized. 

Once he’d sealed it into place again, he dropped down to sit near Noah and Kristan. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he said, “They’ll be able to see us now, even if no one else can.” 

“Ylli will be here soon.” Kristan pushed herself to her feet. “He’s a jumpy little bugger. You said no one else could hear or see us, right?” 

“Right.” 

This moment of relief in the wilderness reminded Lindsay of his hike with Dane through the Black Forest. Dane. He hoped this didn’t turn out the same way, with some monster jumping out of the woodwork and leaving one of them nearly dead. Jonas was wherever Moore held Dane, but there were other beasts at Moore’s disposal, and they weren’t far from here. 

Noah let the globe of fire go out and emptied the bowl before he tucked the bowl and needle away in one of his jacket pockets. They were alone in the dark now, with Kristan carrying the flashlight toward the trees. 

Lindsay tensed, sitting up again, watching the darkness for movement. The Hounds were out there somewhere. A repeat of the Black Forest was more likely than he wanted to admit to himself. 

Kristan whistled sharply, cutting the silence. “I think he’s coming.” She kept looking up to the tops of the trees. Moments later, there was a soft sound of wings on the air, and a large shadow detached from the



dark mass of the tree line. 



“Lindsay? Kristan?” The shadow dropped into the ring of light cast by the flashlight. Ylli looked thinner than usual, but he seemed to be in one piece. 

Lindsay took a slow breath, keeping a grip on his fear, and stood. 

“We’re here.” 

“How did you—” Ylli stopped abruptly as he caught sight of Noah. “You’re alive?” He stared a moment and shook his head. “Never mind. I need to get back and tell Zoey it’s safe.” 

Lindsay glanced at Noah, remembering what he’d looked like the last time Ylli had seen him, but he pushed it away and turned to Ylli. 

“Bring her. We can’t stay here.” Lindsay’s anxiety was making it hard to breathe. “We have to go.” 

“Where?” Ylli paused with his wings half-spread. “We can’t go home.” Lindsay wanted to answer, but he couldn’t make the words. 

“We have a place,” Noah said, getting to his feet. He brought up a flame in one hand and came to stand in front of Lindsay, pushing Lindsay’s hair back with his free hand. “Lindsay, what’s wrong?” 

The firelight made the orange heat in Noah’s eyes burn brighter. He was as warm as sunshine. 

Lindsay remembered the wall of fire sweeping down the boardwalk, and his fear eased enough that he could talk. 

“Things are hunting us,” he managed to say. “I think I felt one of them back in Detroit, a flicker, but I didn’t know what it was. They’ve gotten more intense since we moved away from the lake, coming here. 

There are Hounds here too.” 

“I have to get Zoey.” Ylli was airborne before all words were out of his mouth. 

“You didn’t tell us?” Kristan stepped forward to grab Lindsay, but Noah warded her off with his handful of flame. 

“His reasons are his own.” Noah turned that burning stare on her. “He’s told us now.” 

“We can go back to Detroit,” Lindsay said quietly, reaching out to put a hand on Noah’s chest, soothing both of them. “It didn’t find us there and I know what to watch for now. Since it hasn’t found us, it may not look there again. But I think we have to get out of here.” Even the house in Detroit was better than this. Lindsay had never imagined wanting to go back. 

“I’ll leave a trail for you to follow when Ylli gets back.” Noah threw fire on the ground, where it burned without touching the grass. “I’m taking Lindsay to the car.” 

“Go on.” Kristan stepped back toward the trees. “Be careful.” 

“I would never do less.” Noah slid his arm around Lindsay’s shoulders and drew him in. He started leading Lindsay back to the car, trailing a thread of fire behind them. 

Lindsay leaned into him, conserving his energy and putting all his magic behind an illusion that was so perfect, it was the next best thing to real. All that training with Dane had done him good. But he couldn’t stop the relentless whisper in his head that wouldn’t let him forget—he’d never won that race. 



Chapter Thirteen

There was little relief to be found on the long drive home. For one thing, they were crammed into the car and no one could really claim to be comfortable, not even Lindsay, who was pressed up close against Noah while Kristan drove. Noah’s eyes were closed, but Lindsay could feel his tension. In the back, Ylli was worst off, with his wings folded along his sides as best he could and his back to the door. Zoey had curled up at the opposite end of the backseat and, when Lindsay glanced back, her eyes were a flicker of suspicion and confusion in the dark. 

There was no chance of Lindsay relaxing, not even in Noah’s arms. Even after the searching pressure was off of them and the last hint of the Hounds was far behind, he couldn’t let it go. Moore had someone—

or something—new that hunted thoughts. The mind searching for them hadn’t been Lourdes and—for some reason—he was certain that she hadn’t betrayed them. They wouldn’t have made it out in one piece if she had. His only consolation was that his illusions seemed to hold up against the new threat. 

After an hour on the road, Kristan finally spoke. 

“Back to the same place?” 

Noah shifted at the sound of her voice and Lindsay glanced up to find Noah looking down at him expectantly. It hadn’t occurred to Lindsay to go anywhere else. They had a few friends—or at least a few resources—and whatever had been searching for them before had been there once and left empty-handed. 

“Yes.” If they were staying in Patches’s territory... There was so much he still didn’t know. “I should go speak to Patches, ask her permission.” 

“No.” Lindsay got the word in stereo as both Noah and Kristan spoke at once. 

“You’ll look weak if you go,” Noah explained. “We can’t do that. You should let someone else go for you. At least send Kristan, and someone else.” 

Like a delegation. Lindsay could appreciate that. 

“You should come,” Kristan said, glancing over at Noah. 

“I’m not leaving the house unprotected.” 

Lindsay felt irritation wash through Noah’s body as his muscles rippled. Suddenly, he saw Cyrus in his mind’s eye, with Vivian and Dane having a similar argument. The image made him want to laugh—the more things changed, the more they stayed the same—almost as much as it made his chest ache with grief. It was up to him to settle these things now. 



“I need you to go if she says it will help.” Lindsay shifted to see Noah better, and he cupped Noah’s hot cheek in his hand. “We’ll be less safe if Patches decides we’re more trouble to have around than not.” 

Noah’s jaw clenched, but he kissed Lindsay’s palm. “As you will.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Don’t make me pull this thing over to puke,” Kristan muttered. 

Noah laughed at that, softly, without taking his eyes from Lindsay. He relaxed enough to give Lindsay a soft kiss on the mouth that was as welcome as clean water. Lindsay leaned into it, seeking comfort, and was rewarded with Noah pulling him close. 

Maybe he’d try to rest a little now. With Noah’s kisses stealing his tension, Lindsay finally felt the weight of all his exhaustion. He wove the illusion that hid them tighter. If it slipped in his sleep, it would still be strong enough to hold until he was awake. Only then did he rest his head on Noah’s shoulder and close his eyes. 

The motion of Noah carefully moving to get him out of the car was enough to wake Lindsay, even though the bright light of day hadn’t kept him from sleeping for the last hour of the trip. The drive had been uneventful but tedious, and Lindsay’s head was throbbing with the unbearable tension of  nothing happening. 

“Kristan and I are going to see Patches now.” Noah helped Lindsay out of the car and slid an arm around him to make sure he was steady on his feet. “It’s best if we’re there during her normal business hours and have an audience of sorts. Word spreads and people will know we’re welcome if she agrees to let us stay.” 

 They’ll know we’re not welcome if she says no. Lindsay bit back the bitter words, feeling the bile of rejection and fear and rootlessness bubbling to the surface. 

“She won’t say no.” Kristan came around the front of the car, tossing the keys and catching them again with an irritating  ching-chunk  noise that went straight to Lindsay’s brain. “She likes you, and she won’t pass on Noah.” 

Lindsay looked up in time to catch the wolfish grin Kristan aimed at Noah and—if he’d been Dane—

his hackles would have gone up. Noah was his, and not for anyone to be taking as payment for anything. 

“Noah’s not on offer,” he snapped and headed toward the house, forcing Noah to keep up or let go. 

“She’s taking the piss out of me because of my family,” Noah murmured. “That’s all. Patches isn’t going to give up the chance to give refuge to a Quinn.” 

Lindsay had forgotten there had ever been a time that Noah wasn’t his, that Noah had once belonged to something more powerful. More safe. 

“Not that it matters.” Noah kissed his hair as they made their way into the house. “If she likes to think it does, she can, but I’m not one of them anymore.” 

“You’d be safer if you were,” Lindsay pointed out. 



“I’d rather be yours.” 

Noah’s tone had the edge that Lindsay knew meant—for all that Noah was his—Noah wasn’t going to be yielding on the matter. He let Noah help him to bed and tuck him in, telling himself that it was to make Noah happy and no more. That didn’t stop him from falling asleep before the car left the driveway. 

Lindsay woke to breakfast—takeout from Apollo 11—brought to him by Ylli. 

“Noah said to tell you that Patches agreed to everything.” Ylli put the takeout bag down on the chair. 

“He and Kristan are putting up some kind of eco-shower tank together, and we have a chemical toilet. 

Patches is going to let us know how to turn the utilities back on, or where to find a generator. Meantime, we have what we need and you can probably shower by noon.” 

Lindsay could have kissed him, but settled for a genuine smile instead. “Thanks. How is Zoey?” 

“Happy to have a bed. I should go check on her, though. You can call if you need anything. Someone will hear.” 

Ylli slipped out with a rustle of wings, and Lindsay was left to enjoy his breakfast and the distant sound of Noah and Kristan bickering. He was sure it would drive him crazy tomorrow, but today, it was music to his ears. 

After he finished eating, Lindsay discovered a worn but serviceable armchair in the front room. The day’s papers were on the floor by the chair and, though the windows were papered over, there was enough light to read by. 

He picked up the  Free Press, which had a little sidebar article about an escape from the local juvenile detention center, and curled up in the chair to read. “Mysterious Disappearance”, the paper said. Lindsay smiled. They had no idea. Even such a tiny victory felt good. 

“There you are.” Noah came in with a steaming cup in his hand. “Tea?” He didn’t look any worse for wear after all the driving and lack of sleep. 

“Please.” It was strange, being taken care of by Noah—and Kristan and Ylli—but Lindsay was starting to feel more comfortable in his new role. He wasn’t just Dane’s apprentice anymore. 

The transition was made easier by the way Noah seemed to know what Lindsay needed before Lindsay realized it himself. Like the tea. 

“Good thing I made some.” Noah brought the tea over. “Hang on, I think we have...” He trailed off as he left the way he had come, and a moment later, the back door opened and closed. 

“Here.” Noah came back with a milk crate in one hand and another cup of tea and a plastic bag in the other. He dropped and nudged the crate into place for use as an end table, and sat on the floor. 

“Thank you. Not just for the—” Lindsay raised his cup in salute. “For all of this. If we’re going to be here a while...” And it certainly looked like they could be. None of them had anywhere else to go, not now. 

“Might as well make the best of it, right?” Noah turned the contents of the bag out carefully and started poking through them. It looked like a haul from thrift stores and pawnshops. Various bits of broken



gold jewelry went into the bag again, but he kept out several little bags of old coins. “It’s not like we haven’t done this before, the rest of us. Well, aside from Zoey. Not a skill you can put on a job application, but it’s useful.” 

“Dane dug me out of a dumpster and brought me back to Cyrus,” Lindsay said, sipping his tea again, remembering what it had felt like to wake up in that big, warm bed with Dane watching over him. 

Terrifying, at first, and then more wonderful than anything he could have imagined. “I never really had to make do on my own. What are you doing?” 

“Arts and crafts time.” Noah started sorting coins by size. “Making a set of runes, to start. Divination games are common when you’re a kid, where I grew up. I wasn’t bad at it. Well, pretty good, really. I think that’s one of the reasons I went so long before they finally broke down and admitted I wasn’t going to be any use. All the early signs were there. But they never turned into anything else.” 

Lindsay wondered if that would be worse or better than what he’d lived with, the knowledge that he’d never been what his parents had wanted in a son. “When do people usually...come into their magic?” 

“Some people are born with it, like second sight. That’s disappointing, too, for a lot of families. It means the child won’t ever have much else. The material has to be strong enough for the magic, and if the magic arises while the material is weak, either the magic is weak or the child will die. So, it starts cropping up as early as seven and as late as your teens.” Noah scooped up what seemed to be the rejected coins and shook them back into a bag. “They like to start seeing it around puberty. The brain has major shifts then, and it’s important for the magic to run in the body and develop with it. The later the manifestation, the more likely there are to be complications.” 

 Complications.  Lindsay had been seventeen; he supposed that was on the late side according to Noah’s math. Not as late as Noah’s had been. 

These were all questions he hadn’t thought to ask Dane or Cyrus. Or Taniel and Izia and Ezqel, when they’d been working to fix his broken magic. Each time he thought his questions had been answered, new ones arose in their place. His curiosity was such a contrast to how he’d once clung to ignorance and wished his magic would fade away from neglect. 

“What are the runes supposed to do?” 

“They give you basic guidance. Depending on how they fall, they let you know the nature of things surrounding a choice or direction.” Noah felt in his pockets and came up with a small pencil that he used to make a mark on a coin. “They’re the same runes we still use to create artifacts. The magic in us knows them, because our minds know them. Some people say that gives them extra power, that magic remembers them. That the stones do, or the metal. You could use anything that was familiar enough to you, with practice.” 



Lindsay wondered if he’d be able to learn to do something like that. Make runes, and use them. He set the tea on the crate, and folded up the newspaper and tucked it into the seat beside him, so he could lean forward to watch Noah instead. “Can I see?” 

“Sure.” Noah scooped up the coins and shifted to lean against Lindsay’s chair. “There’s twenty-four. I try to make sure they’re about the same. When I was a kid, I’d have to use a tool to mark them. Not anymore...” 

Noah held up a coin that had pencil marks on it, a simple  X. A tiny line of flame crept over the pencil marks and flared white. Where the marks had been, there were blackened grooves. He tossed it in the air and bounced it off his palm. 

“Hot, hot, hot...” Noah laughed and caught it, then passed it back to Lindsay. Tentatively, Lindsay touched the inset marks, but they were barely warm now. 

“You’ll do that to all of them? What would someone with another kind of magic do?” Lindsay leaned over Noah’s shoulder to return the coin. Heat radiated off Noah’s body, and Lindsay couldn’t resist, he nuzzled at Noah’s neck and cheek, feeling some of that warmth up close. 

“You don’t have to bring your magic on them to make it work.” Noah sounded distracted. He cupped Lindsay’s face in his hand and leaned back to return the favor, gently rubbing his stubbled cheek against Lindsay’s. “It helps. But you’d learn to put your mind to it. Magic is around you and in you. The coins spin through it, magic and nature meet, and magic makes nature speak. I must have made a dozen sets as a kid.” 

As Lindsay was about to coax Noah into a kiss, he heard footsteps—a light  pat-pat-pat  that wasn’t quite what Lindsay had come to associate with Kristan—that stopped out in the hall. He looked up to see Zoey standing in the doorway, dark eyes wide and one hand over her mouth. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, um. To interrupt.” 

“That’s okay. You’re interrupting Lindsay interrupting.” Noah laughed at that and nosed Lindsay’s cheek before letting him go. He put the finished rune down and went back to writing on the remaining coins. 

Lindsay snorted and rubbed his hand over Noah’s bristly scalp. He knew Noah hadn’t minded the distraction. “It’s fine,” he assured Zoey. “Come on in. I’d offer you a place to sit, but...” There hadn’t been time to bring anything else in yet. His chair must have been here when they arrived. “Pull up a piece of floor, I suppose?” 

Zoey hesitated another moment before nodding firmly, like she was convincing herself it was all right. 

