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PROLOGUE
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Justus

Before they had the language for the science of it all, people called it magic. It’s all too easy now, generations after cascading discoveries in mind-blowing fields of scientific study, to be dismissive over our ancestors’ attempts to make sense of the world around them. But to be fair, a civilization that hadn’t discovered the microscope could hardly have been expected to know what molecules were, much less that what they did was manipulation on an atomic level.

Hell, I grew up surrounded by all this and I still don’t really understand it. But just like how I don’t need to know the ins and outs of a combustible engine for my mechanic to keep my car running, I’m perfectly happy to leave the science to the scientists. My job is much simpler.

Keep the country, and the world, safe from people who would use their magi skills to do harm.

It sounds ridiculously dramatic, I know. But every few years, there’s someone who thinks that because they have better-than-average skills at manipulating the Arcanum, they somehow have the right to do just that. Usually it’s small-scale stuff that can be handled by the province-level agencies, but there’s almost always some would-be megalomaniac waiting in the wings for agents like me to deal with. And I’m glad to say that most threats are neutralized long before civilians can be harmed.

But not always.

My first year in college, for example, there was the Lumia Disaster. A whole town, gone in one horrifying day. A lot of what led up to it is still classified, but everyone knew the end result: a crater in the ground where ten thousand people had once been. The Arcanum Administration’s media representatives all but lived in front the cameras for months afterwards, telling the citizens of Arcania who was to blame: a terrorist magi group known as the Seekers. No one seemed to know what the Seekers wanted, or why they’d even chosen a remote town in the foothills of the Aquaspire Mountains, and the surviving members went to ground after the disaster, leaving the rest of Arcania with unanswered questions and far too many bodies to bury. The only bright spot in all the reports was that whatever had caused the explosion hadn’t been enough to cause damage too far beyond town limits, sparing people who lived and worked on the furthest edges. In the end, however, reported deaths and injuries still reached nearly nine thousand in total.

Thing is, not everyone believes there were nearly as many casualties as were reported. There were too few victims identified, and the way the government closed off the area afterwards as unsafe for any and all Arcanum usage unsettled many experts. Something about unstable magic and the danger of additional explosions.

Needless to say, conspiracy theorists had a field day and a half with that. And while most rational people ignored the screaming of aliens and shadow governments, the mystery lingered. Who were the Seekers? What were they doing in Lumia? And why did so many people have to die?

After a while, there were a few answers, but never enough to provide real closure. Then again, could there ever be enough explanation for the slaughter of thousands? No matter the reason, it still wouldn’t undo what had happened. Nor would it be enough to stop it from happening again.

With that lingering fear in the back of our minds, the country moved on. The government made promises of increased security measures and stricter monitoring policies, but the damage was done. We had been shown in full color that the Arcanian way of life wasn’t nearly as safe as we’d once believed, no matter the pretty promises from our leaders that nothing like that would ever happen again.

I enlisted in the army as soon as I finished up the year, and went straight from basic training to the brand-new Luminere Squad, ever vigilant against all magi threats foreign or domestic. The rest of my undergrad could wait, I told my parents and friends. I had a higher calling to answer first.

And I know now, with the benefit of hindsight, I certainly should have paid more attention in school and learned more about what I was supposed to be protecting against. But I’d never had the kind of magi aptitude where the knowledge might be needed. Instead, I chose to protect with my body and the orders of my superiors, the image of an entire town wiped off the map forever in the back of my mind. If I could prevent another Lumia from happening, that was all that mattered.

It still is.


CHAPTER 1
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Xander

So here’s the thing: I think magic shows and psychics are a waste of time and money. And when they’re part of a carnival, it’s even worse. Sticky children and adults with equally sticky fingers, rides that creak dangerously, rigged games? Ugh. No thank you. I’d much rather stay home and listen to an audiobook or one of my favorite true crime podcasts.

And yet, here I am, getting ready to meet a date at a carnival. A date, I might add, that I already know I shouldn’t have said yes to. Don’t look at me in that tone of voice; I’m lonely, and I haven’t had sex with someone other than my hand in way too long. Boy’s got needs.

Although, I probably shouldn’t be considering meeting those needs with someone from work. That kind of stuff hardly ever works out well, no matter how hot the guy is. And considering his looks are pretty much all my date has going for him, we’re not exactly off to a rousing start.

But I can’t help but wonder if there’s more to Dorian, the hottie from accounting who no one seems to like. I know I’ve been drawn to him since the first time I saw him, so much so that my work friends, Nissa and Arabel, have commented on it. I’ve been accused of having shitty taste in partners. To be honest, they’re not wrong.

My whole life, in fact, the worse a person is for me, the more I’ve been interested in them. Makes for explosive sex and even louder breakups, and after my last relationship ended with me moving halfway across the country, I probably should have sworn off “my type” for good.

And yet.

When Dorian showed up in my office to all but strong-arm me into a date the other day, something felt different enough that I said yes, despite knowing better. Maybe it was just horniness, or maybe it’s because I’ve had a soft spot for him ever since I found out he has dyscalculia. I mean, my own dyslexia is so bad I had to get my hands tattooed to help me tell my left from right, so that’s some pretty substantial common ground, right? Especially since Dorian’s the first person not to give me shit for going into Library Sciences when I can barely read without my various assistance aids.

Although, weirdly, I’ve always been able to read just fine when it’s upside down. My childhood doctor thought it had something to do with my brain not seeing the letters as letters, just objects.

Not the point.

The point is, as I said before, I’m lonely. And Dorian’s hotter than the sun, despite being known all over Artesian Logistics for being a pedantic dick who takes pleasure in kicking back expense reports for so much as a typo.

You caught the part where I mentioned my absolutely terrible taste in date mates, right? Yeah.

So here I am, looking absolutely adorable and dragging my feet about leaving the house. But it’s a long bus ride to the docks where the carnival has set up, and I’m rapidly running out of time to call things off.

Speaking of my feet, it turns out that it’s not just my anxiety making me uncomfortable and fidgety. No, I have my shoes on the wrong feet. Again. And by the time I’ve switched them over, I’ve got control over myself again. Yes, I could cancel the date, and yes, the worst that could happen is Dorian will be a jerk to me at work on Monday.

But I can’t help feeling like I need to do this. Which is so weird to me; I don’t believe in things like magic or synchronicity or fate. The world works the way it does because science, and people act the way they do mostly because trauma. There’s no need to get deep into all the woo-woo stuff when we have logic, you know?

Whatever. I’m dangerously close to running late, and it’s time to saddle up and get a move on. Not that it stops me from grabbing a steaming mocha-caramel concoction topped with a mountain of whipped cream on my way to the bus stop, though.

“I have no idea how you can drink hot coffee in the middle of the summer,” the barista says, sliding my drink across the counter. “But I admire the dedication to your aesthetic.”

I give them a smile and drop the $5 bill I found outside in their tip jar. Normally, I’d have used found money to buy a sandwich for George, the guy who hangs out on the corner during the week, but George usually heads to shopping centers on weekends for the better tips. Which means my favorite barista gets the money instead. “I do drink iced coffee,” I tell them. “But only during the winter.”

They laugh and wave me off.

I catch the bus to the docks, still not entirely convinced I’m going to go through with this. Long before we pull up to the stop, I can see a handful of multicolored tents peeking up and around the dingy-looking, squat warehouses used by the dozens of businesses that normally run the docks during the week. There are a lot more cars than you’d normally expect for an industrial area on the weekend, too, and when I get off the bus, I’m gently swept into the ebb and flow of families looking for their cotton candy fix.

I manage to break away from the current to grab a spot next to the entrance. There’s a huge red banner over my head, and when I stand under it and look up, it confirms that I’ve found Errante Ame’s Carnival of Mysteries. The man at the ticket booth beckons me over, but I just smile and shake my head. Instead, I lean against a metal fence post wrapped in ribbons, and wait. I’m fifteen minutes early, despite my dithering at home, but that doesn’t mean anything; I might not know Dorian very well, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already here. Lurking and checking people’s math.

While I wait, I take in my surroundings. The Carnival of Mysteries looks like it was put together by someone who watched too many surrealist art films. The midway is lined with games and food vendors, and there are large signs pointing the crowds deeper into the maw of the place, likely funneling people toward the bigger acts and more places to spend money. I can smell popcorn and fried dough, hear screams of delight mingling with calliope music and barkers shouting their indistinct siren calls, and I’m hit with a strange sense of nostalgia for a time when this would have been everything I wanted from a summer evening. When I was a kid, it would have felt like a moment suspended in time, frozen in toffee and full of more possibilities than an adult would even consider. Even now, I can almost feel that pull to rush in and lose myself completely.

So weird.

“Alexander.” I turn, following Dorian’s voice. And, oh. Hello.

I’ve already covered that Dorian’s unfairly good-looking, right? His work clothes have always looked like they’re professionally styled, always in light colors that make his olive skin pop and tailored to his tall, rangy frame like he’s about to step out on a runway. But Dorian in a casual setting has that hotness dial cranked all the way up to eleven.

His thick black hair, normally pulled back in a slick low pony, is now in a loose half-up half-down style, the dark strands curling gently along the collar of his snug white t-shirt. And judging by the perfect way his shirt sits on his shoulders and hugs his torso, that bad boy has actually been altered to Dorian’s specific measurements. I didn’t know you could even do that in our tax bracket. Maybe he sews?

Not the point, self.

“You can call me Xander, you know,” I say. “Everyone does.”

Dorian hums. “Okay. Are you ready?”

I offer him a smile as I stand up straight and brush imaginary dirt off my jeans and pale pink button-down. It’s a little more dressed up than is necessary for a carnival, but this is a date, after all. And now that I’ve seen what Dorian considers carnival casual, I’m glad I made the extra effort. “After you.”

We stop at the ticket booth, manned by a slender, dark-haired man with so much magnetic charisma he could be his own celestial body. He’s really leaning into the whole retro art film vibe, with his billowy white shirt and black velvet vest, and it works so well for him I wouldn’t dare snark about the ‘fit. Everyone’s got to find the look that works best for them, after all.

Dorian only buys one ticket—hello, red flag—and he gives a shudder as he steps to the side so I can pay my own admission. I can’t be sure, but I’m pretty sure he’s muttering something about a creepy motherfucker. How charming.

“Welcome,” the ticket seller says in a softly accented voice that’s almost familiar but strange all at the same time. “I hope you’re ready to find your right destiny.”

“Uh, thanks?” I stammer, looking up into his dark eyes and freezing.

I’ve heard people talk about what it’s like to be watched by a predator, and this is a lot like that, but even though there’s danger behind his gaze, I’m not afraid. This is a man at the top of his food chain, true, but he’ll protect those who respect his power. The only ones who need to fear him are the ones who would underestimate him. And no enemy has ever underestimated him more than once, I’m sure.

Wait. What?

I shake my head and offer a smile to cover my confusion.

“It’s okay,” he says, voice warm like a father’s hug. “You’ll get used to it. Eventually.”

“Sure.” I blink rapidly, clearing the cobwebs. “Thanks? I mean, thanks again.”

The man waves me on my way, back to my scowling date. I know you’re probably sick of hearing me talk about being on the fence about dating Dorian, but I’ve got to say I want this date less and less by the moment. Not that I’m leaving now. I mean, I’ve paid for my ticket, haven’t I?

“Shall we, Alexander?”

Ugh. There’s a reason I introduce myself as Xander, and why I negotiated with the guys in security to put the name on my badge, and it’s not for the shits and giggles. The only people who still call me Alexander are mostly just my adoptive parents, who have roundly refused to listen to me when I tell them how much I don’t like that name given to me by some clerk in Social Services when I was little. And now that group includes my date, it seems.

Gotta say, it’s not looking good for potential mutual orgasms when I’m already putting Dorian in the same category as my folks. A guy’s got to have some standards, you know, and I should probably just call it now and go home. Or maybe text the girls from the office and take them up on their standing offer to hang out, because at least they get my name right.

But if I did either of those things, that would mean leaving the carnival. And yeah, an hour ago this would have been the last place I’d see myself voluntarily spending time, but now that I’m here, I don’t want to be anywhere else. It doesn’t make any sense, but for some reason the Carnival of Mysteries feels more comfortable than the quietest library I’ve ever been in.

Fuck it. I’m here, I might as well have a good time, right?

There are the usual carnival-type things I’d expected. Games, food, rude women with sharply angled hair and sticky-looking children. But there are more acts than I’d expected. A magic show and a trained dog are the first two we pass, but I’m definitely tempted by the acrobats that are being advertised more and more as we near the center of the labyrinth.

“Think they’ve got a contortionist?” I ask Dorian, trying my best to waggle my eyebrows. Considering I’ve never been able to do that cool Spock-eyebrow thing, I know I look ridiculous, but hopefully Dorian thinks it’s endearing.

“You know, the history of those kinds of acts is rooted in human exploitation,” he says absently.

“Delightful. Are you at least going to try to win me a crappy stuffed animal?”

“Only fools think they have a reasonable chance of winning those games,” he says, still barely sparing a glance my way.

How charming. I’m about to suggest we check out the juggler act, because at least we won’t have to try to talk to each other if we’re watching a show, when he sighs deeply, as though personally offended by something.

“Where is it—there.” Dorian perks up for the first time since he’s arrived, and wraps his hand around my wrist, tugging. “Come on, Alexander. Let’s go this way.”

Yeah. No. At this point it’s not that big deal for me to do the carnival solo, and probably a lot more fun. I dig in my heels, refusing to budge when he tries to drag me between an enormous carousel and what looks like a full-on beer garden. “I think not.”

“What?” Finally, that gets him to look at me. “Don’t be ridiculous. That’s not funny.”

“Oh, I’m serious.” I yank free of his grasp. “In fact, I think this date is over.”

“Why?” He has the gall to look like he’s actually baffled.

“Because there is absolutely no way you’re good enough in bed to make this disaster of an afternoon worth it,” I tell him. A passing clown snickers and honks a horn in Dorian’s face. It’s almost enough to make me smile, but I’ve got a point to make. “I know we agreed that neither one of us is the kind of person who goes to a thing like this, but we’re here, we’ve paid for our tickets—separately, I might add, even though coming here was your idea—and you’ve been dragging me around without so much as stopping for a funnel cake. It’s bullshit, Dorian, and a clear indicator that we are the furthest thing from compatible.”

It looks like it physically pains him to wipe the scowl off his face, but somehow he does. And then Dorian’s pulling me close, his touch sizzling along my nerves, electric like an ungrounded wire. And no matter what the books make it sound like, it’s not nearly as sexy as I want it to be. More than anything, it’s unsettling.

That doesn’t mean my toes don’t curl and I don’t break out in happy little goosebumps when he somehow manages to find that spot just under my ear, though. “I’m sorry,” he purrs, lips grazing my skin. “I’ve been looking for the fun house. I heard there’s a spot inside where you can see people in the mirror room but they can’t see you.”

“Oh?” My voice shakes, on the edge of breaking, but come on. He’s got a hand on my lower back, close enough to my ass I’m half-worried we’re about to be kicked out for misbehaving in a family-friendly environment.

“Yes.” He nibbles at my earlobe, and I whimper like the sex-starved human disaster I am. “It’s not part of the official attraction, so anyone who goes there isn’t likely to be… interrupted. I thought we could check it out.”

“Oh?” I sound like a broken record. I don’t care.

Dorian hums and kisses my neck. “And maybe then, if you have fun there, we could go home. Don’t you want to go home, Alexander?”

Not even the fact that he got my name wrong again is enough to slow the rush of blood to places that have nothing to do with making rational decisions. Home. Home is good. It’s where the bed is.

“We could just go home now,” I manage, grabbing his trim waist.

Dorian chuckles, a dark sound that makes me tingle all the way down to the soles of my feet. “Trust me,” he says. “This will be worth it.”

Then he lets go of me, leaving me to stumble after him. I know I should turn around and go home—alone, thank you very much—but the shivery hormones racing under my skin are definitely in the driver’s seat. So, fine. I’ll go check out this fun house, and then go home with Dorian.

Where, hopefully, a lot more fun awaits us both.

I’d expected the fun house to have been set up inside an old warehouse or maybe a goofy trailer-sized box, but it’s a multistory affair with lurid splashes of color and hundreds of lightbulbs already lit up in the afternoon light , flanked by fifteen-foot clowns leering down on us ominously. The whole effect is somewhere between comical and unnerving, but I’m actually leaning towards neat. I don’t think I’ve ever even been inside a fun house this big before, and with structures like this, it’s boggling to think that in a few days this whole area will look like it’s never even heard of cotton candy before.

“Come on.” Dorian grabs my hand as he hops up on the first step leading to the entrance, the metal riser clunking hollowly.

“No grabbing on to other guests,” the attendant says.

I frown at him. “Got a problem with two guys holding hands?” I demand.

The carny rolls his eyes and flicks at a small rainbow pin on his dusty suspenders. “Nah. But I do have a problem with my boss having to deal with a lawsuit-happy idiot who wants to blame us when their date trips and pulls them both into a display. Plus, cleaning up blood from two people is a pain in my ass. Shit gets everywhere.”

“That sounds dangerous.” If you ask me, having an attraction that’s that much of a liability seems like a bad idea but, then again, he’s probably just playing a part. Either way, I’m even less sure than before I want to go inside. A humid breeze blows in off the water, bringing with it the smell of diesel exhaust and the smoke from a nearby food stand. For a moment, it all smells like fire to me, and the back of my neck prickles in foreboding.

Which is ridiculous. There’s no such thing as seeing the future, only pattern recognition and lucky guesses.

“Alexander.” Dorian looks annoyed, and I’m more than a little embarrassed to say that I’ve been standing here like a goober for probably way too long. “Let’s go. It won’t take long, and then we can go home.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Home is sounding better and better the more he mentions it, and now that the haze of my arousal is fading, I’m definitely not going with Dorian. My own home sounds much better. It’s quiet, safe, and all my stuff is there. What more could a boy ask for?

The attendant smirks as I follow Dorian. “It might not feel like it to you,” he says, closing the gate behind me, “but I think you’ll make the right choice when it matters.”

I don’t get a chance to ask what the hell that’s supposed to mean, because Dorian’s apparently out of patience, already heading into the fun house like a man on a mission. For a guy who was promising me sexy times a few minutes ago, he sure doesn’t seem all that concerned about making sure I’m behind him.

It’s dark inside, and I have to blink a bunch of times to adjust from the bright daylight I left behind. The dim purple of ultraviolet bulbs lights up florescent paint on the floor and walls done in wild arrows, handprints, and splatters that don’t seem to have any rhyme or reason beyond disorientation. Even worse, there’s a white light flashing at random intervals, just enough to keep my night vision from kicking in.

Even so, I can tell that Dorian’s nowhere to be found in the entryway. Dick. I am so going home without him.

There’s a doorway ahead, the passage hidden by thick rubber strips like the ones used in commercial freezers, only black and opaque. Not seeing any other options, that’s where I go. A maniacal, nasal laugh echoes somewhere over my head, bringing to mind horror movies with killer clowns and victims without the good sense to get out when they have the chance.