She padded across the room and dropped to the floor to sit across from Noah. She was silent, picking at her nails and glancing up at Lindsay. Lindsay waited, but whatever it was she needed to say never came. 

“You’ve had a rough few days,” he offered as a starting point. 

She seemed relieved by that, taking it as the invitation it had been. “Yes. Oh man. Ylli said... Well, he kind of explained stuff, but I still don’t know what’s going on. I get that I, um, I kind of made a big mess




back there in Wildwood, and those people, they wanted to do some kind of experiments on me or something. That woman, the doctor, she...” Zoey shook her head, trailing off. 

“She’s been at this a while,” Noah said dryly. “The mess wasn’t your fault. Can you say what happened? Before she came. Was there anything strange?” He looked like he was busy with what he was doing, but Lindsay could feel him listening for something. 

Zoey’s face scrunched up, and she picked her nails as she thought about what Noah was asking. “The punch clock broke again. It’s supposed to interface with the computers, but it’s glitchy, and it wiped out all my hours for the second time this month. I got screwed out of money I needed last time it happened.” She looked uncomfortable. “It was funny at first, with the computers acting weird, but I got scared. I could see what was in my head spilling out everywhere, on the screens, over the speakers. And then everything kind of...went crazy.” 

“That sounds about right.” Noah shrugged and looked over his shoulder at Lindsay. “The focus is rare, but the rest seems normal for someone raised mundane.” 

Lindsay nodded. His own manifestation hadn’t been much different from what she was describing. 

“Noah’s right. What happened wasn’t your fault.” 

Zoey didn’t look like she entirely believed them. “Um. Ylli said... He said some people got lost when you guys got me out of that place, that the, um, Cyrus, he wasn’t the only one who got hurt. I’m really sorry. If there’s anything I can do...” 

Lindsay swallowed hard and looked down at Noah. No, Cyrus wasn’t the only one who’d gotten hurt. 

The loss of Cyrus was awful, and Lindsay kept shoving it out of his mind. He didn’t have time to deal with it right now. But Dane...and Noah. 

Noah reached back and found one of Lindsay’s hands with his, tangling their fingers together. The touch soothed him. At times like this, Lindsay missed Dane so intensely it felt like the only thing keeping him sane was knowing Noah understood him and wouldn’t let him lose Dane completely. 

“That wasn’t your fault either.” Lindsay met her eyes. “We knew what we were doing when we went to help you. I wouldn’t have let her keep you.” 

“You’re not the first one she’s tried to add to her collection of experiments,” Noah said without looking up. The coins were all laid out in front of him now, waiting to be permanently marked. “We have more to do before we can rest. I’m sorry we can’t take the time to let you get your bearings. You’ve been feeling all right, other than the problems associated with living in a tree?” 

That phrasing prompted a little laugh from Zoey, and she nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay. Even with the whole ‘living in a tree’ thing.” She tilted her head, dark hair spilling over her shoulder and gathering in the bunched-up hood of her faded varsity sweatshirt, yet another thing Kristan had dug up from a thrift shop somewhere. “More to do?” 



Anah Crow and Dianne Fox

Lindsay squeezed Noah’s fingers and drew them up to his mouth to kiss them, then let them go so Noah could turn his attention back to his runes. This time, Zoey seemed unfazed by the display. “We lost Dane the night we took you away from Moore—the doctor. She has him, and we have to get him back.” 

“Who is—?” Zoey’s eyes widened and she looked around the room. “The big guy. I remember him now. I guess I thought he’d show up. Is he the one— Ylli said somebody didn’t come back and that’s why we had to leave with Cyrus and then...” 

And then the Hounds had found them anyway, Lindsay knew. “Yes. He’s my... My mentor, I suppose.” And much, much more. But he didn’t need to share that with a stranger, even one he’d risked everything to help. 

“Dane comes first.” There was a little flare, that of two dozen matches striking at once, and the light was gone. Noah looked over his shoulder at Lindsay. “Yes?” 

“Yes.” Lindsay couldn’t imagine doing anything else. “Now that you and Ylli are safe, we need to focus on finding Dane.” They didn’t have a damn clue where to start, and Lindsay had been trying not to think on that too hard. 

“Can I—” Zoey picked at her nails again, seemingly unconcerned by the line of red forming between the chipped pink paint and her brown skin. “Can I help? I mean. I’ve got this magic stuff, right? Is there anything I can do with it that would help you guys find him?” 

“Moore and her creatures seem fixed in the new ways.” Noah scooped up the runes and jingled them in his hands. “I see few alternatives, especially since our magic has been matched by her followers. Your magic might prove useful, if we can see where to direct it.” 

Lourdes and Jonas had certainly kicked their asses, but Lindsay knew there were ways for him to deal with them. They could use stealth and strategy, as well as the sheer force of Noah’s magic, to deal with being overpowered. It was how Cyrus had managed, with the help of his precognition. There was nothing Lindsay could do about their lack of information now—that was the real problem. Moore had so many resources at her disposal, and they had so little. 

“Oh, Cyrus gave Ylli some stuff before— Before we left.” Zoey looked down at her hands and seemed to notice the damage she had done, and tucked her hands into her lap. “A bracelet, stuff like that. I think he still has all of it. If that will help anything?” 

A bracelet. Lindsay gave a moment of thanks for Cyrus’s foresight. He hadn’t let the barre fall into Moore’s hands. And in the process he’d given Lindsay a way to track down Moore. 

When Moore held Lindsay prisoner, back in New York, she’d been using artifacts. The kuni studs in her ears to identify mages, the runes she’d copied from the Shackles of Tehut etched into the walls. She’d need more than copied runes to control Dane, especially after Lindsay had shown her those runes weren’t



worth more than the cement they’d been drawn into. 



“She’s going to need artifacts to control Dane, something strong.” Dane and Jonas both, from what Lourdes had said. “She must be using something magical to help her make those Hounds too.” 

“She’s probably getting what she needs from humans.” Noah sounded sour about that. “It’s one thing for a mage to work for her, it’s another to sell her things she could use against mages. She couldn’t just acquire things like the Shackles of Tehut without bringing a lot of attention to herself from more than just Cyrus.” 

Lindsay watched Zoey for a long moment, trying to figure out how they could use that to their advantage. Zoey squirmed and Lindsay realized he was making her nervous. He started to apologize, but one of the newspapers caught his eye. 

 Exhibition Brings Stolen Art Back to Detroit

“There are a lot of museums around here. They must try to track black-market deals. An artifact is an artifact.” Lindsay looked at Zoey. She seemed like a mind mage who could influence computers instead of the human brain. “Would you be able to use a museum’s computers to track who’s buying a lot of artifacts?” 

“I—” Zoey’s eyes widened. “I think so. They’d have the information in a database, right? We used things like that at work. I remember how it felt to talk to the computer when it lost my hours—before I knew I was actually  talking  to it. I think I can do it again. I’d like to try.” 

“I should be able tell what things are more likely to be magical artifacts instead of mundane things.” 

Noah was polishing the new runes on the hem of his T-shirt. “I know what sources and eras produced most of what we would own or use now. It’s a start.” 

“What’s a start?” Kristan came in with a handful of fresh newspapers and tossed them by Lindsay’s chair. 

“Tracking down the artifacts Moore’s got to be using.” Noah answered before Lindsay could open his mouth. “The black market has moved online.” 

“That’s a good idea.” Kristan snapped her fingers at Noah and he threw her the coin he was inspecting. “I haven’t heard from Vivian but I’ll drop another message. She’ll get it when she can.” 

“Where is she?” Lindsay couldn’t imagine that Vivian didn’t know what had happened to Cyrus by now. She had been the one to tell them about Dane. Vivian always knew more than any of them. 

“Busy. If she surfaces, she’ll blow her cover.” Kristan passed the coin back to Noah. “Make me some.” 

“In time.” Noah leaned back against Lindsay’s chair and Lindsay found himself petting the back of Noah’s neck, to settle himself more than Noah. 

“Who’s Vivian?” Zoey looked lost. “Did she—I mean, is it my fault she’s not here?” 

“None of it is your fault.” Lindsay surprised himself with how forcefully the words came out. 

“Kristan and Ylli belong to Vivian. She and Dane and Cyrus were...” 



“Family.” Kristan finished the sentence for him. “So, where do we start looking for Moore?” 

“I thought the computers at one of the museums would be the right place.” Lindsay should have thought of asking Kristan for help sooner than this. “Do you know which one would be best?” 

“I can find out. Come on, kid.” Kristan nodded at Zoey. “We’ll take a field trip.” 

“Okay.” Zoey scrambled to her feet. “I can, right?” 

Lindsay realized that she was looking to him for answers. “Kristan knows Detroit better than the rest of us. Go on.” 

“Awesome. Thanks for letting me help.” Zoey was almost bouncing with excitement. 

Kristan rolled her eyes and nudged Zoey toward the stairs. “Save your energy, girl genius. We’ve got a lot of walking to do.” 

“I’ll collect the barre from Ylli.” Noah stood and dropped the runes into his pocket. “That’ll be one less worry.” 

“Noah.” Lindsay waited for Noah to face him. “Is there any way to get rid of it? Send it back to your family, maybe. I don’t want it here.” 

“I’ll see what I can do.” Noah ran a hand over his growing hair, and spoke carefully. “It goes if that’s your preference, but it will also work on people who would do us wrong.” 

“There are other ways.” Lindsay knew he’d never be able to use it. The idea made him want to claw at his scars. “We’ll find other ways, if it comes to that.” 

“As you wish.” Noah seemed satisfied with the answer, and he left the room, his soft footfalls sounding on the stairs a moment later. 

Lindsay picked up his tea again and sighed. How had he ended up being the one everyone looked to for answers and decisions? He didn’t know anything more than the rest of them did. 

He’d just have to try not to screw it up. 

Night in the city was neither dark nor quiet, but it brought a little peace with it. Noah came back from meeting with the courier Patches had arranged for him and found the house dark. He used the scrap wood hand-and-foot holds nailed into the side of the house to get up to the balcony and swung over the rail. 

Lindsay would have felt him come into the illusion. No need to announce his arrival. 

Noah wasn’t happy about getting rid of the barre. He trusted Patches’s man to get it back to Rose, that wasn’t a problem. It was knowing they’d given up some small advantage that sat wrong with him. But that wasn’t his concern. He was Lindsay’s now, and his concern was Lindsay. He padded past the bedroom with the glow of candlelight creeping out from under the door, and headed downstairs to do some chores. 

He had a little time to clean house. Lindsay had been convinced to get in bed early once Noah had lit a dozen candles to give him some light by which to read. Kristan and Ylli were out with Zoey again, for the



fourth night in a row. They hadn’t found anything yet, but Kristan had heard from Vivian just that morning. 

Vivian had managed to come through for them—somehow, in the midst of her own work—with some kind of breadcrumb trail for Zoey to follow through cyberspace. 

Noah took their tightly bundled trash out to the end of the narrow yard and stashed it under a piece of a fallen shed. Every day, Ylli took it somewhere else to get rid of it. There was no trash collection in an area with no service, and garbage was a sure way to pinpoint an occupied house. While he was out there, Noah made sure they had enough water in the shower cistern for the next day. 

When the others came home, they’d make their way in by the window over the porch. Noah checked the downstairs doors and windows one more time. Being lost in a sea of humanity was their real protection. 

Noah grabbed a couple water bottles and headed upstairs. 

“Hey.” Noah closed the door behind him. Lindsay looked terribly young and serious in the candlelight. “Anything interesting today?” The newspapers that Lindsay had already sucked the life out of were folded tightly and stacked at the foot of the bed. 

“A few missing-persons reports.” Patches had mentioned a woman who’d disappeared from a hair salon near Apollo 11; a tiny article in the paper said she hadn’t yet been found. “The homeless and the mentally ill have been going missing for months, but this is a new development.” 

“If she’s taking people who will be noticed, that’s a bad sign. Means she has people to help her get away with it.” 

“Not for long, if we can help it. She lost a lot of support after what happened in New York.” Lindsay folded the paper he was reading and turned to Noah. “All locked up?” 

“Everything’s settled. Pretty quiet out there tonight.” No sirens for the last few hours. The moon was fading away, finishing its monthly cycle, and superstition suggested that had something to do with the lull. 

Noah peeled off his T-shirt and slipped out of his jeans. “Did you need anything else?” 

“I don’t think so.” Lindsay gathered the newspapers and stacked them next to the door to be taken out in the morning. “Quiet in here tonight too. It feels strange to wait around while the others are out working.” 

“It’s good for them to go out and do their own thing. Zoey is more comfortable around them, anyway.” Noah leaned back against the wall at the head of the bed and soaked up a little of the cool from the drywall. It had gotten quite warm today, not that he minded. It was good for Lindsay. “I feel like an old man, though,” he admitted, looking over at Lindsay with a grin. 

Lindsay raised his eyebrows as he shed his clothes and came back to crawl into bed next to Noah. He lay on his belly, propped up on his elbows to look Noah over. “Oh? You certainly don’t look like an old man.” 

Noah laughed at him. “You should have seen Zoey’s face when she found out I had another life before this. Like, ‘wow, you’re really old!’ Maybe I just feel it, though.” 



He reached out and petted Lindsay’s silky hair. It hadn’t taken long to figure out that Lindsay was a sucker for it. He liked Lindsay. Not only because Lindsay had saved his life or because Cyrus had given him to Lindsay, but for the most basic reasons—Lindsay was smart and funny and had a lot to like about him. Liking Lindsay didn’t cover attraction, but that was there too. 

“I don’t think it’s a bad thing that you had time to have a real life before all of this.” Lindsay leaned into Noah’s hand. “Two of them, from the way you talk about where you grew up. The rest of us... It’s strange for me to think that, except for Zoey, I probably had the closest thing to a normal life before... 

Before.” 

Any mention of life before Cyrus was a rare thing. Noah petted a little longer because he could see it was working. And it kept him from leaning over to kiss Lindsay. He had no real understanding of where Lindsay wanted the lines. “What do you want normal to be now?” 

Lindsay looked startled by the question, and he was silent for a while before he answered. “I don’t know. With Cyrus, I knew where I belonged. I belonged to Dane. You and the others, you’re depending on me right now, but what happens when we get Dane back and all this is over?” He shook his head. “I don’t know what to expect. Cyrus is gone.” 

Cyrus’s death was an immense loss. Noah couldn’t imagine how Dane was going to react. As for Lindsay, Noah could see how hard this was for him. 

“Don’t think of me as depending on you. I’m trying to follow your lead while giving you the support you need.” Noah slid down and propped himself up on one elbow to face Lindsay. “If you need more, I’ll do more. About the future, the past is the best fortune teller...short of a good fortune teller.” 

“I’m trying not to get used to any of this. I don’t want...” Lindsay stopped and swallowed hard. “I want Dane back. I want to know where I belong.” 

“Oh, Lin.” Being adrift was terrible and frightening—like being lost at sea. Noah couldn’t know exactly how Lindsay felt right now, but he’d been there in his own way. “I’m not leaving. I don’t want to leave. I don’t have to ask ‘why me?’ when I’m with you.” 

It hurt to say that, to take another step away from the human, mundane, joyful, hedonistic life he’d shared with Elle. The life that had held its own magic would never return. He would never hear her laugh again, never follow her on red-eye flights halfway around the world, never throw another dinner party, never dance with her until they were giddy with exhaustion. This was his reality now, his purpose, and his home. 

Lindsay seemed surprised at that, and he searched Noah’s expression for a long moment. Slowly, he nodded and leaned forward to rub his cheek against Noah’s. “Thank you,” he whispered. “I don’t want you to leave.” 

“I want Dane back too. We’ll make it happen.” If Dane was gone, dead, they couldn’t fix that, but knowing that would be better than the empty space where Dane belonged. 