“Dorian?” I call out, pushing the strips out of my way. And fuck you very much if you think I sound like a kid. My voice isn’t shaking, yours is. Or something like that.

The next room is a long, rickety catwalk through a slowly spinning tunnel, the moving red and white stripes yanking me off my sense of balance enough to make me grip the handrails. I try not to think about how many people have done the same thing, leaving their gummy, germy imprints behind for me to pick up while looking for the exit. Because I am definitely getting the hell out of here as soon as possible.

“This way!” Dorian calls out from somewhere ahead. “We’re almost there!”

Grumbling, I push my way through a turnstile worthy of a city subway station, and stumble into a room full of… me.

The mirror maze seems to stretch on and on, much bigger than the trailer-sized building I’m in should allow. The different angles show me over and over again, even on the mirrored pillars slowly rotating at different rates, some clockwise and others counter. And of course the ceiling is mirrored, like a demented sex room for a narcissist. I’m still looking up in horrified fascination when I spot Dorian’s reflection from a little farther ahead as he presses on a section of mirror, the wall swinging out to reveal a hallway dimly lit with the red glow of an exit sign.

“Wait for me!”

Dorian hesitates when I shout. “Just turn left at the fork,” he calls. “Then we can go home!” And then the rude fucker steps into the hall, the door swinging mostly shut behind him.

Let me tell you: the only reason I’m going after him is because of that exit. I’m going home. Without Dorian, thank you very much.

It turns out the maze is much less complicated than it seemed at first, and all I have to do is follow a fairly simple path right up to two wooden arches to choose between. One is made up of a magician and his billowing cloak, and the other is done up like a river, oddly dotted with music notes. The river looks familiar, kind of like the one from my least favorite anxiety dream where I can’t swim but I’m not actually drowning as the current yanks me away from where I want to be. Ugh. No thanks.

Go left, Dorian said. So I do, ducking under the magician’s cloak and finding a round chamber, empty but for more mirrors and a hidden door, half open. Jackpot.

I hurry through, racing for the red exit sign. Every fiber of my being wants to go through that door, and I’m not going to deny them. Not even when I yank it open and spot the R tattoo on my hand. Shit. I went right instead of left. Again.

Oh well. Out is out, right?

Side note: Never go from a dark room into full bright sunlight without checking first. That first step, she’s a doozy.


CHAPTER 2
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Justus

All I’ve ever wanted is to make a difference in my world.

And I know how that sounds, all rah-rah, Captain Arcania, definitely too earnest for my own good, but I can’t help who I am. How I was raised. My name’s Justus, for pity’s sake. Pretty sure Ma and Da knew exactly what they were doing with that, if you know what I mean.

The point is, it was most likely a forgone conclusion for me to join the Arcanian Army. Those recruiters probably saw me for the easy mark I was, wide-eyed with patriotism and excited about my chance to make my mark on the world even without finishing my undergrad. I found out later it was well known that lost young folks from all walks of life all but crave the structure and direction offered by the armed services, especially in the years following the Lumia Disaster. College and high school campuses had always been the ideal recruitment grounds, but the swell of nationalism those first few years swept even more young people into the ranks of the military than ever before. My cohort and I might as well have been puppies at an adoption event for how easily we were scooped up.

But all that aside, it was still surprising how well I took to life in the military. I always had a mission—keep the world safe for Arcanians—and the rigid structure of every moment of every day had a special kind of comfort to it. Before I knew it, more than twenty years had passed and I was discussing recruitment numbers with my subordinates, directing them where to find this new generation’s version of who I’d once been.

When I first decided not to re-up with the army in order to take a post at the Internal Arcania Security Services, I had the idea I’d still be able to keep life safe for magi everywhere. I could use the law and my new job as a governmental agent to make sure my country was something worthy of the army’s defense. And when I tested into the Arcanum Administration Division, despite only being a cat-2 magus, it seemed like my dream might finally be coming true.

Except what no one tells you about law enforcement is that a whole lot of it is done from a desk. Behind a mountain of paperwork that never seems to go down. The reason it didn’t matter what my magus category was, was because even a null can type up reports as well as anyone else. Talk about disheartening.

Even worse, being the new guy on the team means I get all the fetch and carry jobs, even though I’m older than everyone but our supervisory agent. The rest of my team finds this exceptionally entertaining to various degrees. I can’t really blame them; I’ll probably be the same when the next probie joins. There’s something universal about the satisfaction to be had in giving all the trivial errands to someone else in the name of building character. Or so my older sisters tell me.

And when I was given this assignment, I have to admit I thought it was barely more than another glorified coffee run. Driving out to the back of beyond to collect a bunch of dusty files that could have been sent by courier doesn’t exactly sound like the sort of job you’d need a veteran with top-secret clearance for. Something about needing background information on an ongoing investigation—I didn’t ask for details. I didn’t spend two and a half decades knowing better than to question my superiors to start now.

But instead of an address, AD August hands me a set of coordinates and strict instructions to go unaccompanied. Those two details alone strain the hell out of my ability to remain uncurious, and it only gets worse as I head farther and farther from Eutronia, due west toward the Aquaspire Mountains. There’s not much out this far in the country. Not these days, at any rate.

Traffic on the expressway thins down to nothing by the time I take my exit, and a series of two-lane rural highways takes me to, of all things, a military checkpoint. The soldiers inspect my credentials and my car, and I’m about thirty seconds away from calling my boss if it means I can get moving when they finally wave me through.

The roads on this side of the checkpoint are rougher, a little less maintained, and right about when the female voice of my car’s APD tells me I’m approaching my destination, I start seeing the ragged remains of road signs. The whole thing reminds me of being on deployment, navigating war-torn countries with little more than body armor and a prayer.

It’s not the kind of landscape you expect to see in your own backyard.

Half an hour and another excessively thorough checkpoint later, I see the first hint of recent maintenance. A white sign with crisp black lettering.

LUMIA JOINT INVESTIGATIONAL BASE

AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY

I don’t slam on the brakes, but I do ease up on the gas, letting the car coast on its own momentum while I let that sink in. Back in graduate school, I’d written my thesis on Lumia, so I know the crater is in this general area. But despite that, even with more than two decades in the service, I have never heard of any joint investigational base.

That does explain why they needed someone with my clearance for this trip.

Even though I’m alone in the car, I sit up straighter. Whatever is going on, I have a feeling I’m going to need my top game. Not that I was planning on doing any less than my best to begin with, but it won’t hurt to add a little shine to my uniform buttons. So to speak.

The next sign reads ARCHIVES over an arrow pointing exactly where I have to turn, and soon enough I’m pulling up to a long, squat building the same color as the parched landscape surrounding me. There’s no parking lot, only a single row of spaces in front, completely filled with an assortment of high-end sedans, utility trucks, and two TemVees—Troop Mobility and Movement Vehicles, each capable of transporting up to six soldiers.

Huh. Not the sort of thing you expect to see outside of a military base or an active warzone, but all things considered, I’m not all that surprised. Mostly I’m annoyed that I have to pull up next to a sidewalk to park where there are no marked spots. Here’s hoping this mysterious joint base doesn’t have overly enthusiastic MPs.

Getting inside the building is even more of a process than the road checkpoints, including a bodyscan for explosives, running my biometrics, and comparing my photo ID to the picture they have on file with the orders sending me here in the first place. It’s frustrating, to say the least, and the last thing I want to deal with after my two-hour drive. But I keep my thoughts to myself and go where they send me for each step along the way.

I have to admit, though, the old lady waiting for me is a shock. She’s an ancient woman with thick glasses and a curve to her spine that speaks of a lifetime of hunching over reading material, and is flanked by two security officers with blank expressions and shoulders almost as wide as mine. Whoever this woman is, I’d be willing to bet my pension that even her job title is above my paygrade.

“Agent Farhill,” she says. “I’m the Archivist. We’ve been expecting you.”

“Ma’am?” It’s as close as I’ll allow myself to asking what in the holy hell is going on, and judging by the tiny smile that flits across her face, the Archivist knows it.

“We have the files you came for ready for transport,” is all she says, however. “Follow me.”

The Archivist leads us down the hall to a nearby elevator, and we ride down two sub-basement levels to a nearly identical hallway, stopping at a solid metal door with no handle or badge reader. The Archivist flicks her gnarled fingers once, the door swinging open on silent hinges. Well, shit. No one under a cat-4 could do that so smoothly, and there’s no way the Powers That Be would have left someone with that much skill to molder away in obscurity with her armed escort without a damn good reason.

We file into a room, bare of everything except for three strip lights in the ceiling and a plain wooden desk. One of the guards goes through another door on the far side and returns with a hand cart loaded with four banker boxes. You’d think, in this day and age, that the government would have figured out how to digitize things, but I’ve found that the more layers of secrecy around a thing, the more inconvenient they’ll make it to go missing.

Still not sure why I had to come all the way down to the sub-basement to collect them, though. They knew I was coming before I’d even gotten the order, and it would have been simpler for everyone concerned to have had the boxes waiting for me on the main level. But I know better than to say anything about how someone else might want to run their little top-secret base.

I take the cart from the big guy and head for the door. A rough noise that might have been a cough but more likely was a sound of annoyance stops me in my tracks. I turn and look at the Archivist, who is watching me expectantly, her bushy white eyebrows lifted up over the clunky frames of her glasses.

“That can wait,” she says in a raspy voice. “This way.”

“Ma’am?” I know I’ve said that already, but come on.

“Your real mission awaits. Keep up, Agent.”

I follow the Archivist through a maze of rooms and hallways that never seem to connect the way I’d expect, taking a different elevator than before to head even deeper into the ground. By the time she stops in front of a thick vault door, my sense of direction is completely fried; there’s not a hope in the world that I’d be able to find my way out of this place without a map and a guide.

Gears turn and spin with another wave of the Archivist’s hand, and the vault door swings open with a groan. There’s a table in the middle of the room and a large lock box on top of the table. The Archivist steps into the vault and opens the box.

“The Shadowthorne has been in this facility for twenty-five years,” she says. “Please note that I am allowing your superiors to sign it out under protest.”

Frowning, I look in the box. It’s a sword, the leather wrapped handle cracked and peeling. The blade is scratched and nicked, but the edge still gleams in the artificial light overhead. There’s an evidence tag on the pommel, the log dates confirming it’s been in custody as long as the Archivist says. But that’s not what catches my eye. No, that goes to the single word under location.

Lumia.

“What the hell is this?” I whisper. None of the public reports said anything about an old sword being part of the investigation. I’d read them all until I had them memorized while working on my graduate thesis on the Lumia Disaster.

“Indeed.” The Archivist closes the lock box so fast she nearly takes my nose off, and seals it with a biolock. “Print, please.”

I have about a million questions, but I don’t bother asking the old dragon in front of me. It’ll be simpler all around if I save them for AD August, who clearly had an agenda for choosing me specifically to retrieve this piece of evidence no one knows to exist. Instead, I set the biolock to my thumbprint and lift the box.

There’s no conversation as we exit, not that I was expecting anything else with how chatty she hasn’t been this whole time. I wait patiently as the Archivist goes to close the vault back up, mind already working through how I’m going to get this box in the office without drawing the attention of every last agent in the—

Suddenly, air rushes past me and into the vault like an express train speeding past at the station or the pull of the tide right before a large wave. The Archivist stumbles from the force of it, and I juggle my cargo in an attempt to catch her. But then the vault door blows wide open, the percussive blast knocking both of us off our feet and leaving me dazed on the floor with an awkward lapful of little old lady.

It takes several seconds to clear my vision and to realize that the distant ringing in my ears is a klaxon, likely screaming the alert across all levels of the building. I spare a look to the lockbox, still in one piece and still locked up, and then turn my attention to the Archivist. It looks like I managed to cushion the fall for her—and to think, my new teammates thought I was overdoing it in the gym—but she’s still had her bell rung but good, judging by the dazed look in her eyes. She keeps struggling to get up, focused on the vault door, now hanging drunkenly on broken hinges.

“Hold still,” I tell her, though I’m not entirely sure I’m not shouting at her. Hard to tell when I’m still dealing with a roaring, rushing sound in my ears. “You need a medic.”

The Archivist scowls at me but stops moving around. Whatever messed up my ears must have gotten her too, because as soon as the roar clears, she points at the vault, snapping orders at me.

“You need to get in there, Agent.” She pauses, groaning as she presses a hand to her side. “Check the room at once. Look for tears.”

“Tears?” I don’t see any point in clearing a room she and I both know is empty, and with a blast like that, ripped fabric is the least of our worries. Then again, something caused that blast, and the mulish set to her chin tells me if I don’t do as I’m told, she’ll get up and do it herself, injuries be damned.

I’m halfway to standing, leaning heavily against the wall for balance, when I hear someone groaning—from inside the vault.

All of my aches and pains no longer matter. I draw my gun, keeping it pointed at the floor as I peer around the door. The Arcanum bubbles under my skin, and it’s the only reason I manage to keep my focus when I look inside, nose twitching at the unexpected smell of petrichor and ozone in the air.

It looks like a bomb went off, which makes about as much sense as everything else going on. The walls and ceiling are streaked with blast marks, the light fixtures shattered until they’re just jagged glass and metal with limp wires, and the table is gone, replaced by a small crater in the middle of the floor. And in the crater?

In the crater, there’s a man. Filthy, his disheveled hair and torn shirt wet like he’d been in the rain. Blood trickles down his face and neck and stains his clothes, and I watch as his whole body spasms until he curls into a tight fetal position, whimpering.

Despite the impossibility of him even being there, every instinct I have tells me he isn’t dangerous, and certainly not while he’s this injured. After a moment to make sure the man is alone, I holster my weapon and approach. I still keep my hand at the ready, though.

“Sir,” I say in my most authoritative voice, “I’m going to need you to identify yourself.”

The man groans and blinks up at me in the weak light spilling in through the open door. He tries to push himself up, but collapses almost immediately, cradling one of his arms to his chest.

“Sir,” I try again. “Identify yourself.”

“Wow,” he manages, curling into a ball once more. “Cuff of tow.”

I blink a few times, trying to make sense of the slurred words, but nothing comes to me. It doesn’t help any that my ears are still ringing, either.

“Denna batter?” he tries again, and maybe the explosion scrambled both of our brains, because it feels like I can almost understand him, like he’s just as confused as I am and wants to know what happened. “Imma rare?”

Pounding footsteps echo down the hall, likely a squad or so of security personnel, judging by all the shouting. When I hear them pull up outside the vault, securing the Archivist, I call out.

“In here!” A quick glance at the battered and bleeding man at my feet, and I continue. “We’re going to need a detail. And a medic.”

The small vault fills up fast with angry soldiers, and I’m buffeted toward the center of the storm as it surrounds our mystery guest. At least three guns are drawn almost instantly, but the medic, a short, stocky man who moves with the quick efficiency of a true expert, pushes past everyone without hesitation.

“I’m going to need a stretcher in here, and a set of restraints,” he demands, dropping to his knees next to the guy. Then he fixes me with sharp eyes. “You. Get over here and help me move this guy.”

Before I know it, I’m helping slide the stranger onto a backboard, my hands under his shoulders and his ocean-blue eyes staring up at me with a level of trust only true desperation can bring. The medic locks the restraints at the guy’s uninjured wrist and both ankles, but not before carefully checking the rest of him for major injuries and pronouncing him stable enough to move. Then we work together to extend the stretcher legs to wheel the patient out.

“Emblem,” he groans, weakly tugging at the straps holding him down as he says it over and over again, and somehow, I know he means help me.

“We’ve got you, buddy,” I say, using all my strength to steer the wheels over the jagged remains of the floor. “Just hang in there, and we’ll figure out what the hell is going on as soon as we can.”

Although, judging by the way we’re surrounded by more weapons than I’ve seen since leaving the army, I don’t think he’s going to like what happens when we do.


CHAPTER 3
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Xander

There is a lot about the world that doesn’t make sense to me. Flat-earthers. The disproportionate ratio of hotdogs to buns in their individual packaging. Late 90’s to early 2000’s comedies that are little more than a collection of stale dick jokes and ham-handed attempts at slapstick only a twelve-year-old boy could love.

Seriously. What the hell.

But I’ve learned to roll with it, because there’s a difference between complaining about things you can do something about and moaning about the overall inconvenience of being forced to live in a world I was forcibly born into. One is a moderately annoying personality quirk, and the other is “a concerning fixation with a wish to no longer exist,” in case you were wondering. Good times.

There are a few things, though, that I just can’t let go of. Like the bizarre cultural fixation of Mondays being inherently worse than any other weekday. It’s just a day, and Monday isn’t to blame for people being emotionally or physically unprepared to handle their adult responsibilities. I’ve had plenty of bad luck, but statistically speaking, it’s evenly spread out across the week.

Take today, for example. Today’s Saturday—I think—and I’m supposed to be on a date with a guy I’m not sure I like all that much. I’ve been in and out of consciousness a lot, though, so it might be Sunday, which means I should be relaxing at home and listening to a new audiobook. But instead, I’m in what’s definitely some kind of hospital, feeling like I’ve been rode hard, put up wet, and then taken back down for a couple of passes through the wringer. And there’s two guys in dark uniforms watching me, guns in their hands like they think I might be dangerous, even though I can’t even lift my damn head right now.

And while this is definitely up there in my list of bad days, I know it has nothing to do with what day of the week it is. Which is about all I know, since I can’t seem to understand a word anyone is saying to me, likely because of the screaming migraine I’m rocking, while a no-nonsense guy in a white lab coat barks at his scrub-wearing minions. A brain injury is definitely the perfect cap to my day, but again: not Saturday’s fault.

No, I’m pretty sure the blame is with my date, Mr. Dorian “Good Looks are All I Have Going for Me” Cansano, for putting me in a place for all this to happen. Or maybe me, since I never should have said yes to going out in the first place. Whatever. If I ever get out of what I’m starting to suspect is some kind of creepy-ass black site, Dorian and I can argue it out. Just as soon as I figure out where this is and how I got here in the first place, that is.

Not to mention do something about the cuffs chaining me to the bed. My heart races just thinking about that detail, and I can feel every pulse of blood pounding through my battered skull, crushing me with pain and fear.

Breathe, Xander. Freak the fuck out later, yeah?

The doctor looks at the monitors next to my bed and frowns, calling out an order. One of the minions pops up with a syringe in her hand, pushing the contents into my IV line. The meds tingle when they hit my arm, cool and spreading fast, and for a moment, I taste something metallic in the back of my throat.

I try to ask them what it is, but the words come out garbled and slurred. And maybe I should be worried my communication skills are gone, but I feel heavy. Tired. Like maybe all I need to do is close my eyes and catch my breath. Whatever that was, it’s got a hell of a punch.

Just as well; this Saturday has pretty much sucked start to finish.
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While I sleep, my dreams are jumbled memories and half-formed fantasies.

Faces float toward me in the darkness: Nissa and Arabel, the married couple from work who never seem to get the hint that I wouldn’t be caught dead at a goth club; George, the homeless guy I buy a sandwich for once a week (or when I find money on the ground); my kindergarten teacher, who was convinced my reading problems were part of my language delay and not anything like dyslexia; a woman with brown hair handing me over to a man with blond hair and freckles.