Lindsay’s answer came in the form of a slim, chilly body tucked up against Noah, and Lindsay’s face pressing into the curve of Noah’s neck. He sighed softly, with a tiny hitch in his breath, and stayed there. 

“I like that,” Noah murmured in Lindsay’s ear, in case Lindsay wouldn’t take it for granted. Noah loved that feeling of being someone’s safe place, a wall against the world. 

“Me too.” Lindsay raised his head and Noah felt soft, cool lips brush his jaw before he settled down again. 

Tonight felt like the eye of the storm. Any time now, Zoey and the others would uncover something or Patches would bring some news, and they would be on the move again. 

Noah shifted enough to be able to see Lindsay cuddled up to him, head on his shoulder. He ducked his head and pressed a kiss to Lindsay’s lips, and Lindsay made a pleased sound. It was good to be reassured that there was more than chemistry under pressure between them, but Noah could feel Lindsay falling asleep and he stifled a quiet laugh. They were both exhausted, and the uneasy city nights were full of sounds that woke Lindsay far too often. The candles were burbling quietly in the back of Noah’s mind, and he turned out their flames one at a time, then gave Lindsay one last kiss goodnight. 

Feeling Lindsay’s cool form limp and heavy with sleep sent a spike of fear through Noah at the realization that he was on a path leading to the kind of devotion that would destroy him again if things went terribly wrong. But Noah wouldn’t try to stop it. He knew Lindsay in a way he couldn’t explain, like he’d felt Lindsay’s inner self meet his when Lindsay was trying to keep him alive. He remembered feeling the echo of his own loneliness and uncertainty there. 

That was something he’d had with Elle—she had known him in a way that meant he never had to be ashamed of who and what he was, even if she hadn’t known the details. He’d never expected to find that level of intimacy again. Lindsay’s dedication reminded him of her, the way she’d loved him until he loved himself. She’d always had faith in his ability to do the right thing. The right thing now was to give up the cowardice of isolation. 

Noah listened to Lindsay breathing until the rhythm of it pulled him down into sleep as well. 

Peace came to a sharp and sudden end as Lindsay jerked out of his arms to sit up, facing the door. 

Lindsay didn’t speak and, when he listened carefully, Noah could hear the others banging around on the way down from the room over the porch, arguing about whether or not to wake him and Lindsay. 

 Too late. 

“I’ll go see what they have to say.” Noah got up, lighting a couple candles as he did so he could find his jeans. “It might be nothing.” The last thing he wanted was to get Lindsay’s hopes up over something that didn’t hold water. 

Lindsay nodded, scrubbing his hands over his face. “I’ll get my clothes and be down in a minute.” 

Noah grabbed his shirt as well, but went back to give Lindsay a kiss. Lindsay cupped his cheek and leaned up, making it last. They’d been having such a nice night too. This had better be something, but he



guessed Kristan wouldn’t interrupt over nothing—not right now. Any other time, all bets were off. Tugging his shirt on, he left the room and headed downstairs. 

“Hey, kids. What’s going on?” 

Zoey looked guilty. “I think we found something. I mean, I know we found something.” 

“But we didn’t mean to wake you,” Ylli added hastily. 

“Well, next time you want to not wake us up, how about you remember that Lindsay sleeps like a guard dog, and actually not wake us up?” Noah grabbed the kettle he’d picked up at the thrift store and started filling it with bottled water. “He’ll be down and you can tell us both. No trouble tonight?” 

Zoey glanced at Ylli and Kristan, then shook her head. Noah wondered how much happened that actually got back to him and Lindsay. Kids. 

“No, nothing that matters,” Zoey said, after the hasty, silent consultation. “I figured out where they are. I mean, I figured out which computer is tracking and purchasing those artifacts you said were magic. 

Vivian’s message was a little weird but when I trusted it, it ended up making total sense. The, um—” She looked at Ylli again. “MAC address? Yeah. It’s the same when I trace back all those deals. Ylli said that means it’s the same computer every time. I just know that it looks the same every time. I think it belongs to Dr. Moore.” 

She seemed to realize she was babbling and pinched her lips together, looking embarrassed. 

Noah nodded as he set the kettle on the stove. He’d provide the heat, but it was good to be careful. He didn’t trust himself. The ball of fire he slipped in before putting the lid on was quiet, at least, humming and bubbling obediently. 

“It’s in Ohio,” Kristan said. “Not the place where we found these two, though. Vivian made it sound like she and Cyrus had been keeping an eye on the area.” She came over to pull the lid off the kettle. “You can do that?” 

“That makes sense.” Noah put the lid back on and scowled at her. There was all kinds of magical activity around there. “What city?” 

“Miamisburg.” Ylli’s wings stirred as though he was uncomfortable. “They have one of those mound things. Like the one Cyrus sent us to. Those things give me the creeps.” 

“It’s got a lot of other stuff going on too.” Kristan hopped up to sit on the counter next to where Noah was making tea. “Tell him.” 

“This is going to sound weird,” Ylli said tentatively. “But some of the websites I read, for finding out strange stuff that doesn’t make it in the news, they say that there are a lot of busses that go there. The coach kind. There’s nothing to go to, though.” 

“Patches said that a couple of the guys that went missing around here, the homeless ones, were last seen getting on a coach bus. No one remembers the company,” Kristan said. “Ylli’s freaky internet friends say those busses had no company markings. Maybe that’s why no one here remembers.” 



Zoey piped up again. “That mound thing, the one in Miamisburg, they built a big lab on it back in the forties. Like, Manhattan Project kind of lab. It’s huge, and it’s all closed up now, but it’s still there. The computer that’s tracking the artifacts, that mound-lab thing is where it usually lives. I’ve tried to talk to it before, but it’s really—” Zoey blushed. “It’s shy and kind of nervous. I think if I had more time, I could get it to come around, but the computers near it were pretty talkative, once I matched Vivian’s numbers up to the gateways I had to take to get there. 

“Anyway,” she continued, “that computer isn’t at the mound right now. The other computers can’t talk to it anymore. I don’t think it’s online at all. She must have left, and she took it with her. The other computers said that it leaves a lot, but never for very long. A couple days. It left this morning.” 

“We have two days to get down there and get him back,” Lindsay said from behind Noah. “Are you ready?” 

“I am.” Noah turned around to face Lindsay. He just needed his shoes. But the others... He looked over at Kristan. 

“Let’s get going.” Kristan shrugged. “Nothing I need to do here. Make sure we have what we need to get around once we’re there. We could probably use computers for these two. That way we don’t have to find a library to check in on things.” 

Lindsay looked at his watch, a cheap plastic thing they’d picked up at a pawnshop. It looked too big on his wrist, but it covered the scars even when his sleeve slid up his arm. “Nothing will be open yet. 

We’ve got a couple hours. I’ll go downtown with... Ylli, you can come with me, pick out whatever you need.” 

“Everyone who isn’t me or Lindsay should be trying to get some sleep in that time.” Noah poured boiling water into a cup with a tea bag and drew the fire out of the kettle. “We might not get another night to sleep before we have to get down to business.” He caught Kristan’s pitiful look, sighed, and made another cup of tea. 

“We can’t take the car,” Kristan said. The ride back from the Great Circle had redefined uncomfortable, and if they got Dane out, it would be worse. Beppe’s sedan had been plenty big enough for three, but with Ylli’s wingspan, five was pushing it and six would be ridiculous. “When you guys go downtown, drop me off at Apollo 11, and I’ll see what I can do.” 

“Be careful,” Lindsay cautioned. “We might not be back here any time soon, and I don’t want to end up with a debt I can’t repay.” 

“Hey, don’t teach Grandma to suck eggs.” Kristan took her cup of tea and poked the teabag with her finger, sinking it deeper. She looked over at Lindsay, her expression guileless. “I can get what we need without any problems. Trust me.” 

“There’s some famous last words.” Noah gestured at Zoey. “Come on, kid. Nap time.” 

“Let’s go.” Ylli waited until she was up and followed her out of the kitchen. 



“I’ll go get pretty.” Kristan hopped down off the counter, tea in hand. “Before you say it, don’t.” She eyed Noah and Lindsay and then huffed with annoyance on her way out. She’d set herself up for an insult, but Noah managed to keep his mouth shut. “I can hear you thinking it.” 

Noah finished making Lindsay’s tea and offered him the mug. “One for the road?” 

Things were about to get very hectic, and if luck was with them, next time they could relax, Lindsay would have Dane back. That was what Noah wanted more than anything, though he was going to miss having first rights to cuddling Lindsay. He’d have to cuddle his fill before they left. 

There was tension around Lindsay’s eyes, but he gave Noah a smile as he accepted the mug. 

“Miamisburg. That explains the Hounds I felt when we were looking for Ylli and Zoey,” he said quietly, looking over at the stairs. There were still footsteps and shuffling sounds from the others moving around upstairs. “And something else was looking for us—it was like the Hounds, but I felt it hunting in my head. I knew Moore’s people were somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t figure out where without risking that they’d notice me.” 

After a moment, he shook himself and took another sip of his tea, then set it down on the counter as he came over to stand in front of Noah. He didn’t say anything, just leaned up on his toes and nuzzled against Noah’s cheek like a cat. 

Cat kisses. Noah remembered Rose calling it that when the family cats would rub against her. He wrapped his arms around Lindsay and nuzzled back. Really, they were marking their territory, but it was all the same as far as he was concerned. 

“It’ll be okay,” he murmured in Lindsay’s ear. He would have been surprised if Moore hadn’t been hot on their heels. She had more resources than they did, and all the same information. Knowing gave him certainty about what they faced, and how much it needed to be destroyed. 

Lindsay hummed his agreement and nodded. “It has to be.” 



Chapter Fourteen

This rest stop looked a lot like the one Lindsay saw last week. Maybe all the Ohio rest stops looked the same. The similarities made it hard for Lindsay to shake the feeling he’d been here before—caught in a loop of failing and surviving, but never catching up to Moore... 

This time, though, they’d already seen where they were going. The site of the former Mound Labs was down the road, and they’d scouted it as best they could before coming back here to regroup. Ylli had a camera, and Lindsay had risked hiding him under the illusion of a turkey vulture to get some shots of the installation. 

“We’re going to have to use one of those busses to get in,” Lindsay said, turning away from the highway to look at the others. 

“You can make sure no one notices if I board the next one.” Noah was sitting on the ground, back to a tree, watching Zoey work. The girl had bonded with the sparkly pink computer Ylli had put together for her to the point that Lindsay half-expected her to disappear into the screen like Alice down the rabbit hole. “We can’t take her in, and that means someone needs to stay with her. As much as I want to get Dane back, that has to be a priority.” 

Lindsay looked around. Neither Ylli nor Kristan would be able to get themselves out if things went wrong, and sending Zoey in was a ludicrous proposition. Lindsay wasn’t sure what he’d consider things going “right”, at this point, except all of them walking away alive and whole. 

“I should go.” He’d escaped Moore more than once. He could do it again. 

“Over my dead body,” Noah said flatly. “First, because it will be my dead body if I get Dane out but lose you. Second, because that girl you said talked to you... How the hell do you think she found you? She can do it again, she’ll feel you if you get into her sphere, into the place she considers hers.” 

Lindsay didn’t want to send Noah in there, hated the idea, but Noah was right. Lourdes knew him, and she might not be the only one. The hunters were still out there searching for him, the feel of them growing stronger in Lindsay’s mind the closer he was to the lab. 

“If you don’t come out, I’ll kill you again myself.” 

“I’ll be fine.” Noah gave him a wry smile. “If I can’t kill me, who’s gonna do it? Get me in and give me some cover, okay?” 

“All right.” Lindsay could do that. “We’ll get you on the next bus that comes in for gas.” 



They’d already tracked two busses that had pulled in at the same gas station. That would give them an opportunity for Noah to slip on board as a stowaway. 

“I’ll get you in there and stay with you to make sure nothing goes wrong.” That would keep Lindsay from going crazy with worry that he was sacrificing Noah to save Dane and would end up losing both. 

He’d never dreamed he’d be in that kind of position. “We’ll follow the bus, get as close as we can. Zoey and Ylli can handle the security system from outside to help smooth your way once you’re in.” 

“And you can stand around and look cute,” Noah said to Kristan. “Or try. Practice.” She threw a stone at him and he rolled to his feet, laughing. 

She got up as well, brushing dirt and grass from her jeans. “Just for that, you can drive.” 

“Everything’s going to be fine.” Noah came over to Lindsay. 

He had said the same thing last night. Lindsay wanted to believe him. Needed to believe him. 

He caught Noah’s hand and raised it to his mouth to kiss the soft, new skin of Noah’s palm. “Yes. I’m going to make sure of it.” 

Noah kept telling Lindsay it would all be okay because he was desperate to believe it himself. Hope wasn’t something he was very good at. In the past, he’d been adamant that he’d simply used up all his hope waiting for his magic. But with the second life Lindsay had given him, he’d had such things restored to him, as though he’d been refreshed. 

He and Lindsay were alone in the front of the passenger van they’d rented through one of Patches’s friends. The thing would seat fifteen and yet Ylli, Kristan and Zoey were holed up in the back. Noah guessed it was an attempt to give him some time with Lindsay. It was endearing, really. Kristan, at least, wasn’t usually that subtle, even if it was a very small value of subtle. 

As he pulled into the truck stop where the busses were known to refuel, Noah was scraping all the optimism he could find out of the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t fear of Moore or Lourdes. It was fear of failing. He couldn’t let Lindsay down. 

“If Ylli’s friends are right, we won’t be waiting long,” Noah said, partly to remind himself that he wouldn’t have long to spend worrying before he had to simply act. 

Lindsay’s fingers crept up Noah’s thigh. Before it got into salacious territory, he flipped it palm-up. 

“Let’s get ready.” 

Noah parked the van as far from the lights as he could, but left it running. Kristan would come take his place when he got out. He tucked his hand into Lindsay’s and held on. 

“So, what’s my illusion this time?” He managed to come up with a smile for Lindsay. 

“Any preferences?” Lindsay smiled back at him, but it looked strained. “I take requests.” 



“Just don’t distract me.” Noah squeezed Lindsay’s hand. “Which leaves out the naked pictures of you. 

Anything that works for you. A piece of jewelry or a watch, something that won’t look too odd from the outside if I see it or fiddle with it before I remember not to do that.” 

Lindsay looked down at their hands and turned Noah’s so that it lay palm up in his. His expression was a study in concentration, as though he were searching for something under Noah’s skin. His fingers were frigid and pale against Noah’s dark skin when he laid them over the inside of Noah’s wrist. 

“You made me a garden of them once.” Lindsay revealed a red-gold rose on Noah’s wrist, like a tattoo, but made of his magic. Noah remembered his mother’s garden, alight with magic on the blooms, and the fire roses he’d brought to the empty gym where Lindsay let him touch his magic without fear. 

“I’ll plant you a real garden of them someday,” he promised. 

He unbuckled his seatbelt to turn and cup Lindsay’s sweet face in both hands. Lindsay’s lips were cool and soft when they kissed. He hardly registered the sound of the van door sliding open as the others got out. Lindsay wasn’t just the reason he was going in; Lindsay was his reason to come out alive. 

“I think we scared them off,” Lindsay whispered. He didn’t give Noah a chance to answer before he was wriggling out of his seatbelt and sliding across to kiss him again. 

Whatever the reason, Noah didn’t care. He slipped one arm around Lindsay, holding him close and kissing him like he could somehow imprint on Lindsay the promise that he would be back. He knew Lindsay would blame himself for anything going wrong, and that was the last thing Lindsay needed. 

“The bus is here,” someone outside murmured. Slowly, Lindsay pulled back. 

“Let’s get this done.” Noah kissed him one more time, a soft kiss on the mouth. “I’ll trade off with one of the passengers. Make sure the driver opens the door.” 