There’s something about that couple that makes me think I should know them, that it’s not just a remnant of my childhood daydreams where my birth parents came back for me. But the thought slips through my metaphorical fingers, drifting away like a leaf on a river.

Speaking of a river, I dream about one. I’m standing next to it, and Dorian’s beside me, telling me how we all need more magic in our lives. Then his hand is on my back and he pushes me, sending me stumbling face first towards the rapids below. But instead of a watery grave, I fall and keep falling, far more than I should be, my arms and legs waving helplessly in inky darkness as the air rushes past me. And then I land in the center ring of a circus big top, holding a whip and a chair. What had been a glowing, roaring blue river is now a cheering crowd. But there’s something sharp to the sound of their applause, like disaster is only a hair’s breadth away and it’s somehow up to me to keep the lion from attacking them all.

Even in the middle of all the swirling madness of my dream, I can’t help but scoff. I might be pretty, and I might have amazing hair, but I most certainly do not have that much main-character energy.

Gradually, I become aware of consciousness lapping at my feet, like waves on the lakeshore. The meds are wearing off, and I am not enjoying being able to feel all my extremities again.

There are people around me, their voices angry even if I still can’t quite understand the words. But at least it’s starting to sound familiar, like I’m remembering how language works, thanks to my chemically induced nap. So that’s good.

The bad part, on the other hand, is that I appear to have been run over by a cement truck.

“Fucking ow,” I moan. Or at least I try to; it comes out garbled and sounds more like cuffing cow. Awesome. My parents used to tell stories about how I mixed up syllables and words all the time when they first adopted me as a preschooler, and I am so not excited that it appears to be back.

A bright light shines in my eyes, clearly wielded by a psychopath with a vendetta against head-injury patients. I try to bat it away, but my hands are still cuffed. Instead, I jerk my head to the side, snarling when big hands grab both sides of my face to force my cooperation.

I probably shouldn’t snap my teeth like the feral animal I am, but I’m pretty much out of communication options at this point, and all I can do is return their crappy energy with interest.

The wash of cold sedatives and the taste of saline in the back of my throat are familiar, and not at all unexpected. And maybe, if I’m lucky, when I wake up, I’ll be back in Kansas.

“Home, no place,” I manage, and you know what? It’s close enough.


CHAPTER 4
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Justus

If I ever again complain about how boring desk jobs are, I need to have someone remind me of what it’s been like to sit in a secret military hospital for a day and a half, watching a subject sleep.

It’s actually a pretty big deal that I, a very junior AAD agent, was chosen for this assignment, and I know it. Hell, my team thinks I’m on some sort of leave, and my family, bless their little gossiping hearts, all think I’ve been sent on a training exercise. Of course, I’m pretty sure the real reason I’m here is so whoever is in charge of this absolute clusterfuck won’t have to widen the circle any more than it already is. And as we uncover more information on what happened, it’s been painfully clear that my division is going to be at the center of it.

After all, it’s not every day that someone from another dimension uses the Arcanum to hop into this one.

That’s the current prevailing theory, at any rate. Various evidence, including an explosion without any evidence of explosives, reports of Arcanum flooding the base for a solid mile, and a mysterious stranger whose identification is printed in a jumble of backwards letters and strange symbols, isn’t all that much to go on. The various scientists I’ve seen around the facility seem very excited about everything, though I’ll be damned if I understand their level of giddy. I’ve been using my time to dig through what information I can find in the archives, but apparently top-secret clearance is not the highest access level available, and no one seems all that eager to give me more.

I should have brought something to read. Maybe one of those word-puzzle books they sell at the grocery checkout.

Before I can get up to ask one of the nurses if they have a magazine, the sole patient in the ward shifts in bed, groaning as he wakes. His good arm is still cuffed to the bed, but his legs are free at least, so hopefully he won’t panic like he did the last couple of times. Honestly, I don’t blame him for lashing out; I’d have been pissed to find myself shackled in a strange place too.

“Hey there, bud.” I hurry over, keeping my voice low and calm like the shrink told me to after the last incident. Owing to his demonstrated communication issues, it’s been theorized that language is different wherever he’s from, and never in the history of ever has a POW responded well to being screamed at incomprehensibly. “It’s okay, you’re safe.”

He tugs on the restraint holding his good arm to the bedrail, and I can see the panic building behind his deep blue eyes. Then he sees me and pauses, frowning. “Twat?” he rasps, then shakes his head with a wince. “What?”

“You’re safe,” I repeat slowly, hands up and palms out to show how harmless I am. Which is ridiculous, considering I haven’t been anything close to harmless in decades, but he doesn’t have to know that.

He snorts and tugs at the cuff again. “Face,” he says with clear derision. “Sure.”

Well, now I know he understands me. At least a little. “No, you have a point,” I say, making sure to smile and shrug. “But you did appear out of thin air, so we do too.” He squints at me and cocks his head to the side, frowning. “Long story,” I try again.

That he gets, if the frustrated glare he shoots my way is anything to go by. “Dorian?” he asks.

“What? I’m sorry, I don’t—” I cut myself off, because I’m talking fast and he’s looking at me with a faintly annoyed expression.

“Dorian,” he says, dragging the word out. “Dorian face?”

“Is that your name? Dorian?” I reach over and press the call button like I should have when he first woke up. “Yes. You’re safe, Dorian.”

Dorian makes a surprisingly cute little growling sound. “No—”

He’s cut off when the door opens, admitting a doctor and two nurses, all a little too wide-eyed to be anything other than nervous about their patient. One of the nurses immediately adjusts the bed as the doctor whips out his pen light. The doctor does approach cautiously, though; chances are, everyone on this detail has heard about the MP who got his hand bit the last time.

“His name is Dorian,” I say over their medical chatter. “He can understand some things, just go slow.”

The doctor waves absently in my direction, and one of the nurses pushes a firm hand against my chest. “Thank you, Agent,” she says, effortlessly steering me out of the room even though she’s maybe half my size. “I’m sure you have a report to make.”

She’s right, but I still want to object that I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on my maybe-suspect. Not that she gives me a chance; before I know it, I’m standing in the hall and she’s closed the door in my face.

Damn. We could have used officers like her in the army. Then again, remembering the couple of times I managed to hurt myself in the field, we had a lot of her, and they were all terrifyingly competent too.

Knowing better than to argue with a nurse when they’re trying to provide medical care, I take up post in the empty chair next to the door and pull out my phone to call my assistant director. I’m going to need some updated orders.
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It’s hours before I’m let back in from the hall, although there’s been a steady stream of doctors in and out. And you’d think with all the testing and examining going on, there would be some answers coming out with them, but it seems like everyone who goes into Dorian’s room with confidence comes back out with confusion. A trio of nerdy-looking people who probably have “doctor” in their names—and not of the medical variety—were the only ones who didn’t seem annoyed by the lack of answers. If anything, they looked excited about not having a clue.

Scientists are a special kind of human.

At last, Dr. Kase—also known as the doctor who has the misfortune to be in charge of this whole circus—approaches me with the most recent specialist in tow, a woman who reminds me vaguely of a librarian. Her clothes are neat and professional—beige trousers and white blouse, brown lace-up shoes and beige jacket—and I keep expecting her to look over the top of her glasses at me with that “you have unpaid late fees, Mr. Farhill” look. And no, not in the sexy-fun-time kind of way.

“Agent Farhill,” Dr. Kase says, looking like he hasn’t slept in a few days. “This is my colleague, Dr. Chaston. I asked her to examine the patient for psychological fitness, considering the difficulty he’s had communicating.”

“Indeed.” Dr. Chaston adjusts her glasses, and a ripple of Arcanum moves across me. It’s a common enough occurrence when a cat-3 absently handles their focus object, and Dr. Kase’s lack of reaction confirms my assumption. “Per my tests, the patient seems to be fully capable of communication, but not in any dialect known to us. His words and syntax are jumbled, but improving, meanings not always clear despite him making a clear effort to be understood. Interestingly enough, a brain scan shows the same level of activity seen in magi subjects after spending extended time in oligotrophic regions.”

The term sounds vaguely familiar at best, and I know the answer is probably something obvious, but nothing comes to mind right away. And being as I’ve never had a problem admitting when I don’t know something before, I’m not going to start now. “Sorry, what kind of regions?”

And that is what gets me the disappointed-librarian look. “Commonly called low-flow, or low-Arcanum,” she says in a tone that implies there’s something wrong with me for forgetting a vocabulary word.

“Not many magi come from those areas,” I point out with a pasted-on smile. And yup, I definitely knew that. “Not a lot of call for AAD agents out there, as a result.”

“Yes. Well.” Dr. Kase shifts back and forth on his feet, an awkward little shuffle that makes me feel a little bad for how much he’s been run ragged today. “The reason that’s a concern now, is that if the patient were truly from another dimension, as suspected, all theories suggest he wouldn’t have any magi capabilities at all. He should be registering as a null, according to several Arcanum theorists I’ve spoken to. And yet his scans are all similar to mages who have spent extensive time away from the Arcanum. If you were to test him today, I wouldn’t be surprised at all to see him place in a category.”

I’m beginning to understand why all the very smart people I’ve seen today have looked so perplexed. As far as our scientists can tell, the Arcanum is not as present in most other dimensions it touches because of various reasons that boil down to science is weird. And while it might be a fatal lack of curiosity on my part, I’ve never looked at that theory very closely. After all, it’s this dimension I’m tasked with living in.