He got out of the van and checked that he had nothing on him, no cash, nothing that could identify him, no crumpled receipts in the bottoms of his pockets. Nothing but the tattoo that was visible to him and no one else. 

“I’ll go ahead,” he said as Lindsay got out of the van. “See if you can see through me and speak to me for sure.” 

 “Remember not to answer me out loud.”  It was Lindsay’s voice whispering in his ear, but it was no more real than the rose on his wrist. 

 “I won’t forget.  ” 

Noah had no idea if Lindsay heard him or not, but all that mattered was that Lindsay could keep track of things. He looked over his shoulder one more time. Lindsay would ensure he wasn’t seen, Ylli would grab whoever came off the bus, and all he had to do was board, liberate some poor sod, and let the rest happen. He wasn’t good at the last part, but he’d manage. 

 “I’m with you. You’re good to go.” 

The door of the bus opened and a guard stepped out, walking over to the pump. The door stayed open. 



Noah took the steps all at once, and slipped past the oblivious driver. It was eerie, like a dream, to be walking around invisible to everyone. The passengers were all quiet, mostly sleeping, some staring blankly out the windows. Noah knew what stoned looked like, and that was it. There was a passenger three rows back who seemed about his height and weight; better yet, the guy was wearing a hooded sweatshirt that he had pulled up so it was hard to see his face. 

“Let’s get you out of here,” Noah muttered. The man stank of sweat and cigarettes, and he lolled limply as Noah stripped the sweatshirt off of him. Noah tugged it on and got the man’s arm around his neck, heaving him to his feet. 

To Noah’s surprise, the man half-woke but didn’t get belligerent. Mumbling cheerfully, he let Noah walk him to the steps. The two guards sitting next to the steps didn’t look up from their respective smart phones; Lindsay’s illusion was working. From the flicker and glow of the screens, Noah guessed that one was playing a game and the other was reading. 

“So, what’s your name?” It was worth a try, and Noah had no idea if they’d bothered to take names and keep a headcount. 

The slurred reply sounded something like “Alex King”. Noah would take it. If he pretended to be as heavily influenced as this guy, he could have gotten away with “King Kong”. 

Noah let Ylli pull the man off the bus, then went and took his place. It was hard to feign the boneless sag and dull reaction of someone drugged when adrenaline was flooding his brain, but Noah made himself relax. He focused on the rose on his right wrist, on the glow of it and the shading of the petals. 

When the guard who had been pumping gas got back on and took his seat behind the driver, Noah’s heart tried to climb up his throat. He couldn’t risk any kind of reaction, couldn’t screw this up for everyone because he got a case of nerves. The mental exercises from his childhood were familiar enough that he drew on them to keep his mind busy while a guard from the back—one he hadn’t seen—started a slow walk up the aisle. 

The bus rumbled and lurched, and pulled away from the pumps, heading back onto the highway. 

Noah’s seatmate sat up a little, but Noah couldn’t see what caused it. The downside to having his face obscured was giving up his vision. 

“Relax there, buddy,” the guard said reassuringly. “Not much farther to go.” 

When his seatmate settled down, Noah realized he’d been holding his breath. Not much farther to go. 

Out the window, their destination looked like any other industrial park lined in grass and trees to make it seem less imposing. A curving two-lane road took them past parking lots and buildings that would have been at home on a university campus. 

The bus pulled to a stop in front of one of the lower buildings, one with a single row of parking spaces out front. Instead of cars, there were people standing in the parking spaces, some with white lab coats and others who looked similar to the men from Wildwood that Lindsay had called—



 “Hounds. Be careful, Noah.” 

No chance he was going to be anything but careful. The guards were coming up the aisle, waking passengers. Every once in a while, Noah heard a sharp hiss, like something from a compression canister. As he stumbled to his feet in response to a cuff from a guard, he caught a glimpse of what made the noise. It looked like a small can of pepper spray, but whatever came out couldn’t be smelled on the air. Where the person was sprayed, their skin went white like frostbite and they jerked like it was painful. 

Noah wasn’t sticking around to see more. It was effective, he had to give them that. Maybe it was like cold water to the face. He hoped that was all it was. 

Off the bus and on his feet, Noah felt a great pressure bearing down on him, the weight of magic. 

Elementalists were always more inclined to feel magic, even to see it. The air was thick with it, like he was swimming in honey. It was thicker here than it had been where he’d found Ylli and Zoey. It clung and flowed around him, drawn in by his power and Lindsay’s. 

A wild sound like a hyena’s hacking laugh coming from a human throat startled Noah, and he stumbled back into a cluster of other passengers, trying to stay close so he wouldn’t be singled out. Without warning, one, then two of the Hounds came at him, dropping from two legs to four, bodies and faces becoming more feral with every bound. He could see it in their mad eyes.  They know. 

The scientists and guards were shouting, scrambling and scattering, trying to restore order. Someone screamed and the jumpy man who had been Noah’s seatmate bolted from the group. The motion must have triggered some primal animal instinct in the Hounds because they changed course and more of them broke free to join the chase. 

It was over in moments. Noah didn’t count more than seven strides before the Hounds took him down, no more than two heartbeats before the screaming stopped. Armed men in uniform flooded the parking lot. 

Some surrounded the new arrivals, including Noah, and herded them away as the rest attempted to bring the Hounds to heel. The howls from the Hounds sounded like the baying of hunting dogs. 

Noah looked back in time to see one break away from the scrum and come barreling at him. There was a light in its eyes that said more than language that it knew the truth of what he was, and he bit back his magic with every scrap of discipline he could muster. It leapt and would have cleared the guards except for the tasers that struck it, one after the other. Writhing, it hit the ground only feet away, and Noah could see the blood that covered its forelegs to the elbows and its long, feral face to the hairline. The sound of its teeth snapping and its claws raking asphalt was chilling. 

Noah crammed down his gut reaction and turned away, following the guards as all the passengers were shuffled through a pair of gray doors set in the side of the building. He didn’t want to let emotion get the better of him, for his own sake and for Lindsay’s. He was fine.  “I’m fine.  ” 

He kept telling himself that as they were led into what looked like the room where he’d taken the written exam for his driver’s license. The last thing he needed was for his magic to betray him now. 



There were white-coated scientists with clipboards that held forms to be filled out by the “applicants”, everything down to salary expectations. He watched the others, docile and obedient, and realized quickly that they didn’t give a damn what you put down. They did like you to sign on the dotted line. Alex King was happy to do that for them. 

It all felt like a slippery slope, as much as Noah tried to keep his mind on the goal, telling himself that the deeper he fell, the closer he was to winning. That kept him calm through losing his clothes in return for a hospital gown and having his head shaved. 

 “Saves us from having to pick up clippers,  ”  he noted dryly, for Lindsay’s sake. He was weighed and prodded, and he was just starting to feel calm when a pair of technicians in vanilla jumpers came in with a tray of syringes. 

Vaccinations? 

 “I’m going to guess it’s not tetanus shots in those.  ” 

 “No. Not tetanus.”  Lindsay’s voice was flat the way it got when they were talking about something he didn’t like. The injection felt like fire going in and Lindsay hissed inside Noah’s head.  “Nothing changes, does it? But you’re going to be all right, Noah. I promise.” 

The technicians went past him, working their way back. Noah turned his attention to the first men to get their shots and watched one of them swaying. 

 “Yeah. I thought so. I think our broadcast is about to be disrupted.  ”  The room started spinning slowly. Noah turned his attention inward, closing his eyes to shut out the blurred room, and called up what heat he could muster.  “Metabolism is just another kind of combustion, right?” 

 “I’ll be with you all the way.”  Lindsay felt miles away, but the words were something Noah could cling to as he fought to hold on to consciousness. 

The world turned into a stuttering slide show as Noah slipped in and out of consciousness. There were hands on him, and he was cold with something steel under his bare back. He was in a barn. No. Something huge and chilled, but he could hear animals. The rattle of metal on metal was a cage door being slammed shut. He was still moving, and they were talking. 

They left him and, with nothing to hold on to, he slipped into the dark. A howl brought him back up and he had the sudden impression of being in a dog pound. 

 Hounds. 

Now, with his body limp and out of his control, he panicked.  This can’t happen. They were back and he fought down his fear. Hands were on him, his legs and shoulders. He was hefted up and tumbled into a metal box. They were talking about him, but the words didn’t make sense. To him. They would make sense to Lindsay. 

 Hybrid.  Balancing strains.  Inscribed cell cultures. Noah let himself fade until he was only a ghost in the back of his own mind, so Lindsay could listen. They were putting something in him, cutting and



stitching, like he was a doll. When the door closed, he could feel that same fire again, creeping out from that point. 

 “Help me.  ”  Noah needed to wake up. He needed something to burn away the poison leaking into his veins.  “Don’t let me sleep.  ”  He needed to make sure they weren’t already doing something to him. 

 “I’ve got you.”  Lindsay’s cool fingers were on his forehead, except that they weren’t, and Noah could feel the pull of his magic being drawn up inside him. The heat of it flowed under his skin, pushing back the chill of the medication. 

Nothing was as terrifying as being helpless in the face of something awful. He was ashamed of not being stronger. Without knowing how, he was aware that Lindsay had been through this in some way. He could survive—Lindsay had. 

 “I’m sorry this happened to you .” Anything else he might have felt was lost the next moment. 

Fever kept Noah from sinking into unconsciousness, but it distorted his perception until he felt as though he had been locked in the cage for days on end. The thought that he had been surrendered to the pound like a dog nagged him and became confused with the reality that his father had sent him to Cyrus. 

He knew Lindsay was with him and imagined Lindsay standing outside his cage, looking in. 

Finally, even if his mind couldn’t focus, his body acted, and he drifted into consciousness to find broken tubing clenched in his right hand and cool liquid pooling on his skin. 

 I’m awake. 

His magic felt like a limb that had fallen asleep—only when pain came did he realize the magic working through his veins was his, but not in his control. Lindsay held it for him, separated him from it by some illusion he couldn’t understand, and kept it burning through his blood. The world grew clearer by the moment, like dawn had come. 

Opening his eyes, he found that he could see—he had only imagined that the lights were out. There was the rattle of a gurney and voices drew close, so he turned his back to the cage door and hid the broken IV lines under him. His body was burning off the sedative, and he could flex his muscles now, enough that he thought he could stand. 

 I can do this. He reached out for his magic and touched it. As Lindsay let it go, it flowed back into him and sang in his veins like hundreds of tiny flames. He hadn’t known what having it truly absent—not merely parted from his will by Lindsay’s illusions—felt like, and he regretted all the times he’d wished for it to be gone. 

Adrenaline brought the rest of Noah’s senses back.  “Let me go.  ”  He itched under his skin with fire and fear. It was a struggle to stay helpless. He could see the others when he dared look, all of them limp and unaware of what they’d consented to become. 



 “Soon.”  Lindsay’s voice was soothing, soft and cool like a touch.  “Zoey is working on the cages—

 she’s going to release the locks to let you out. Watch for the lights, then go.” 

 “I keep thinking I hear him .  ”  Noah shifted to press his feet against one wall, flexing his legs to work the drugs out of the large muscles.  “If there’s anything you want saved from here other than him, tell me now.  ”  His outrage was deeper than his morals, it went down to his bones, down to everything written in his genes. When he let it loose, there wouldn’t be anything left of what distressed him. 

 “Just the two of you.” 

 “Soon.  ”  Noah wanted to go home. 

When the lights went down, Noah felt the door of his cage give way, and he grabbed it as he rolled out. He was on the second tier, so it wasn’t far to the floor; as soon as his toes touched, he let go and crumpled to the ground. He felt leaden, his limbs refused to answer him, and he grasped at his magic to burn off the remaining drugs. 

He had to move. Primal urgency forced him up to hands and knees. A cage door smashed him in the head as the man inside thrashed about. Pain and adrenaline fueled his magic and his head cleared enough that he could drag himself to his feet. Yelps and howls of creatures tasting freedom echoed through the room as the lights came up again. 

Noah took a few unsteady steps and tripped over a body. Of course. Everyone around him would be as drugged as he had been. 

“Come on.” Forcing his limbs to obey, he tried to turn the man over. His hands slid on cold, sweat-slick skin. “Wake up. We have to get out of here.” Noah flipped him over and stared down into empty, clouded eyes. 

 “Noah, move.” 

Even as Lindsay’s frantic voice filled his head, something sent him sprawling. Someone stepped on him, a knee caught him in the side as he tried to get up. He staggered to his feet, slipped in something slick, and caught himself on the grating of another cage before he went down again. 

 “Noah. Do something. Now.” 

His feet were sliding in blood. Half a corpse dangled from the top of the cages. Noah turned to see a huge Hound feeding on the man he’d tried to help. 

He couldn’t parse Lindsay’s orders but his magic understood. It rose up in him and washed him clean with fire. Not content with purifying his blood, the fire rolled out to cleanse his skin, then boiled outward. 

When Noah finally stood steady, there was nothing but ash on the floor at his feet. 

Anarchy churned around him, howls and screams rising until Noah felt them through the concrete. 

Where natural creatures needed a reason to kill, hunger or self-defense, Moore’s Hounds had been bred to hunt mage-flesh, to chase and to slaughter mercilessly. Freshly created, without inhibition, they turned on each other. The terrified staff, in fleeing, marked themselves as prey. 



Creatures passed above him, hunting each other from one row of cages to another in a fatal game of tag. Noah had no idea where to find Dane, but he was sure Dane simply wouldn’t fit in the cage he’d been in. He picked a direction and ran. 

At an aisle that cut across the rows, he stopped to flame a furred beast off of a screaming, struggling man. It was impossible to remain indifferent to the slaughter. The place had become an abattoir. A quick look around told him he was no closer to finding Dane than before. Everything looked the same—rows and rows of cages now open and spilling their half-mad contents into the aisles. 

A shadow flickered in the corner of Noah’s eye and he threw himself aside to avoid being tackled from behind by the man he’d just saved. Suddenly, he was aware of more than one set of eyes on him. He’d drawn attention to himself with the kill and now, with his back to the cages, he was being stalked. The man who had seemed so human while fighting for his life was wild-eyed, and the teeth he bared were long and jagged. 

 “There’s no saving any of them. They’re gone .  ”  Lindsay’s voice rose up in the back of his head. 

It was hard for Noah to override his natural instinct to protect his own kind. But once he did, he wasn’t afraid anymore. Just sad. A wave of fire rolled out and swept away everything around him. 

Through the fire that cleaned the aisle ahead of him, Noah saw what had eluded him before. He’d gone the wrong way, his body automatically trying to go back the way it had been brought in. But this way there were computers and workstations, and other cages. Different cages. Once he had Dane, he could sweep the whole lab clean. He followed his fire, his bare feet seared by the heat held in the concrete floor. 



Chapter Fifteen

Without his magic, Dane had been left to rely on his body and he was surprised to find out how efficient it was. The break Lourdes had given him had allowed him to become as close to perfectly functional as he could be without his magic. While he couldn’t hear Jonas’s heartbeat, the man’s breathing—and his humming—came through loud and clear. Sure, it was classical music, Baroque even, but Dane still wanted to ring Jonas’s head off the bars half the day. 

When Jonas was quiet, the techs’ and scientists’ conversations were audible. Dane was slowly piecing things together and receiving a crash course in magical genetic engineering. Moore was using some hodgepodge of runes and cells and science so she could inject the essence of being a Hound into her victims. They had to have the potential for magic first, but the treatment would cause a full manifestation. 

They were bringing in another batch of “recruits”, as Greer called them. Dane had no idea how Moore was finding them, had no idea that magic still ran so plentifully in the blood of mundane humans. It made his skin crawl to see the limp bodies loaded into cages and primed for treatment. Not all of them survived the preparation and the treatment brought fatalities as well. 