“Additionally,” Dr. Chaston says, “his language seems to be adjusting rapidly. There were studies done roughly a hundred years ago where subjects were given special glasses made to invert images on the vertical axis. Participants reported dizziness and nausea at first, and had extreme difficulty performing basic tasks. But within a week, all of the subjects were functioning at normal baseline levels, indicating that they no longer perceived the world to be upside down. When the glasses were removed, return adjustment took anywhere from a few hours to two days.”

I wait in silence, mostly because I don’t want to give Dr. Chaston another reason to look at me like I’m a disappointment to the species.

“The reason that’s important,” Dr. Kase says, and I am absolutely sending this guy a fruit basket if I ever get to go home again, “is because that man’s brain is behaving like the study participants when they were returned back to their normal vision. Coupled with his likely magus status, we have reason to suspect that this is not the first time he’s jumped realities.”

Oh, hell. This time, I say nothing because it would be extremely unprofessional to swear at the nice doctors. I might not know science, but I sure as hell do know that if people are bouncing in and out of dimensions, it’s a bad thing. And also very much the kind of bad thing that is my job to deal with.

I breathe in, nice and slow. “I’ll speak to my superiors about how to confirm your theories before we run off and traumatize an innocent man who might just happen to be from somewhere similar enough to Arcania that it’s messing with your tests.” I can tell by the looks on their faces that they don’t think there are any coincidences at play here, and I don’t either. But just like how you never order an air strike if there’s any doubt, we need to be absolutely certain with anything to do with Dorian. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

Dr. Kase hesitates. “There’s the matter of his bloodwork,” he finally says.

“What about it?” I almost want to ask if I look like a dentist, because this entire conversation is like pulling teeth, and I am done.

“I suspect his origins might be much closer to home. He shows signs of low-grade radiation exposure, as though he’s spent a lifetime exposed to background noise.” He pauses, as though that would make any sense to me at all. It doesn’t, and I can feel my patience wearing ever thinner. Fortunately, Dr. Kase seems to read the room well enough, and he continues, “There were a lot of theories several decades ago, positing that if we had pursued nuclear weapons, everyone would have been affected on a cellular level—in fact, that was a large reason behind the defunding of the projects exploring explosive nuclear material as viable offense in war. There was too great a risk that the mutations would negatively impact our abilities to manipulate the Arcanum. These days, the only people who show any measurable amount of cellular modifications from radiation are power plant workers.”

“Seems to me that supports the theory that your patient is not from this world,” I point out.

“And yet,” Dr. Kase says, “he also shows minute traces of several local minerals specific to this area. I recommend running his DNA against government and commercial databases if we’re unable to confirm his identity though other means.”

Sighing, I pinch the bridge of my nose. He’s implying that Dorian might be a plant from any of the old magic cults typically handled by the Domestic Security Division, and it sounds like a legitimate concern. Unfortunately, if that were to get out, I’ll be dealing with a jurisdictional nightmare. DNA will take weeks, but he’s right to want to check. “Go ahead and do that now,” I say, reeling my frustration back in. “When the results come back, please send them to me. I’ll make sure everything is routed correctly, including whoever they want involved from the DSD.”

Proving that this is far from his first experience with bureaucracy, Dr. Kase looks relieved to have someone else take responsibility for following the red tape involved in the potential fallout. The Domestic Security Division isn’t exactly known for playing well with others, but they’re the ones with all the records on known domestic terror groups, including what genetic information we’ve managed to identify.

Fortunately, Dr. Chasten moves things along by offering a handful of generic instructions about having patience and not attempting to force Dorian’s progress, and Dr. Kase adds in a word of caution about not exhausting his patient. The man does have multiple injuries, after all, and not the least of which is a substantial concussion. And then the two doctors leave me to my increasingly complicated job.

The room is bright, the overhead lights on full blast. Because of course they are. Not like half the staff hasn’t been muttering about potential traumatic brain injuries for nearly two days. It makes a sick kind of sense, though. Every time I’ve been in a hospital, it seemed like the staff was trying to keep me awake with the bright lights and constant vitals checks. Reminding them that such treatment has been labeled by the international military courts as prisoner abuse doesn’t go over well, though. Go figure.

Dorian, curled on his side with his back to the door, turns and snarls at me before I’ve even crossed the threshold. “Cuff off!” he says. “Alone me leave!”

He’s even more pale than before, his freckles standing out sharply against his skin, and the bags under his eyes are like two giant bruises. It’s enough to make me feel terrible about being here, but I’ve still got to do my job. Or at least try.

“Hey, I come in peace,” I say in my best don’t-shoot-the-hostage voice. “Do you remember me from this morning?”

He glares at me but doesn’t object when I approach. “With want?” He tugs on the restraint still keeping him tied to the bed. “Nowhere going.”

I don’t bother arguing or explaining the security concerns. For one, he’d probably only understand half of it. For the other, he’s technically in my custody until we get satisfactory answers, and I refuse to apologize for doing my job. Instead, I reach over and turn off the overhead lights, leaving the room lit only by a handful of small wall sconces.

“Thanks,” he says, visibly relaxing.

There’s a chair already set up beside the bed, so I settle into it as I pull out my phone to record our conversation. “I know you’re probably sick of tests,” I say, and he snorts at that. “But for this one, all you have to do is just relax and maintain eye contact with me. Will you do that?”

“Why?”

I hesitate. How am I supposed to explain? I grew up knowing that when I turned fifteen, I’d get my preliminary magi category test from an AAD agent, just like everyone else. But for Dorian to have a chance at understanding, I’d have to go over what a magus was, who the AAD was, and probably a dozen other concepts I take for granted. Finally, I give up.

“Because of a whole bunch of shit,” I say. “I could explain it in detail, but I don’t think it would help right now. Plus, the doctors don’t want me stressing you out.”

He frowns and then sighs. “Later tell?”

“As much as I can,” I say carefully. My instincts might still be telling me that he’s less of a security risk than some politicians I’ve met, but I’m too old to make stupid mistakes.

“Fine.” He nods and adjusts position to face me better. “Looking.”

I lean forward in the chair, elbows on my knees and hands dangling so I can use my left thumb to turn the outer ring on my spinning ring on my left index finger. The familiar vibrations of metal on metal and the careful release of Arcanum through my hand have an instantly soothing effect after all these years, and I barely have to think about it as I turn the ring in time with my breaths and fall slowly into Dorian’s dark blue eyes.

Even though I work in investigations at AAD, everyone spends part of initial training doing category tests. It’s long days of sitting in small offices with nervous teenagers, but I enjoyed the experience so much, I actually considered staying on. Not for long, though; after a little over a day of my rotation in testing, it was damn clear I’d be bored cross-eyed in that job.

The point, however, is that I’ve got a decent amount of experience in testing and categorizing the chaotic and under-developed magi capabilities of hormonal teenagers. Their minds are bright and full of splashing hormones, even when they wind up being in a low category. Navigating the corners of another person’s brain is exhausting, especially since everyone knows prolonged eye contact with someone like me usually means they’re being examined, but a calm adult who knows so little about the world that he doesn’t recognize a basic category test should be easy, like dipping my toes in a puddle on a hot day.

Instead, I am submerged in the Arcanum inside of him, ready and waiting and seemingly eager to be used as soon as Dorian recognizes his own aptitude.

The part of his mind that would allow him the ability to work with Arcanum is cool and deep, like I’ve jumped into a forgotten grotto, hidden behind old trees and giant cliffs. The Arcanum flow inside him pulses like the tide, strong and steady, and even though I’d been warned this was a possibility, it still throws me for a loop.

Abilities are a combination of genetics, practice, and study—raw talent and dumb luck can, and will, get people pretty far in life, but if they don’t spend time developing skills, there’s only so far they’ll go. Likewise, all the study in the world might make you a renowned theorist, but if you don’t have the ability to put it into practice… well, there’s a saying: those who can’t, teach. Or, in other cases, join the magi cops and learn how to test others.

Ahem.

Most people test into a cat-1 or 2 status, especially when they’re young or under-educated in how to manipulate the Arcanum. If a person puts considerable effort into developing their skills, they can ask to be retested any time after the age of twenty-five, although it’s more likely to match with whatever category they are first placed in. The initial test is very rarely wrong.

Take me, for example. I tested into a solid cat-2 when I turned fifteen, and when I applied to the AAD more than twenty-five years later, I retested as part of the process. Cat-2, no question. The rest of my team are the same. Most of the AAD are cat-1 or 2, simply because there are far more in those categories than any of the others. None of us are particularly adept at detailed Arcanum work, even with our focus objects, but we get by fine enough.

Then there are the cat-3 people. Not quite as common, usually quick to ascend to high-level positions, like my assistant director. They’re also the level where the AAD starts keeping tabs on people, simply because of the potential for trouble they represent, since they’re able to manage complex manipulations, from detailed medical to moving large objects that would take two or three magi of lower categories to even nudge an inch.

And Dorian is a cat-4.


CHAPTER 5
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Xander

If you had asked me a week ago if I thought I’d ever find myself detained by a shady government agency in an unspecified location pending mysterious charges, I’d have laughed you out of the room. The worst crime I’ve ever committed is jaywalking—not even any motor vehicle violations, since I never bothered getting my license. Who wants to share the road with a driver who can’t even read the street signs, am I right?

But now, here I am. Confined to a hospital bed in a room with no windows and being questioned repeatedly by a strange parade of people. There have been doctors, scientists, bureaucrats, the works. They’ve all had this weird way of silently staring at me, made worse by the fact that I think there might be an unshielded wire nearby, since I keep getting this weird, prickly feeling every time I get a new visitor who insists on looking deeply into my eyes.

Mr. Big, Beautiful, and Beefy hasn’t been back since he ran out of my room like his ass was on fire two days ago. Too bad; I was hoping to get us properly introduced and see if I can’t flirt my way out of this mess.