Dane had seen the failures when they were rolled past on gurneys, on the way to autopsy. One had died of “uncontrolled growth-plate expansion”. That was what Greer had said. To Dane, it looked like the man’s bones had exploded out of his flesh in all directions. Another spawned half a head from the neck and a leg from the middle of the back. Some were so deformed—even to the point of being puddles of flesh in buckets—that Dane couldn’t work out what had gone wrong. 

Every day, he watched for any sign of a flaw in the routine around him, something he could exploit and get free that way. Someone would come for him but he wouldn’t be Cyrus’s first priority. If he wanted out soon, he’d have to do it himself. All he’d managed to determine was that the locks on the cages were electronic, controlled from the consoles in the lab area, and no one made mistakes. 

His own cage was locked with bolts and padlocks, maybe even with magic; Jonas’s cage looked the same. Moore wasn’t trusting their containment to the main system; she’d learned from his escape with Lindsay months ago in New York. He was certain it would take more than one cooperative person to unlock his cage—Lindsay couldn’t just ensorcel a single low-level tech into opening it up. 

“How are we today?” Greer came in and headed straight for him, looking positively sunny. She always came by, sometimes more than once a day. “Sorry I missed dinner last night.” It was surreal, the way she spoke to him like he was a roommate or a friend. 



“You didn’t miss much.” Dane talked to exercise his mind more than anything else. Jonas hadn’t been a good conversationalist before his brain was scrambled, he was worse now. “Chicken again.” 

“I know.” Greer gave him a sad look. “Beef shipment next week.” She was about to say something else when a gray-faced soldier came racing in like there were Hounds behind him. 

Dane wanted to hear, but she stepped away and the soldier whispered in her ear. It had to be bad; she went as white as her coat. She sent the soldier away with a gesture and hurried off to confer with her colleagues. He leaned against the front of his cage and watched. 

“Problems?” he asked, when her panicked scurrying brought her close enough that he didn’t have to raise his voice. 

“One of you has terrible manners,” Greer snapped. There were tasers and sedative guns racked on the wall nearby. She clipped a small taser to her belt. Dane stifled his laugh so he wouldn’t tempt her to use it on him. He’d seen her in a mood before. Working for Moore suited the flip side of her personality. 

“That’s definitely Jonas,” he said solemnly. “My kids would never misbehave.” 

“We’ll see about that.” Greer’s look was purely venomous, and Dane missed having his fangs to bare. 

“You should be hoping they might,” she added. “When we get a stable cultivar, we’ll put the primary stock in storage.” She left him with that and headed down the aisles of cages, off to whatever crisis was distracting her from work. 

Dane tested the cage again. Every day, he felt weaker. He didn’t know what storage meant, but it was going to be worse than this. If he thought for a second that Moore would buy it, he’d take Jonas’s old place in order to get out, but there was no way he could mean it enough to pass any test she’d give. Lourdes might lie for him, but Moore wouldn’t be satisfied with her word alone, not if she’d taken Jonas away. 

Snarling with frustration, he pushed off of the front bars hard enough to bang his head on the back ones. 

“Let it go.” Jonas was slumped against the near side of his cage, staring at the back wall. “At least they might put us to sleep after this. I can’t sleep.” 

“You sleep all the time,” Dane reminded him. Jonas looked fine on the outside, but he wasn’t right in the head. Some magic healed the spirit as well as the body. Neither of them was that fortunate. 

“Sleep tires me out. I’m always running.” 

“Well, go to sleep in your sleep,” Dane said reasonably. Being cruel to Jonas wasn’t fun anymore. 

Moore fucking ruined everything. “Close your eyes and dream about sleep.” If Jonas slept, he’d be quiet, and Dane could eavesdrop. 

There was a rumble as gurneys came in the wrong door. Dane shuffled forward on his knees to see. 

Bodies. Mature Hounds in uniform. The trainers didn’t put uniforms on them until they were reliable. 

Had the others tried an assault on the place and failed? There weren’t that many bodies. Dane’s heart beat so hard he was afraid it was going to damage itself. It slowed as the gurneys came closer, and his fear turned to malicious glee. 



The Hounds didn’t look human anymore, most of them. Their bloodied bodies were half-feral, and many of them showed the marks of teeth and claws. Bad manners indeed. Now he understood. 

Had to be Jonas’s fault, though. He hadn’t been here long enough for “his” Hounds to be in uniform. 

Besides, from the complaints he heard, “his” were even more trouble than the ones they’d made from Jonas’s magic. It was comforting to know he was ruining Moore’s plans by proxy, if he couldn’t do it himself. 

He saw Greer returning and amused himself by making up dialogue for her and the others as they ran about in a panic. Good thing for them Moore wasn’t here. 

Dane grew bored and Greer wasn’t coming over to entertain him, which was disappointing. He closed his eyes, but something fluttered—dark and light and dark and light—and he sat up to look. 

Everyone was frozen in the moment, then the lights went out again. All through the vast space, there was a single clang made up of more small sounds than Dane could count. But he knew what it was. Every cage unlocking. Every one but his and Jonas’s cages, of course. Before he could inhale to laugh, there was chaos. 

The lights came back on in time for Dane to watch a half-feral Hound launch itself into the middle of the lab area. It was clumsy, still learning its new body, but even its flailing was impressive as its claws sliced through plastic and steel and cables as easily as if they were movie props. 

“Hey, Jonas. Look.” 

The staff were brutally outnumbered—Moore never planned for failure. As their tasers failed to stop the Hounds, panic set in and they tried to flee. Jonas perked up for the first time, squawking at the sight of a Hound gutting a technician and spraying a pristine row of white computers with blood. Nothing amused Jonas like a good bit of gore. 

Dane caught a glimpse of Greer through the chaos, walking toward the near exit at a sedate pace, head high. Smart girl. The Hounds didn’t give a damn about her since she wasn’t running or fighting; they were all instinct and she had nothing they were programmed to hunt.  Good. If she was alive now, he could kill her later, personally. Her and the weather mage. 

The sounds of fighting and killing and dying were a chorus louder than Dane’s dreams, intense enough to make the cage bars hum with it. The possibility of getting free was exponentially larger than moments ago, but Dane couldn’t focus to think it through. Jonas was now rattling his cage and howling like a banshee. If Dane had been on the outside, he might have fought his way into Jonas’s cage just to shut him up. He had to  think. 

If they got out, they’d only be human in a sea of teeth and fangs and madness—their lack of magic made them less attractive to the Hounds right now, but he’d have to keep Jonas from taking a swipe at one of them. The rattle of a machine gun increased the danger. The soldiers didn’t have a chance against this



many, but they were going to try, and Dane and Jonas both had an uncanny resemblance to the things the soldiers were here to kill. 

A familiar sound got him in the gut, a sound that terrified the animal still lurking in him. Fire. There was a terrible wailing that cut off into nothing, and the fire roared down from between the rows of cages, cutting so close that Dane had to get back from the bars or be singed. 

“It’s him.” Jonas’s voice was raw, but Dane heard the anticipation. “You don’t get to kill me anymore.” 

The fire died and Dane was looking out on a half-destroyed landscape, everything in a wide swath was reduced to ash and concrete. 

“Let’s go.” Noah came walking up the aisle, into Dane’s view. He was bare naked and whole, like he’d come up out of his own fire that way, whole except for the remains of tubing under the skin of his chest. “Hold your breath.” 

Dane did what he was told, pressing back and holding his breath as Noah’s flaming hands tore the front of his cage open and left it hanging from the hinges, dripping molten steel. 

“Let’s go,” Noah said again, and like that, those hands were back to flesh. Dane let them pull him out of the cage and hold him up as he found his feet again. 

“Where’s—” 

“Here,” Noah said, cutting him off. “Just not in person. Are we bringing that too?” 

Dane took a step on his own. He had to make this body work. Already, they’d caught the attention of a Hound feeding on a scientist under a broken table. 

 That. He looked over his shoulder at Jonas pressed up against the bars of his cage, reaching out, but not to Dane. Reaching for Noah. 

Noah flicked a ball of fire at the Hound under the table and the fire swallowed it whole. A twist of Noah’s hand and the ball collapsed into a white-hot star shedding the ashes of his prey. 

“Up to you.” Dane wasn’t in charge here, and he wasn’t going to pretend to be. They’d had to come for him this time. 

 “It’s your choice,  ”  Lindsay whispered in Noah’s mind.  “Jonas was a favored pet. I’m surprised to see him in a cage like the others.” 

Jonas. The man he’d decapitated in the elevator, then tried to incinerate. Minutes later, he’d been burning to death in his own fire. 

“Don’t leave me.” Jonas was surprisingly coherent for a man who looked completely mad. “Kill me before you go.” 



Noah didn’t need to guess as to the purpose of the collars. Jonas wasn’t a Hound and wasn’t a threat right now. If they left him, Moore would use him further. Noah ripped through the bolts and lock on the cage with white fire. 

They had both come close to death in Noah’s fire. Noah had his second life. He wasn’t going to deny someone else a chance at the same. 

“Do what I say, or I will kill you,” Noah warned. “Completely.” He grabbed Jonas by the wrist and dragged him out of the cage. 

“We need to go.” Dane kicked apart a broken desk and picked up the leg. He was right, they had the attention of nearly a dozen Hounds now. They were cowardly things, yelping and cringing even as hunger and instinct pushed them to try to bring Noah down. “The door behind us goes deeper in. To get out, we have to get across the room.” 

The lab was devastated and Noah could easily make out numerous Hounds stalking and fighting each other, beyond those creeping closer. They were too mad or too stupid to know what was happening out of sight, where Noah could hear the soldiers fighting to contain the revolt, even as more Hounds turned savage. He wasn’t leaving without wiping the place clean. 

“When I tell you to go, you both go.” Noah pointed at the door across the lab. Lindsay could see it and would know where they’d be emerging. “I’ll make sure you get there.” He incinerated the nearest Hound, and the next. Stepping back, he nearly tripped over Jonas. 

“Don’t go.” Jonas grabbed at his leg and Noah got him by the collar, pulling him to his feet. 

“You’re going. I’m not.” Noah all but threw Jonas at Dane. “Get him out of here. Go on.” 

“Happy to.” Dane pushed Jonas ahead of him as Noah blew a path clear with a knot of fire that tore the far door off the hinges. Noah walled the black path off with fire, closing it behind them as they went. 

Now, he could work. 

The Hounds came at him as though they were eager to die once he’d started killing them. Until Noah felt Dane pass beyond the reach of his fire wall, he kept his destruction to a minimum, killing them by ones and twos. Sometimes, they turned on each other, but his magic drew them in. 

Once he knew that he’d done what he came to do—that Dane was free—he gathered his magic in as he had back in the school, when Lindsay was letting him play. 

 “You should go now.  ”  He didn’t want Lindsay to feel this the way he knew he would. 

 “Noah.”  Lindsay didn’t have to articulate a protest, Noah could feel his fear and resistance like a weight. Lindsay’s presence twined more tightly around his mind, clinging like a vine. 

 “I’ll be there soon. I promise.  ” 

The rose on his wrist began to fade.  “Be careful,  ”  Lindsay said, and then he was gone. 

As Noah sent out the first wave of fire, he was sorry for it. He was angry that it fell to him to do it. 

But the fire had no such emotions, only joy and hunger and lust. As Noah fed it with magic, it fed him in



turn, filling him up with malicious glee. That was what Lindsay didn’t need to feel, the euphoria of feeding on flesh. 

The second wave of fire ripped through the lab, hotter than the first. It overflowed through the burning, melting doors and roared through the halls. The facility was huge, and though the alarms had sounded, there were still people here and there. Sometimes, Noah could feel them just before the fire caught them. 

The fire followed the air through every crack, into every hiding place. Plastic had a terrible, acrid taste, but Noah devoured it all anyway—he didn’t want anything left for Moore to use. In a crypt full of cold so deep it burned his fire in return, he knew he’d found things she wanted to keep, and he pushed magic through the fire to make it strong enough to erase her treasures. 

Time to go. Noah’s rational mind knew he was endangering the others if he stayed. He followed the same path Dane and Jonas had taken, drawing the fire from it and pushing the heat and flame aside. He saw daylight through the shimmering, burning air. Daylight and the green of living things. Part of him wanted to stay and hunt down every last Hound and those who made them, but Lindsay was waiting. 

Outside, the van waited at the edge of the trees. There was nothing but chaos around the buildings. 

Some of the half-finished Hounds had escaped before Noah had managed to destroy the lab, and were running amok. He felt more than heard the distant thud of helicopter blades. That explained why he didn’t see any soldiers—they were waiting for backup. A shadow passed over him and Ylli dropped to the ground a moment later. 

“You’re all right?” Ylli looked well enough, if rattled. He spooked easily, but it would take more than that to make him flee. 

“I’m fine.” Noah didn’t know how he was, but he was in one piece. “We’re ready to go?” 

“Kristan has Zoey. She was watching Lindsay, but she sent me for you, as soon as...” Ylli gestured and now Noah could make out the tall figure that was Dane, and the small person who was almost hidden in his embrace. For a moment, Noah was sure he’d stopped breathing, but he inhaled and nodded at Ylli. 

“The other one that came out is in the van already.” 

“Jonas.” 

“You want to hurry up?” Kristan’s voice cut through the chaos. She had Zoey by the wrist and was all but dragging her to the van. Zoey had her open laptop cradled in her other arm, eyes on the screen. “We can kiss and cry later.” 

Zoey looked up as Kristan caught up with them, her eyes huge. “This stuff,” she said excitedly. “You wouldn’t believe it. These people are evil. And insane. But really smart.” She snapped her computer closed and shoved it at Ylli as she broke into a run. “I have to tell Lindsay.” 

“No.” The single word came from all three of them at once—Noah, Ylli and Kristan—and stopped Zoey in her tracks. 



“It can wait.” Noah reached out to take her arm. “You can tell him later. A lot later.” 

“I...okay.” Zoey fell in line, keeping pace with them. “You’re naked,” she said, as soon as she realized. Noah let her go as she pulled away, and she stumbled into Ylli. 

“Geeks.” Kristan snorted irritably. “I’m driving. Noah, that other guy keeps asking for you, so I told him to sit in the van.” 

They reached the grass and Noah’s hot feet stung with the cool damp of it. The van door was open and a figure huddled behind the driver’s seat. He had no idea what to do with Jonas, but he’d have to manage. 

“Why is everyone naked?” Zoey sounded distressed. 

“Sit in front and you don’t have to look,” Ylli said soothingly. Kristan ran ahead to jump into the driver’s seat and Ylli hurried Zoey after her. 

Noah slowed, partly because his legs were threatening to give out and partly because he thought he was going to be sick. The fire was still burning, out of his control but finding plenty to feed it. It was wicked and poisoned now, growling maliciously in the back of his head. Everything in Moore’s sphere grew corrupted. He took a couple breaths and made himself calm down, and headed over to Dane and Lindsay. 

“It’s time to go,” he said, stopping a few feet from them. “We’ll all be in the van.” He turned away before his knees gave out and nearly fell over something. Someone. Jonas. Again. 

“It’s time to go,” Jonas said clearly. He wasn’t looking at Noah, though, he was pulling up handfuls of grass. 

“Back in the van.” Noah would worry about what was wrong with Jonas later. It would keep him busy. He had a feeling he was going to want to be busy as much as possible for a while. 

One moment, Lindsay was immersed in Noah, the next he was alone in the middle of chaos, cold and stiff with being still so long.  The door. While his mind fought to adjust to this reality, his body was scrambling out of the van and sprinting toward the door he’d seen through Noah’s eyes, the one Dane would be coming out of. 