What? I have read about a dozen books this year with that plot line. And if I’m going to be stuck living this spy novel, I might as well make myself the homme fatal.

Speaking of my would-be mark, I’ve heard him talking to people in the hall, and everyone calls him “Agent Farhill,” although no one’s actually specified what he’s an agent of. I also have no idea what his first name is, but considering everyone keeps calling me “Dorian,” I guess that’s pretty much par for the course.

A “course” where I am, allegedly, in an entirely different reality where magic is so common that no one seems to question my sudden appearance beyond whether or not I’m a security risk.

Or so they tell me. But magic isn’t real, no matter how many people stare at me like they’re trying to see the wall on the other side of my head, claiming they’re checking my vitals or whatever. I suppose I should be grateful that no one’s busted out a deck of cards for some sleight of hand, but the overall commitment to the bit is getting tiring. I just wish I knew what made these people think I was someone important enough to try a con like this out on.

Anyway.

It’s the third day of this insanity, and if I’m being honest, I’m pretty damn close to pretending to believe them, if it means I’ll be able to take a shower without a stone-faced MP watching. Being a prisoner is boring as hell to begin with, and having nothing but time to freak out about my situation is even worse. It’s been a struggle to keep from sliding down conspiracy-theory rabbit holes, let me tell you.

I’ve started begging the nurses for a radio or TV, something to pass the time. Instead, they send me a stack of books and a certain agent who looks like he’d rather get a root canal than be in the room with me.

“I hear your concussion is doing better,” he says. “The doctor tells me you should be able to handle reading now without too much trouble.”

“Would be a hell of a trick,” I say. I’d love to roll my eyes for effect, but my concussion is better, not gone. Trust me, the sass is not worth the headache it’ll cause.

Agent Farhill, a big, blond man who looks like he could have put himself through college as an underwear model, frowns ever so slightly. “Pardon?”

“I’m dyslexic.” He blinks at me, and for a couple of seconds, I worry that my speech has gone back to the jumbled mess it was a couple days ago. To be safe, I try again, slow and careful. “Dyslexic. A neurological condition that makes reading very difficult for me.”

He shrugs one big, suit-clad shoulder. “Never heard of it.”

For some reason, that, more than anything else that’s happened, is what makes me stop and think about the extremely unlikely possibility that this is all real. It’s almost more believable than a grown man not knowing what dyslexia is. Or he’s faking ignorance as part of the conspiracy, but that’s way too unhinged.

Right?

“It means I have trouble reading quickly and accurately because of failure to recognize words and letters,” I say, watching his face to see if he cracks. “As an added bonus, I had a head trauma as a child and letters all appear jumbled and unrecognizable to me. To the point that it makes me ill to focus on them for too long. So unless this whole incident’s knocked something loose in my brain, paper books are the last thing I want.”

He perks up. “Jumbled and unrecognizable?”

Of all the things to latch onto… “Yes,” I say, frowning until the concussion headache I was trying to avoid starts building. Damn it.

“One second.” He goes over to a cardboard box I haven’t been allowed near on any of my supervised trips around the room, and pulls out a clear plastic bag with red and white labels that vaguely remind me of a circus tent. “Like this?”

He hands me the bag, and it takes me a few seconds to realize it has my ID inside. For a moment, I almost ask him why they keep calling me Dorian if they have my information, but then I get what he’s trying to show me.

The little plastic card inside what appears to be an evidence bag has my picture on it, complete with the signature dead-eyed look everyone has after wasting their day in line at the DMV. And the print is the usual illegible mess I’ve grown up struggling to decipher, though I’ve never met anyone who knew exactly what I was trying to describe with how I see things, since that’s not technically part of my dyslexia. But it’s something else entirely that stops me dead.

The bag is covered in bold print, marking it evidence and with strict instructions not to open as per some law or another.

And I can read it.

I mean, it takes me a few beats to understand what I’m seeing, but those are definitely words. He makes a sound of protest when I snatch the bag out of his hand, ignoring the pain in my splinted broken wrist, but I ignore Farhill and flip the bag over.

Internal Arcania Security Service

Arcanum Administration Division

Evidence (Unknown Origin)

“What in the ever-loving shit is going on?” I’m not sure who I’m even talking to at this point. “I can read this.”

“We have a theory about that.” Agent Farhill tugs the bag out of my grasp, returning it to the box. Then he hands me one of the books from the stack he brought. Dazed, I flip through the pages without actually paying much attention, and yep. Those are words and I can read them too. “It has to do with you showing a natural aptitude for manipulating the Arcanum, which shouldn’t even be possible. Not unless you were born here.”

“Where’s ‘here,’ then? Because I’m from New Jersey, and the only natural talent the locals there have is sarcasm.”

Side note: nothing’s quite as annoying as having a perfectly good New Jersey joke land flatter than an obscure nerd reference. Either Agent Farhill has the world’s best poker face or…

“I mean this dimension,” he says, and yeah, everyone’s been surprisingly chill about that concept all along, but this is the first time I might be able to believe it. No matter how absolutely insane it all is. “Specifically Arcania, the country you’re currently in, Dorian.”

“Why the hell do you keep calling me Dorian?” I ask, because honestly? That’s easier than dealing with all the rest.

He cocks his head to the side, adorable in a way a grown man his size shouldn’t be capable of. “That’s not your name?”

“Fuck no.” I shake my head and regret it immediately. “My name is Alexander Renner. Xander. Dorian’s the guy I was on a date with before all this happened.”

“Oh.” He frowns, and the wrinkles around his mouth deepen. “I’ll make sure to have your record updated. “You were on a date? Do you remember anything unusual happening?”

It takes a heroic effort, but I don’t snark in response. I deserve a damn cookie. “The whole date was weird. We were at this carnival, and Dorian dragged me into the fun house. When I tried to leave the ride, everything went crazy. Next thing I knew, I was looking up at you.” And it’s a long shot, but I’ve got an idea, and it’s worth it if it’ll get me home. If this whole reality-jumping nonsense is true, then retracing my steps is my best bet. “I don’t suppose there’s a creepy little circus in town? I’d love to check out the attractions.”

He gives me a flat look, and I shrug as much as I can with one arm chained to the bed and the other one in a splint for a wicked sprain. “Fine. Then can you at least tell me if the real Dorian is here? Guy’s kind of a jerk, but if the door he went through also brought him here, then he’s got to be at least as freaked out as I am.”

“You’re the only one we know of,” he says. “But you say you were with someone else when you jumped into this dimension?”

“Yes and no,” I say. “He went through one exit, I went through the other. For all I know, he’s back home, having a funnel cake and pissed off that I ghosted him in the middle of our shitty date.” I pause. “Actually, I kind of hope he is, because I wouldn’t have the first clue where to find him if he wound up in some other weird reality, like in that movie where everyone had sausages for fingers.”

Agent Farhill stares at me for a long few seconds, like he’s not sure how to respond to that. I know the feeling. Then he visibly gathers himself, straightening his spine and pulling back his shoulders in a way that has me most definitely returning to the idea of seducing my way out of here. He might be wearing a regular suit, but I’d bet pretty my recently acquired ability to read that he’s a military man.

Love me a person in uniform.

“We’re going to have to keep you in custody while we confirm some information about you,” he says, killing any and all sexy thoughts I might have. Hell no, I am absolutely not going to be his prisoner when I haven’t done a damn thing wrong.

“That’s bullshit, Agent Farhill.” I glare at him as best I can, but I’m wearing a hospital gown and my hair’s a frizzy mess. Intimidating, I am not. “Unless people don’t have human rights here, you can’t lock me up for no reason.”

He’s not impressed. “You appeared out of thin air, in the middle of one of the most secure facilities I’ve ever seen. You’re lucky you weren’t tossed into a cell and forgotten about.”

“Listen here, Captain America—”

“Arcania.”

“Whatever. Not the point. The point—”

“And I was a major.”

I try to growl, but it’s a lot better in books than real life. “Fucking hell, you’re really annoying. Would it kill you to have a normal conversation?”

One of his eyebrows goes up in a perfect snarky lift at that. “I’m sorry, when did we become friends who cared about that sort of thing?”

“Ugh.” I flop back against the bed, doubly annoyed when the restraint rattles against the bedrail, a reminder that I can’t even flounce out of this. “Just go away, would you?”

Surprisingly, he actually leaves. Then again, I wouldn’t stay in this windowless hospital room a moment longer than necessary if I wasn’t chained up like a naughty dog. Speaking of, I definitely need to do something about that. Too bad I never learned how to pick a lock.

First things first, though: I need a comb. And maybe some pants.


CHAPTER 6
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Justus

Assistant Director August looks older than when I saw her just over a week ago. Even across the secure video connection, the lines between her eyes seem more pronounced, and there might even be more salt than pepper in her hair than before. Having been part of the command structure when things went sideways in my last job, I can sympathize more than a little.

Still doesn’t make me any less unhappy with being shut in an underground bunker with only a handful of very busy medical and scientific personnel for company. And Xander.

After his initial burst of fiery anger, Xander—the suspect formerly known as Dorian—has turned out to be much less of a pain in the ass than I’d expected. Over the past week, he’s been quiet, making minimal requests, like day clothes and personal grooming products. According to the nurses and their assistants, he’s kept his unhappiness to himself without lashing out.

Not that I’d know, as he has refused to speak to me since being informed that he was to be kept in custody. Again, I can sympathize, but orders are orders.

“Have the DNA results come back yet?” AD August asks, and I wince.

“Yes,” I say, slowly. “And no.”

She is not impressed. “Which is it, Agent Farhill?”