Hounds and humans raced past him and Kristan’s shouts followed him, but he didn’t heed any of it, just kept running. The door opened and Dane stumbled out, a dark shadow at his side. Three more steps, two, one, and then Lindsay was in Dane’s arms. 

Dane grabbed him and held on like Lindsay might fade away, ducking his head to bury his face in Lindsay’s neck. His breath was ragged and labored, and tremors ran through his body. 

“You’re safe now,” Lindsay whispered, reminding himself as much as Dane. The warmth of Dane’s arms made it real. “You’re safe. I’m sorry. You’re safe.” 



“Nothing to be sorry for.” Dane kissed Lindsay’s neck and his ear, working his way over to kiss him on the mouth. “I missed you. Every time they brought more in, I was afraid of seeing you.” 

“I was safe. They didn’t get me.” 

Lindsay took a step back to see Dane’s face. He didn’t want to say this. He didn’t want to think about it being true. But he had to. If he didn’t, he’d have to hide the truth from Dane, and that would be worse. 

“They nearly caught Zoey and Ylli. Cyrus died saving them. I’m sorry, Dane. He’s gone.” 

For a long moment, Dane’s face was a study in misunderstanding. “No. I can’t hear him, but...it’s the collar. He’s not. He wouldn’t let them.” 

“I’m sorry.” Lindsay felt sick. He didn’t want to hurt Dane like this. “Lourdes might have been lying to me, but Ylli...” He felt like he was twisting a knife. “Cyrus saved them from the Hounds and that weather witch, he got them away safely, but he didn’t make it. Ylli said he could hear Cyrus when it happened, that Cyrus was just  gone. I’m so sorry.” 

Dane inhaled like he was getting ready to argue, his brow knotted into a frown, but Lindsay could see it seeping in. 

“He should have told me this was coming,” he said slowly. “He was right. About everything.” Now, he looked lost. “I failed him.” 

 Oh, Dane.  Lindsay cupped Dane’s cheek in his hand and drew him back down. “I’m so sorry,” he said again, wrapping his arms around Dane as best he could. “I wasn’t there. If I had known...” 

He never would’ve sent Zoey and Ylli back to Cyrus. There would’ve been no reason for Cyrus to fight, he would’ve been able to simply run. Lindsay couldn’t fix anything now. At least he’d been able to save Dane. Noah had saved Dane. 

Noah. Noah had been speaking to them a moment ago, Lindsay realized, and he hadn’t acknowledged it. 

Noah was walking away, herding Jonas back into the van. Ylli leaned out to pull Jonas in and gestured at Lindsay to hurry up. Zoey was slouched in the passenger seat of the van, a hand over her eyes, Kristan was already in the driver’s seat. 

“Go on.” Dane let go of him. “We can’t stay here.” 

In the van, the second row was taken up by Ylli and his wings, and Jonas and Noah were in the third row. Lindsay slid the door shut and led Dane to the last row. 

“Hold on,” Kristan said as she started to pull out. 

They had parked on the lawn and the van was hardly designed for any off-road usage. Lindsay had to grab the seat in front as they bounced across the grass and off the curb with enough speed that something scraped as they hit the road. 

“Guns!” That shriek was Zoey, and the thud from the front was probably her sliding off of her seat and taking cover. 



“Oh, grow up. They’re not shooting at us.” Kristan took a corner so fast that the van groaned with stress, and they were on two wheels for a moment. The next thing Lindsay knew, the van lurched wildly and there was a sickening crunch as something went under the wheels. “Oops.” 

“That’s one way to take them down,” Ylli said tightly. 

Jonas was babbling about the Hounds being able to see them. Noah’s calm voice was a steady counterpoint to it until Jonas trailed off, apparently soothed by the reassurances that Lindsay couldn’t hear over the rumble of the van. Noah seemed to have a nearly infinite amount of patience, even for people who had tried to hurt him—at least once they were disarmed. 

When they were clear of the laboratory campus, Lindsay reached out for Dane. This wasn’t how Lindsay had wanted to bring Dane back to them, with news like that. 

Dane pulled Lindsay in and let him stay close, but it didn’t feel the same. He was staring out the window, hardly reacting when Kristan had to swerve wildly to avoid a fire truck barreling through. Dane didn’t pet him this time, either. Nothing was quite the same. They were together again, but right now it didn’t seem like much consolation to Dane. 

Still, they were both alive. 

Lindsay would have to be content with that for now. He closed his eyes and let the sound of the engine lull him to sleep. 

It took a long time to calm Jonas down to the point that he slept, but Noah remembered a wounded bear that had found its way to his mother—a feral, trapped in its animal form by pain and illness—and the way she had calmed it. Not all ferals were blessed with regeneration the way Jonas and Dane were. At least Jonas’s gift meant Noah hadn’t killed one of his own. 

An old lullaby in Quebecois French settled Jonas down so quickly that Noah had to wonder if the man had roots in the same back country as the Quinns. He was relieved when Jonas closed his eyes and curled up on the seat, and when Jonas’s humming faded away into a soft, intermittent snore. The relief didn’t last long. It was then that he felt the dead tension in the van, the cold silence of shock and horror. 

“We should have brought clothes.” Ylli’s soft voice drifted back over the seats. 

“We’ll stop when it’s safe,” Kristan said. Noah caught the violet flicker of her gaze in the rearview mirror. “Not sure how safe it’s going to be with that thing you have there.” 

“Quiet.” Dane’s voice was low, but his tone was as hard as a fist. “It’s safe enough. Stop whenever you want. Be smart about it. And shut up.” 

Noah looked back to see Lindsay sleeping, almost hidden in Dane’s arms, oblivious to the poisoned sweat and antiseptic reek coming off all three of them who had been in the lab. He turned his attention to the tube still stuck under his skin. The wound where they’d cut him to insert it had barely scabbed over. 

Something larger was under there. If he picked the stitches out, he might be able to remove it. 



It should have hurt more than it did. The dull voice in the back of his head noted that he was probably still in shock. His hands were shaking, but he kept picking at the coarse black knots, pulling off the dried blood and worrying them loose. He had two kinked stitches in his palm and was working on the next when a low hiss broke his concentration. 

“Don’t do that.” Ylli was watching him over the back of the seat. “Damn it.  Noah.” He rolled his eyes despairingly as he disappeared from view, except for the curved shadows of his wings. He was back a heartbeat later, reaching over with a handful of napkins. “Here.” 

Noah took them and mopped at the blood that was running down his chest. 

“And here.” 

Noah looked up again to see that Ylli was holding out a jacket that looked like Kristan’s. 

“Cover up and try to sleep,” Ylli said. 

“Yeah, okay.” 

Noah wasn’t tired, but he took the jacket and tucked it over his lap. The touch of a sleeve made Jonas whimper and stir. Noah put a hand on his shoulder and closed his eyes. Behind his eyelids, the world was black and full of flames, and he could hear screaming echo in his memory. It wasn’t Elle’s voice, though, so it was nothing but noise. 

“Noah.” For a moment, that soft voice did sound like Elle, but when Noah opened his eyes, it was Lindsay there, looking down at him. “We’ve stopped to pick up some clothes and supplies. Do you need anything?” 

“A drink.” Noah didn’t have to be awake to answer that much. He hadn’t thought he’d fall asleep. 

Jonas snuffled softly, and it took Noah a moment to locate him, down on the floor by his feet. That was probably for the best. 

“I meant something like aspirin.” Lindsay sounded exasperated, but he was smiling, and that was better than medication. 

“I’m fine.” Noah let his hand sneak out to touch Lindsay’s. “I should be doing this.” 

“I don’t plan to share your nakedness with any more people than I already have.” Lindsay took his hand and squeezed it. “Dane and Ylli will be staying with you, Zoey doesn’t want to be left alone with naked men, and I need Kristan to help me with sizes.” 

“Okay. Are we hidden?” Noah was desperate to stretch his legs and—now that he thought of it—he was just as eager to take a piss. 

“Yes. We won’t be long.” Lindsay squeezed his hand one more time and ducked out of the van. 

Noah nudged Jonas with his foot. “Come on. You have to stay with me.” He wasn’t letting Jonas out of his sight. 

Jonas was surprisingly competent, for all that he was obviously impaired. Noah had rescued him on principle, but he was starting to see that Jonas really had been—if only recently—Moore’s victim in all of



this. He shooed Jonas out of the bushes behind the sprawling, gray megastore and back toward the van. 

Jonas kept switching between all fours and walking upright, depending on what caught his eye, but he stayed close until he caught sight of a squirrel and stopped. 

“Are you hungry?” Noah watched Jonas gauging the distance between them and the oblivious squirrel. He expected Jonas to pounce, but Jonas looked back at him instead. 

“Yes. I can have it?” 

Well, that was good. Noah didn’t want to worry about Jonas deciding to eat something inviting, like Ylli. And there was no telling the diseases he’d pick up if he were allowed to eat wild animals while his feral magic was broken by his collar. 

“No, you’re going to eat like the rest of us.” 

Jonas’s shoulders slumped and he grumbled the rest of the way back to the van. Dane, sitting in the open doorway, snorted at the sight of him. 

“Let me guess. No squirrel.” 

“Exactly.” Noah was briefly surprised at that, then realized he shouldn’t be. 

“I don’t blame him.” Dane dropped the pieces of the leaf he’d been shredding and rubbed the green stain off of his hands. “There’s some fat ones around here. Better than fast food.” 

From anyone else, it would have been a joke. From Dane, it made sense. 

“I don’t think Zoey would survive naked men  and  eating raw squirrels in one day.” Noah looked around. “Where’s Ylli?” 

“Getting oil for the van.” Dane pointed to the gas station. “Apparently, we’re a troop of boy scouts today. To other people, that is.” 

“Let no one say Lindsay doesn’t have a sense of humor.” Noah couldn’t help smiling at that. He sat in the doorway of the van next to Dane, ignoring the grit and rough carpet chafing his ass. Damn new skin. 

“Get back here!” 

Noah’s head came up when Dane snapped. Jonas was skulking toward a gull picking at an empty burger wrapper. 

Jonas just sneered at Dane and shook his head before going back to stalking the bird. 

“Jonas,” Noah said. “No.” That would definitely make Jonas sick, and Noah was not having a man half again his size puking raw seagull on him all the way back to Detroit. 

Jonas dropped to all fours and came back to crouch at Noah’s feet. He did take the time to peer over Noah’s knees and growl at Dane. 

“Damn dog.” Dane shook his head. “Moore can’t let a single thing stay good if she can ruin it.” 

The dog. Something clicked in Noah’s head. And the girl. Lourdes, the girl. Jonas, the dog. They were vague figures in the sprawling milieu of magical beings, but Noah knew what there was to know of their reputations. 



“Why did you let me rescue him?” 

“To piss Moore off.” Dane shrugged and bared his teeth at Jonas. 

“Right.” Noah put a hand on Jonas’s head and shoved until Jonas couldn’t see Dane anymore. 

“Can you think of a better reason?” Dane gave him an arch look. 

Compassion. Logic. Kinship. 

“Not really.” It was a small victory, but Noah would take it. And he’d take the warm, languid day that nature had conjured up to soothe his pains. 

Jonas was suspiciously quiet. Noah had raised too many of his siblings and cousins to let that slide, even though the hot sun and the last of the drugs were making it hard to find the energy to care. There was only one thing he could think of that would be keeping Jonas busy right now. 

“Jonas, don’t eat dirt.” 

“Not.” 

“What...” Noah gave in and moved to see what Jonas was doing. 

“Ants,” Dane said, chuckling. “Full of protein. Jonas, share.” He reached around Noah and held out his hand. 

“Nu-uh.” 

“See, this is why we don’t get along.” Dane gave Noah a wounded look. 

“Well, at least one of us isn’t hungry anymore.” 

Noah let his head rest against the van door, and leaned back, closing his eyes and turning his face into the sun. He and Dane were worse for wear, and Dane and Jonas were still trapped in their collars, but that wouldn’t last. They had lost Cyrus, but they were stronger than ever, more focused, and—most importantly—together. 



Chapter Sixteen

Lindsay had never bothered to give the basement of the house in Detroit more than a cursory inspection, but apparently Noah and Kristan had paid more attention, because that was the first place both of them had suggested to work the magic required to take the collars off Jonas and Dane. It wasn’t roughed in; the floor was packed dirt and the walls were bare cement. Once he was down there, he realized that the earth would draw off excess magic that might be released when the collars came off, the way the cave had done when Ezqel fixed Lindsay’s magic, and Dane’s. 

Dane, Noah, Ylli, Kristan and Jonas were already down there, preparing for the first attempt. When Zoey had said she needed to double-check her computer for data she’d gathered from the lab, Lindsay had followed her upstairs. 

“They’re not regular technology,” he cautioned as they came back down. “Those figures are runes, you don’t want to mess with the magic in the collar if you can help it.” 

“The computers at the lab had schematics.” Zoey turned her little computer toward Lindsay to show him. “Are those the runes you’re talking about?” 

“There and there,” Lindsay said, pointing. “That’s what she’s using to suppress their magic. The runes can be broken, but...” 

Lindsay trailed off, shaking his head. He didn’t want to hurt Dane like that. In his experience, the runes breaking released magical energy that was inevitably dangerous. 

“You don’t want to do it that way. Not if we can help it. If you can’t get the tech to release, don’t try the runes. I’ll do it. I’ve done it before.” 

The voices grew louder as they came down the stairs. Noah and Dane. 

“Look, if you want to take your chances with something, I’ve got a whole drawer of lighters you can play with.” That was Noah, and he didn’t sound happy. “I’ll even throw in a gas can and some candles. But you can wait until we know how these come off. You’re not going to use this as some fancy self-flagellation.” 

“I’m not sitting around like a side of beef while you give your puppy back his big dog teeth. I know what I’m doing.” Dane’s voice lacked its usual growl, but Lindsay didn’t need that to know when he was upset. 

“He’s not mine,” Noah snapped. 

Dane laughed outright at that. “He’s yours as much as he’s ever been anyone’s.” 



As Lindsay came down a few more steps, he caught sight of Jonas growling at Dane—from behind Noah’s knees. 

“You know what you’re doing, Dane,” Lindsay said, “but Zoey hasn’t done this before.” He didn’t like the idea of using Dane as a guinea pig. 

“Yes, that.” Noah glared at Dane before turning his attention to Zoey. “Do you need anything like wires or tools?” 

“I don’t really know magic or technology,” Zoey admitted with a little shrug. “I just kind of...talk to the computers and stuff, and they talk back to me. I’m starting with him, right?” She moved toward Jonas. 

She was a lot less skittish now that they all had clothes on. 

“Come here.” Noah walked to the center of the basement, beckoning for Jonas to follow. “And stand up.” 

Jonas eyed Lindsay suspiciously as he obeyed. Lindsay stayed back, but he watched Jonas just as warily. He didn’t want to see Zoey hurt by Jonas or the collar. 

Zoey stepped in to look at the collar, muttering quietly. To herself, Lindsay thought, and not to the collar. Not yet. It seemed like she was still feeling it out, comparing it to the schematics on her computer screen. 

“Don’t touch.” Jonas put his hand in front of her face. “Only Mother can touch.” 

“He’s not right in the head,” Dane muttered. “He was missing a good chunk of it, and his hands and feet, for a while. The girl talked Moore into turning off the collar to let him heal, and mine too. It didn’t help his mind.” 

Lindsay hardly heard Noah soothing Jonas. His mind seized on Dane’s admission that Lourdes had helped them. She had brought him information—he remembered the apprehension he’d felt as she spoke to him and knew now that not all of it had been his. She’d been afraid, and yet she hadn’t betrayed him to Moore. She’d betrayed Moore to her face by helping Dane. 

In her strange way, she had tried to comfort him, more than once. Maybe she kept reassuring him that he would find Dane because of her connection to Jonas. It was hard to imagine Lourdes as human, but if she cared for Jonas the way he cared for Dane, he had something to use against her. Jonas was theirs now. 

“It’s okay, Jonas,” Noah said patiently, still trying to get Jonas to put his hand down so Zoey could get closer. “She’s going to help. She’s allowed. Put your hand down.” 

Lindsay had no idea what they were going to do with Jonas. Healing magic rarely affected the mind, and watching Noah had shown him just how ready the mind had to be for it to work. Noah was—not different, but whole, since Rajan healed him. If Jonas’s magic couldn’t affect his mind, they were stuck with a dangerous, barely functional mage who seemed bonded to Noah—making him Lindsay’s, and



Dane’s, whether they liked it or not. 



If Jonas was whole again, would he leave Noah? Lindsay could see flickers of intelligence and comprehension in his eyes. Jonas wasn’t all there, but he wasn’t lost, either. Given the dedication with which Jonas and Dane had tried to kill each other, Lindsay didn’t think Jonas would be leaving Noah any time soon. Magic and will could form intense bonds. 

“If he doesn’t let me see it, I can’t convince it to turn off.” Zoey took a step back. 

“It’s fine.” Noah slowly pushed Jonas’s hand down by his side. “It won’t hurt you if Zoey touches it. 

See?” He reached out to touch the collar himself. 

Even collared, Jonas was incredibly strong. A single swipe of his arm took Noah off his feet and sent him crashing into the utility shelves. 

“She knows!” Jonas went bounding in the opposite direction and wedged himself between a broken chest freezer and the far wall. “She will know! No touching!” 

As soon as he was sure Jonas wasn’t going to attack anyone else, Lindsay ran over to Noah. “Are you all right?” 

“I’m fine.” Noah struggled to his feet, glaring at Jonas. “He’s probably right, in his own  fucking batshit  way. She may be able to track things through those collars. I wrecked everything I could, but...we really need to get them off, or turned off.” 

“So, can we all agree I get to go first?” Dane snorted with annoyance. 

Lindsay didn’t like it, but there was no way they were going to take Jonas’s collar off right now, not while the man was huddled in the corner, muttering to himself. 

“Be careful.” He stepped out of the way as Zoey turned toward Dane. 

She seemed more nervous now than she’d been before, but Jonas’s tantrum might have had something to do with that. Dane had to bend so she could see his collar clearly, and she started whispering to it, sweet, soft words that Lindsay couldn’t quite make out. 

In spite of his trip across the basement, as soon as Noah was back on his feet, he made his way over to Jonas and started to calm him down and coax him out. He had some kind of natural charm to him; maybe it was his looks, but Lindsay wasn’t sure those worked on Jonas. Whatever it was, it convinced Jonas to wriggle out from behind the freezer. That thought was so surreal, Lindsay felt like the entire universe had tilted in the last few days. 

Zoey seemed to be getting somewhere with Dane’s collar. The LEDs that dotted the circumference of it were flickering to life, one at a time. Lindsay hoped that didn’t mean the thing was about to explode. 

As the last few lights came on, Lindsay tensed, ready to...something. He didn’t know what. 

Once the final light turned red, though, the whole thing simply went dark. It fell from Dane’s neck with a clatter. Gone. Just like that. Cyrus had been right about Zoey’s value. They were in this because of her, but Lindsay could almost convince himself that she had been worth it. 



He rushed over, eager to make sure Dane was all right. He touched Dane’s throat where the collar had been and leaned up on his toes to brush a kiss over Dane’s lips. He hadn’t realized how much seeing that collar on Dane had hurt until now, for everything it was and for how helpless he had been to stop it. 

“I’m fine.” Dane wrapped Lindsay up in his arms and held him so tight that Lindsay could barely breathe, nuzzling in his hair and the curve of his neck, the way he used to when he was making sure Lindsay was well—well and  his. “Okay. Go on, help your boy with the dog.” He kissed Lindsay on the temple, and let him go. 

Reluctantly, Lindsay stepped back. “We’ll be finished soon.” 

If Zoey’s progress with Dane’s collar was any indication, the only real trouble with Jonas’s collar would be Jonas himself. 

With one last look at Dane to make sure he was really and truly safe, Lindsay went to help Noah with Jonas. Jonas was still protesting the whole idea, but Noah had managed to capture both his hands and hang on to them. After his outburst, Jonas seemed significantly calmer. 

“We won’t take it off,” Noah assured him. “Zoey is going to make sure no one can find us. You want to stay with us, yes?” Jonas nodded slowly. Lindsay could see the mental struggle going on behind his eyes. 

“We’ll make sure no one can find you. If she finds you, she will take you away.” 

“It stays on.” Jonas narrowed his eyes and glared at Lindsay, who was apparently to blame for any unhappiness. That was remarkably unfair, since Moore had only been able to collar Jonas because Noah had nearly destroyed him. Then again, fair had never been Jonas’s strong suit. “And I stay here.” 

“That’s right.” Zoey seemed a little emboldened by Noah’s mastery of the situation. “You can keep it on. I can do that.” 

“If she finds me,” Jonas said with painful lucidity, “she uses me. I told her not to use me. Now, I go in the cage. Make it be quiet so it doesn’t tell her where I am.” He sagged against the wall behind him, resigned to his fate. 

“I will.” Zoey put her hands on the collar, watching Jonas warily. “I’ll ask nicely.” This time, it didn’t take long. A green light and a white light flashed, and went dark. The collar remained intact. “I got it,” she said, backing away slowly. “The tracking and data systems are all offline. I didn’t touch the rest. I think he would feel if I gave him back his magic. Maybe we should take care of the rest later?” 

Lindsay hated the idea of someone being stuck in one of those things, but... “It’s up to Noah.” 

Jonas trusted Noah, for whatever reason, and Noah had taken responsibility for him. Lindsay wouldn’t interfere with that. 

“It’s not hurting him, and he’s docile. I’m not sure he knows why he wants it on, but I’m not going to betray him.” Noah straightened up and patted Jonas on the head. “I’m starting to believe he’s really this damaged. I don’t want to do anything that would encourage him to leave.” He looked down to where Jonas had a grip on his jeans. “Trust me. I’d love to get his brain in one piece.” 



Lindsay nodded. He could accept that. “You can talk to him about it later, if you feel like it won’t scare him, but for now, it stays.” He turned to Zoey and touched her arm. “Thank you. You should get some rest, I know none of this has been easy for you.” 

She glanced at Noah and Jonas, then back to Lindsay. “Thanks, yeah. I’m pretty wiped out.” 

“I’ll send Ylli to look in on you later. If you need anything, let him know.” As Zoey headed up the stairs, Lindsay realized that Dane was gone, and he sighed. “It hasn’t been easy for any of us,” he murmured, turning back to Noah. 

“He needs some time.” Noah gently detached Jonas from his leg and leaned over to talk to him. “Are you coming upstairs?” 

Jonas shook his head vigorously. “No, I like downstairs.” He was obviously starting to make a real effort to talk like a normal human. “No one is looking down here.” 

“Okay.” Noah crouched down to be at eye level with Jonas. “We’re taking a big chance, letting you stay here, because of everything you did before. If you’re lying, if you try to hurt anyone here, I will kill you. Clear?” His voice was calm and gentle, but the words and the intent were effective. 

“Dane doesn’t get to kill me now.” Jonas nodded at Noah. “You do. That is over.” 

“Fair enough. I’ll bring you food later.” Noah straightened up with a sigh. “Let’s go upstairs,” he said to Lindsay. “I’ll make you some tea.” 

Lindsay headed up, checking over his shoulder to make sure Noah was following. “Are you all right?” 

he asked as they reached the top of the stairs and walked into the kitchen. 

“I will be.” 

Noah pulled aside the neck of his T-shirt to show the bloody bandage that covered where the IV port had been. Back in the parking lot of the store where they’d stocked up, Kristan had cut the thing out and done a decent job of patching him up. Lindsay’s appreciation for her was well-established now. 

“Apparently, my skin attracts scars,” he said dryly. “As for the rest... What can I do? If there had been any choice, we’d have done it differently. I’d like a drink, or ten or twenty, but I need to keep an eye on Jonas. He won’t be like this forever; he’s going to come around. I’d rather have him on our side when he does.” 

The bandage was a sickening reminder that Lindsay had put Noah through hell. “I’m sorry. I never wanted you to go through any of that. I know—” He swallowed hard, coming close so he could rest his hand on Noah’s chest, below the bandage. “I know what it’s like, and I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be.” Noah cupped Lindsay’s face in his hands and pressed his lips to Lindsay’s. “Now that it’s over... At least we understand each other a little better, right? It can make things easier for you, if I felt it too.” 

“I would rather have had to talk about it.” And Lindsay hated talking about it. He understood what Noah was saying, though, and that Noah forgave him. “But thank you.” 



Lindsay leaned up on his toes and kissed Noah back, trying to show Noah how he felt—sorry, thankful, relieved, and more emotions he could hardly name. 

“I told you it would be okay.” Noah pulled Lindsay in and stroked his hair, nuzzling against his cheek the way Lindsay often did to him. “It will be. You didn’t do it to me, they did.” 

“Never again,” Lindsay promised. He turned his head and caught Noah’s lips in another kiss, slower this time. Noah was his, and he wouldn’t let anyone hurt him, not if there was anything he could do to stop it. 

“I’ll do it if I have to.” Noah wound his fingers in Lindsay’s hair to tilt his head back a little, trailing kisses down his throat, the touch of his lips like fire on Lindsay’s skin. “Especially if I get to come home to you.” 

“You can have that for as long as you want it.” Lindsay found the edge of Noah’s shirt with one hand and dragged it up to touch bare skin, hot and alive under his fingers. “You don’t have to... Not for that.” 

“I should put the kettle on if you want some tea.” Noah stopped kissing Lindsay’s neck and pulled back to look at him. “Did you still want tea?” There was a little grin lurking around the corners of his mouth, but he did a decent job of feigning serious interest in the issue. 

Lindsay couldn’t resist kissing that grin, letting the softness of Noah’s lips distract him from the urge to go find Dane that was burning in his gut. Dane deserved some time to himself, to cope with what had happened. He would come back when he was ready, and Lindsay would be here waiting for him. 

He turned away and headed for the stairs, calling over his shoulder, “Tea, no. But I can think of some other things I might want...” 

Noah laughed at him and followed, catching up on the stairs and giving him a swat on the backside. “I can’t wait to find out.” The next time, it wasn’t so much a swat as a grope. 

“If I fall down the stairs, I’m making you carry me to bed,” Lindsay warned as he skipped ahead a few steps. 

“That’d be embarrassing.” Noah managed to keep his hands to himself the rest of the way up the stairs, but not a moment longer. He caught Lindsay around the waist and pulled him back to kiss his neck. 

“All that work getting in and out of military facilities and what trips you up is being too cute to resist.” 

It wasn’t the compliments or the kisses that had Lindsay turning in Noah’s arms and kissing him fiercely, it was the reminder—again—of what Noah had done for him. He backed Noah up against the wall, hands on Noah’s hips skimming up under his shirt and in to find the fly of his jeans. 

Noah yielded to him with a surprised little noise, then he was kissing Lindsay back just as fiercely. 

The button yielded as easily as Noah had, and the zipper came down with a whine that seemed loud in the empty hallway. Lindsay slipped his hand inside and, fuck, Noah was hot. Hardening in his palm, and the way Noah sounded made Lindsay want to touch him more. 



Noah’s head hit the wall behind him with a dull thud and he shifted to keep his balance. His first attempt at talking ended up in more kisses. The second time, he managed: “Tell me what you want.” 

It took Lindsay a moment to realize Noah actually expected a response. Wasn’t it obvious what he wanted? Noah. He wanted  Noah. The memory of how Noah had looked and felt when they’d had sex before washed Lindsay’s mind blank, and he had to start all over again with the realization that Noah expected him to answer. 

“You.” 

“Oh, okay.” Noah nodded, and grabbed the front of Lindsay’s shirt to pull him in for another kiss. 

“You can have that,” he said between kisses. 

Good. Very good. Lindsay remembered to start stroking again, bracing himself with his other palm flat against the wall behind Noah so he could lean up to keep kissing him. 

“Oh, fuck.” Noah was quite clear about that. He tangled one hand in Lindsay’s hair and starting working Lindsay’s pants open with the other. Lindsay’s touch was a distraction from his task, the way his hips rocked into each stroke and the way he shivered every time. 

Lindsay could help, though. He stopped kissing Noah and stood flat-footed, stripping open his jeans. 

“Touch me.” 

Noah said something, but Lindsay couldn’t make it out; it could have been  yes, please. He pressed his hand flat against Lindsay’s belly and down. His palm sliding over the head of Lindsay’s cock was incredibly hot and Lindsay arched into it. 

“Like that. Yes.” Lindsay couldn’t manage more than a word or two at a time. All he wanted was to keep touching, keep being touched, don’t stop. 

“What the hell are you two doing?” The furious whisper came from down the hall, along with an angry rustle. 

Ylli. Lindsay turned his head to see the muddy brown wings and angry glare. “What does it look like?” 

“Well, I know...” Ylli began. “Other people live here too, who don’t want to see that. Like her.” He pointed back at the room he’d just left. 

Noah didn’t seem perturbed; he was busy kissing and licking and nipping Lindsay’s neck. 

“Her door’s closed,” Lindsay pointed out mildly. He nudged Noah away from the wall, though, and Noah backed up willingly. The door to the room they shared was only a few steps away. No more interruptions in there. 

“Yes, but... Oh, forget it. You’d think the animals in the house would be the problem.” Ylli turned away with a flick of his wings and disappeared into the room he shared with Kristan. 



Their room was as they had left it, clean and almost bare. The bed was made and the candles still lined the few flat surfaces available. As the door closed, some of the candles by the bed lit up, blowing little fire bubbles at first. 

“Oops.” Noah kissed Lindsay and pulled him over to the bed at the same time. The candles settled down and behaved after that little hiccup, but it made Lindsay laugh, seeing how Noah felt coming through his magic. 

As soon as Noah’s back hit the bed, Lindsay climbed over him, pushing Noah’s shirt up ahead of him so he could lick and kiss and nibble all that warm skin. He shifted his grip on Noah’s cock too, and kept stroking. 

“Clothes off.” Noah arched as he peeled his shirt off. “Total waste of closing the door if you leave them on.” He threw his shirt into the shadows and started to get Lindsay’s undone. 

“I thought closing the door was so Ylli wouldn’t come yell at us again.” Lindsay sat up, though, and helped Noah get him undressed. Shirt, and then he stood to kick off his shoes and slither out of his jeans and briefs. He tugged Noah’s jeans down past his hips. “Yours too.” 

But, oh, that was too pretty to resist. He leaned over, distracted by the sight of Noah’s cock arcing up from his body, and licked it from base to tip. 

“Lin...” Noah stopped pushing his jeans off and slumped on the bed, motionless other than the shivers that ran through him.  So sweet.  Lindsay mouthed at his bare balls and up the shaft of his cock, licking and nuzzling. 

Noah tasted good, the heat of his skin almost overpowering anything else, and Lindsay moaned as he finally sucked him in. 

It was just as well the door was closed; Noah wasn’t quiet. He grabbed handfuls of the covers like he was trying to keep still, twisting his hands in them. His noises eventually formed words, Lindsay’s name and pleas for more and how good Lindsay felt. That sounded amazing. 

Lindsay lifted his head long enough to ask, “Where’s the oil?” before sucking Noah back into his mouth. 

Noah barely managed to inhale and speak. “My pack.” His backpack, which had been brought up with other random things rescued from the van, was lying inside the door. 

Giving a little grumble of annoyance to let Noah know exactly how he felt about having to stop, even for a moment, Lindsay pulled away. “Lose your jeans before I get back to the bed.” 

He rolled up to his feet and went to get the blue bottle of oil Rajan had left them for Noah’s skin. It felt like every moment he had to wait was too much. 

The jeans were gone by the time Lindsay turned around, and Noah had pulled the covers back. 

Against the cheap white sheets, his skin looked burnished, darker than Dane’s. The gauze that covered the



wound on his chest was white on the edges only now, the center was dark red, like a poppy. They’d have to change the gauze soon. 

Not now, though. “You look beautiful like that.” 

Lindsay crawled back onto the bed, nuzzling at Noah’s cock as he twisted the top off the bottle. 

“I like seeing you happy,” Noah said quietly. His voice was rough, like his throat was tight. He threaded his fingers through Lindsay’s hair over and over. “Sadness looks lovely on you, but you’re too good at it. I like you best like this. Blushy and tangled and alive. I want you to look like this more. 

Always.” 

Noah was right. Lindsay had been sad too much. 

“You’re welcome to make that your new goal in life,” Lindsay said, chuckling softly and kneeling up to see Noah’s face. He slipped his fingers between Noah’s legs, petting behind his balls and farther back, not quite pushing in yet. “I’ll try to make it easy for you.” 

Being with Noah like this was nothing like being with Dane. But both of them felt perfect. Made him feel perfect. 

“I was already considering something like that.” Noah drew his knees up and planted his feet on the mattress, opening up for Lindsay so easily. He looked languid, almost sleepy, except that his eyes held that hot, orange glitter. “It’s good to love your life’s work.” 

“I’m certainly enjoying how much effort you put into it.” Lindsay bent to flick his tongue over the head of Noah’s cock as he pushed one finger in, then two. Noah was incredibly tight, and every clench of his body made Lindsay want to push into him faster, deeper,  now. 

Noah whimpered. “Lindsay.” He opened himself up more with his hands behind his thighs. He was always so open, not just with his body. “Please. Don’t wait. I need you.” 

“I’m right here.” Lindsay wasn’t sure he’d ever get enough of hearing Noah like that. It was new, but already intoxicating. He got himself slick and crawled up over Noah, pushing in slowly, taking his time so he wouldn’t get overwhelmed by the sensations. 

“Fuck, yes.” The words slipped out on an exhalation as Noah’s head fell back and he closed his eyes. 

He let Lindsay set the pace, surrendering now that he had what he needed. 

“You feel amazing.” Lindsay got his mouth on Noah’s chest, staying away from the gauze but licking and nibbling everywhere else that he could reach. “Taste good too.” 

Noah got his hands on Lindsay’s ass and pulled him in close with a groan. “I  love  sex,” he murmured in Lindsay’s ear. 

Lindsay was beginning to get the idea; it fit with everything Noah was, heat and passion and ferocity. 

He writhed, pushing in deeper, and nipped at the line of Noah’s jaw. “Show me,” he whispered, getting one hand on Noah’s cock. He was also beginning to understand why Dane liked it when  he  was vocal in bed. 

“Let me hear you. I want to know how much you like it.” 



The touches and the words seemed to leave Noah wordless for a moment, all he had for Lindsay were gasps and his pleasure-drunk expression. Then he leaned in to kiss Lindsay hard, winding his hand in Lindsay’s hair to hold him there for one hot, wet kiss after another. Shivers ran through him, making him tighter around Lindsay’s cock with wave after wave. 

“Getting fucked by  you  is incredible,” he whispered against Lindsay’s lips. “You feel so good, Lin. 

Knowing you’re in me, in any way, in my head, inside me...makes me feel safe. Real. I want it. You. Keep thinking about it. I want you to have me. Take me. Need to know you want me like this.” 

“I do, Noah.” Lindsay had wanted him since that day at the school, when he’d known it was impossible, and that had only gotten stronger as Noah had healed and revealed the man he really was beneath the scars. He moved faster, harder, trying to show Noah how he felt with more than words. 

Too soon, heat crept up from his belly and he had to struggle to keep control of himself, to keep from coming already. He wanted to hear Noah, didn’t want to lose a single word in the rush of his own pleasure. 

Noah wrapped his legs around Lindsay’s hips and let go of Lindsay’s hair to grab the sheets instead. 

When he came, he was still begging Lindsay for more, already babbling half-coherently about everything he wanted Lindsay to do to him and with him, tonight, tomorrow, and days after that. 

Finally, Lindsay could let himself go. He let Noah’s words wash over him as he fucked Noah hard and fast, and came with a sharp cry. The force of it left him gasping and shivering, and he barely managed to keep from collapsing onto Noah as his hips moved instinctively, drawing more pleasure from his oversensitive flesh. 

Noah held on to him, trying to get as close as he could. “That feels amazing,” he panted, pressing aimless, scattered kisses to Lindsay’s shoulder and neck. “Giving it up to you like that.” 

Dipping his head to catch Noah’s mouth in a soft kiss, Lindsay admitted, “I want it to be like that all the time.” He wasn’t sure he had words for how it made him feel, but he’d experienced it with Dane too, that completeness. 

“It will be.” Noah sounded like they were discussing gravity. “I’m yours.” 

Lindsay loved that surety. He pulled out and Noah moved with him so that they changed places and Lindsay lay against his chest now, soaking up his warmth. Noah’s certainty reminded him of Dane, when Dane had first said Lindsay was his and couldn’t be taken away. 

 Dane. There was an empty place inside him aching for Dane to return. They’d gotten him out, but he still wasn’t  back. Not yet. 

All Lindsay could do was give him time. Meanwhile, he’d give Noah what Noah needed, and get a little of what he needed too. The warmth and contact were good, but the intimacy—knowing Noah had been inside his worst nightmares as much as he’d been inside Noah, that Noah  knew  him now—made being with Noah easy and comforting. 
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Noah tucked them both in and curled up around Lindsay, cradling him in the crook of his arm and pressing gentle kisses to his hair. He was quiet for a while, but not asleep. He petted Lindsay’s hair and rubbed his back, the warmth of his hand easing away Lindsay’s aches and tension. 

“He’ll be back soon,” Noah said at last, like he could hear Lindsay thinking. “He needs to be here, with you. This is his place. Try to sleep for now.” 

Noah knew more about these things than Lindsay, and he wouldn’t let either of them lie there doing nothing if Dane needed their help to find his way home. That made it easier to relax, even if it hurt to do nothing. Lindsay kissed Noah’s chest, warm skin under his lips, and closed his eyes. 

“Thank you for being here,” Lindsay whispered. “And for everything else.” 

“This is where I should be.” Noah let his cheek rest against Lindsay’s hair and Lindsay felt as much as heard his sigh. “You have as much to do with it as I do.” The candlelight faded away into darkness. 

Cyrus had chosen well, pairing Lindsay and Noah, for both of them. They fit together, better than Lindsay could have imagined. Lindsay owed the old mage a great deal; he had more reason than ever before to wipe Moore and her creations off the face of the earth. 

Lindsay let Noah’s presence and the darkness soothe him into much-needed sleep. Noises from outside woke him again and again, but each time, Noah’s warmth let him drift off again. 

If they’d taken Jonas’s collar off completely, Dane wouldn’t have been able to leave. As it was, he couldn’t make himself stay. This wasn’t his city, but he wanted to be out in it. The night was calling him; the scents and sounds would be enough to keep the beast in him from howling at the moon in grief. 

Detroit smelled nothing like New York—less organic, more like dankness and iron. The cars were the same, the gunshots were the same, the raised voices were the same, but coming from different directions when he turned to face where the moon would be if the clouds would part. He breathed in and caught the faint taste of fresh water. 

The empty wind blew sweeter, the closer he came to the water’s edge, then pushed the clouds apart to let the moon through. Every time it touched his face or tickled his ear, he turned into it, listening, before his rational mind could remind his instinct that there was no one there. Maybe if he’d stayed indoors, he would have had a little longer before he had to deal with it. 

On a bridge, he stopped and leaned on the railing, staring down into the black water. It felt like he was still missing his magic, like he’d been shot through the chest and it wouldn’t heal. 

He couldn’t waste time feeling like this. Cyrus would tell him to stop playing at being human, tell him that he didn’t have the luxury of regret. He’d done too much wrong to afford it. 

He pushed away from the rail and kept going to lose himself in the soft, domesticated forest of an island that was a physical manifestation of relief from the grinding jaw of the city. His bare feet took him
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down toward the water. He had no idea where his shoes had gone, only hoped he’d had the intelligence to take them off before he left the house. 

The lake, striated with moonlight and shadows, washed up against a narrow stripe of beach. The wind was full in his face and he made himself breathe. 

 Get used to it.  It’s not going to change.  He’d come back from death, but it was too late for Cyrus. 

He’d seen the dead raised after the fact—it didn’t make them less dead. Cyrus would slap him for it anyway. 

At first he thought he was hearing an owl in the trees, but the wings came closer and he could hear the serrated edge of them biting through the air, eating up distance. His mind argued with itself about what could or couldn’t be coming his way. A shadow blocked out the stars and the moon, wheeling about overhead and erasing all the answers but one. 

Dane sat on a stone and waited. When the wings fell silent, he heard the faint sound of bare feet and the hem of a robe on the sand. 

 Ezqel.  Dane waited for whatever it was the old fae mage had come to say, even if he didn’t want to hear it. 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Cyrus knew what he was doing.” Dane tried to keep his tone flat, but the clench of his throat betrayed him. He hadn’t expected Ezqel to give a damn one way or the other. 

“Not for that. For the other. For what was done to you.” 

That was even less expected. Dane stared out at the water, waiting for it to turn to blood, or for the moon to fall into it with a small  plink. Neither came to pass, but everything was echoingly silent, as though the entire world had stopped what it was doing to watch. Ezqel sat beside him, not looking at him, long white hands folded in his lap. 

“You were right to leave me,” Ezqel went on. “It was not my place to discipline you for doing what needed to be done, no matter what promises you broke. Cyrus was right to call you home.” 

“How do you know?” Dane didn’t want an apology just because something had pricked the dried flesh of Ezqel’s heart. Ezqel had cursed him without conscience for leaving his place as Ezqel’s apprentice. 

Ezqel was ill-accustomed to being refused, then and now. Only Dane’s magic had saved him from the full force of Ezqel’s wrath—half a lifetime crippled had been a light sentence for rejecting one of the fae. 

“Everything is as it should be,” Ezqel said simply. Dane saw more than heard the shrug of one shoulder. “It would not have been, otherwise.” 

That hurt Dane more than when Lindsay had told him Cyrus was dead. Cyrus dying was the most wrong thing Dane could imagine. Even losing Lindsay, he could understand, but his mind had no way to bend that would allow it to understand losing Cyrus. 



“You came all the way from Germany to tell me that?” Dane made his hands unclench before the blood from his claws cutting through his palms stained his clothes. He got up and went down to wash his hands in the lake. He could imagine Ezqel taking the time to come and hurt him this much. 

“I thought being wrong was a momentous enough occasion to warrant the trip.” Ezqel’s words should have been light with the eternal indifference of the fae, but they sounded as tired and old as Dane felt. “I owed you an apology, anyway, and you know how I feel about debts.” 

“If you wanted to say you were sorry, you should have come here a few weeks ago.” Dane dried his healed palms on his thighs and turned to face Ezqel. “That would have been useful.” 

“I wasn’t sorry then.” By the light of the moon, Ezqel looked like he was made of white marble, his hair and robes painted on with blood. 

“Are you sure you weren’t?” Dane had always wanted to know, and he’d take his restitution in answers. Ezqel’s glare was defiant, then he looked away. 

“No.” 

“At least one of us was sorry for it.” All those years under a curse, all for putting Cyrus first—that had been nothing. Dane would do it all again, without hesitation. It didn’t come close to the rest of his life without Cyrus. Dane had to shake his hair back as the empty wind pulled it across his face. “Was there anything else?” 

“Only that.” Ezqel stood and straightened his robes. Dane was still getting used to being eye-to-eye with him, after the decades he’d been bent and deformed, trapped between beast and man. “And I brought you this.” 

Dane knew what it was before Ezqel held it out. “I don’t want it.” 

“It is yours. And you belong to no one now.” This close, Ezqel’s eyes were like emeralds, hot and glossy green. Yzumrud, the ring he offered, held a stone shot with that same green, and the red of his hair. 

The right words would unleash a spear of power from its core. This wasn’t the first time Ezqel had forced it on him. Dane had tried to refuse it, but in Mexico he had needed it to save Lindsay’s life. “You betray no one by taking it.” 

 Only myself. Dane’s pride had done damage he couldn’t begin to fathom. Again, he took the ring from Ezqel’s cool fingers and tucked it away in his pocket. He could throw it away. Give it away. Once he knew he wouldn’t need it again. 

“I have to get back to the boys,” he said, instead of anything else he wanted to say. None of it was good, none of it would help, and much of it wasn’t even true. But it was habit to hurt something instead of hurting. 

“To...” Ezqel raised an eyebrow. “I was given to understand that the fire starter had met a sticky end.” 



“The Quinns are fucking cockroaches.” Dane stepped around Ezqel and started walking back toward the path, one tired step at a time. Yzumrud bit into his thigh with each step and the wind shoved the clouds over the moon, making everything grim again. 

“Said the devil himself.” Ezqel’s voice trailed after him. Dane turned back to see Ezqel looking over his shoulder. 

“You’re one to talk about devils,” Dane said dryly. Perversely, he felt better now, like he could breathe again. 

“For all my sins, how could I be anything else?” When moonlight slid through a rent in the clouds, Ezqel shone with a red halo. It could have been a trick of Dane’s eyes, but he was sure the bastard was smiling. “Tell the little one that Taniel and Izia send their regards.” 

With that, he was gone, huge wings launching his raptor form into the clouds and beyond in a few beats. 

Dane waited until he couldn’t hear the bird any longer, then he let himself drop to all fours, relishing the ease with which he slid from shape to shape. The wind was voiceless in his ears, but he listened anyway. Someday, the wind would speak again, when it was time for him to go. He wasn’t ready for that day yet. He had too much to do, and a place to fill in a bed somewhere in this new city. 

The shifting of the bed woke Lindsay. It came with a curl of cool air on his back as the sheets were lifted and brought back down. 

“Go to sleep, little bunny,” Dane grumbled. He rolled close, a warm, bare wall of soft skin over solid muscle. 

Lindsay turned toward him, but caught one of Noah’s hands in his and laced their fingers together, drawing Noah’s arm over him as he put his back to Noah’s chest. Noah pulled him closer, and sighed against the nape of his neck, relaxing into deeper sleep again. 

Headlights arced through the window, lighting Dane’s face as a car outside turned the corner. He looked older and wiser and infinitely sadder. It felt like months since the last time Dane and Lindsay had fallen asleep together. 

Lindsay touched Dane’s scruffy cheek and leaned up to kiss him on the lips. “I love you.” 

“I love you too. It’s good I told you,” Dane said roughly. “Couldn’t add that to the things I have to be sorry for.” He kissed Lindsay back tenderly. “Didn’t think you’d catch on this fast, mind.” 

“It’s amazing what a little terror and loneliness will do for my powers of perception,” Lindsay muttered. 

Noah had taught him as well, without either of them knowing it, every time Lindsay had watched him remember his wife. Lindsay had wished, all this time, that he had known to say the words. They were such



small words, but they meant more than he could explain. The chance to say them was a gift Lindsay would never take for granted. 

Lindsay drew Dane in for another kiss, and another and another, until he couldn’t stay awake anymore. Dane held him and petted him—like always—and he fell asleep again, wrapped up in warmth. 

For better or for worse, they were home. 
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