“Dr. Kase is running a second sample to confirm his findings. While he was reluctant to tell me specifics, it seems that the first specimen was contaminated in some way.” There had been a lot more to his explanation than that, but I’m in law enforcement, not medicine. “I’ll forward you the report he’s working on as soon as it’s available.”

“Good.” She drums her fingers on her desk, frowning in thought. “I’ve read your paper on the Lumia Disaster.”

I blink in surprise. Despite where I am—deep in the bowels of a secure facility apparently built to investigate the incident—and what I’d been sent to this facility for in the first place, somehow this was the last line of conversation I’d have expected. “Ma’am?”

“For someone without full access to the classified records, you did an excellent job analyzing the Seekers and the IASS investigation into their organization,” she says.

I nod in thanks. “The surviving literature was sparse but fairly clear on their belief in magic over science. Much like several old magic cultist organizations the DSD tracks today.” The biggest difference being, of course, that none of today’s groups were allowed to grow to the point that they’d blow up a whole city. “May I ask why you’re bringing up a defunct extremist group?”

“Because they aren’t defunct,” she says, voice calm and even. “The Seekers went quiet, but we were never able to verify they’d disbanded. That was just the story fed to the public when we were unable to confirm either way. Unfortunately, it now appears they’d only gone underground to resurface over the past few months. It started as a trickle of information, very subtle propaganda pieces designed to funnel likely recruits through their indoctrination process.” She hesitates, and I’ve seen enough people bracing themselves to say something unpleasant to know whatever she’s got for me is going to suck tremendously. Even more than the horrifying notion that the boogeyman that’s lingered in the back of the collective Arcanian consciousness is very much alive and well. “Lately, however, there has been a marked turn towards one topic in particular.”

“Ma’am, forgive me for saying this, but it’s not like you to dance around something like this. I don’t suppose you could rip the bandage off for us both?”

She gives a dry, mirthless laugh. “According to AD Hamlin Farrell in the DSD, the Seekers have been claiming that there’s some kind of chosen one who left to achieve enlightenment in a realm without magic before ripping his way back through the Wellspring to come home and spread the word. It’s been a very popular story among several of our highest-priority watches.”

Oh hell. For as long as we’ve known about the science behind manipulating the Arcanum, there have been people determined to hold on to the old schools of thought centered around esoteric magical theory that often bordered on religious rhetoric. And while I’ll be one of the first to admit that losing myself in the Arcanum can be something very much like a spiritually moving experience, the simple fact is applications of the scientific theories around the Arcanum produce consistent and replicable results within the well-known limitations of the Arcanum itself. That points to a much more mundane answer than what proponents of old magic believe, but there are still plenty of people who choose belief over science.

Not that faith is a bad thing, mind you. I think it can be truly beautiful when someone honestly believes in something greater than the self. But there are always people who will take things too far. And those are the kinds of people our sister agency, the Domestic Security Division, keeps tabs on. Because it only took the destruction of one city at the hands of a home-grown cult to make it abundantly clear that we had an obligation to the wider population.

And if the Seekers are back and making inroads with other groups on our watch list, there’s no way this will end well.

Especially if they’re talking about jumping realities, since there’s only one person on record who has ever done so successfully, and his very existence is so classified I should get a nosebleed for even thinking Xander’s name.

“How could they even know about Xander? That doesn’t make any sense.” Following his explosive arrival, the entire facility was put on both physical and intelligence lockdown, and not much has changed.

“You and I both know that information is like water,” August says with a wry twist of her mouth. “If there’s the tiniest crack, it will go everywhere.”

“I hate how accurate that is.” I sigh. “Do we need to move Xander?”

“The moment he steps foot out in the world, all hope we have of controlling this situation is out the window,” she says, frowning in frustration I can feel in my very soul. “The best thing we can do is keep him under wraps as long as possible. If there’s no proof for the Seekers’ claims, the story might even die down sooner rather than later.”

Extremists like the Seekers and their sister cults aren’t the types to let a pesky thing like logic get in the way of their goals, but I don’t bother pointing that out when August knows that as well as I. “He’s been cooperating with us so far,” I say instead, “but he’s going to lose patience with being confined to his bed sooner rather than later.”

“True.” Her lips press into a small tight line. “He’ll need an escort if he goes beyond the ward, but so long as there’s a guard present, we can relax some of his restrictions.”

I nod, already planning a few excursions around the facility to allow Xander a chance to stretch his legs.

“I also want you to teach him some basics about manipulating the Arcanum,” she says.

There’s no way I heard that correctly. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Teach the subject the basics,” she says. “And while you do that, I want you to monitor for any signs that he knows what he’s doing. We can’t rule out that he might be a Seeker playing a very complicated game.”

I want to tell her she’s wrong, but it does make sense. Especially considering what had been in the vault moments before Xander’s arrival, not to mention she’s not the first to float a similar theory. So instead, I nod again. “I’ll teach him the basics and report back his progress each day.”

“Good.” Then she disconnects without another word.

I take a few moments to gather my thoughts and then head out to find anyone who looks like they might be able to get me some basic Arcanum theory texts that aren’t written for children. Something tells me Xander wouldn’t appreciate Dick and Jane Move a Pencil.
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“You want me to do magic.”

The look Xander’s giving me would probably freeze lava in its tracks, but I’ve spent most of my adult life being glared at by superiors. The trick is to stand steady on both feet and let it wash over me until they’re satisfied.

“It’s not really magic,” I say. “There’s a whole scientific process behind manipulating the Arcanum, one that’s been honed to an accessible process taught to preschoolers. We’re talking simple fundamentals here.”

He sits back in his chair and crosses his arms as he narrows his eyes at me. “I’m pretty sure you just implied I belong in a special ed class. Not cool, meathead. Just because I have a learning disability doesn’t make me stupid.” He pauses. “Or, rather, had a learning disability.”

I can’t help my wince. “Sorry, that really was a shitty thing to say. Even if I don’t know anything about you having a learning disability.”

“The dyslexia?” He looks at me expectantly.

“Oh, right.” And wow, I feel like a complete ass right now. “I tried to look that up last time we talked,” I tell him, “and there are a couple of similar naturally occurring conditions matching the description you gave me, but they’re fairly rare. Some people have experienced similar symptoms following head trauma too. It slipped my mind. I’m sorry.”

“Hmm.” Pursing his mouth, Xander reaches for one of the books I brought. “Education theory?” he asks.

“It was either books made for children or books for people teaching the children,” I explain. “And you’re an adult and don’t need to be babied, even if you’re learning things a little late.”

Xander looks at me for a long few seconds, as if he’s trying to decide whether or not I’m full of shit. And, to be fair, I haven’t exactly done or said much to give him confidence in me. Finally, he sighs.

“Okay then,” he says, sounding tired even though we’ve only been talking a handful of minutes. “So if it isn’t magic, what is it?”

“The ability to manipulate the Arcanum is a skill like any other,” I say. “Some people are born with a greater natural aptitude, some develop more through practice and education. And some can’t connect at all. Not everyone can be a mathematician or a gymnast, and not everyone can use the Arcanum to fix machinery or run detailed scans on a person’s physiology.”

“Still don’t see how that’s any different than witchcraft and wizardry. Where I’m from, there are about a million books and movies about that.”

“But it is. Very different.” I sit in the chair facing his and lean forward, gesturing with open hands. While I’m not remotely qualified to talk about the intricate science of it all, this is something I know intimately. “Magic is a term people use when a thing happens and they don’t know why. An umbrella answer to cover lack of understanding. Imagine if someone from a couple of hundred years ago were brought to the present, and we had to explain electricity and cars to them. They’d call it magic, because to them the processes that make up our everyday lives would be so unfathomable.”

“‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,’” Xander says with a rueful smile.

“Yes.” I nod. “You get it.”

“Well, Arthur C. Clarke got it first,” he says, and then sighs at whatever he sees on my face. “He’s a science fiction author back home and had a lot to say about pushing the boundaries of science. But just because I’m the primitive man in your analogy, that doesn’t prove your claim that what you do is anything other than magic with a fancy name.” He rolls his eyes. “Manipulating the Arcanum? That’s not pretentious at all.”

I can’t help grinning at his sarcasm. “It’s called that because the Arcanum is a known natural resource found deep underground. With proper training, a person can connect to the Arcanum and use it to interact with the world around them on a molecular level. Depending on their category and area of specialty, a magus can manipulate the Arcanum around them to generate power for an entire city, provide medical care, or perform maintenance on machinery and technology too delicate or complicated for hands-on work.”

“You call yourself a mage and you want me to believe it’s not magic,” he mutters, but I see him eyeing the books with a little more interest.

“I’m a magus, not a mage. And yes, it comes from the archaic term, but we’re so far past those days that the original meaning is pretty far down on the definition list.”

“Uh-huh.” He doesn’t really believe me, I can see that. But that’s fine; he’ll see the truth soon enough. “Fine. Then how do I connect with this totally scientific natural resource to not do magic?”

I laugh. It’s a start. “That’s what the books are for.” And then, grinning because I know this is going to piss him off when he realizes what it’s for, I pull out a pen, clicking the tip in and out a few times. “You’re probably going to need one of these.”
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An hour later, I have to admit that I made a tactical error with Xander’s starter focus item. Instead of using the pen as something to help him concentrate on the Arcanum, he clicks it more and more violently the more frustrated he gets. After forty-four years of living around people using a variety of focuses both quiet and not, you’d think I’d be able to ignore a tiny sound like that, but when it’s deliberate like this?

Well, Xander’s not the only one at the end of his tether today.

I breathe in, nice and slow, and pinch the bridge of my nose. “It’s called a focus, not a fuck-you. It’s supposed to help you direct your mindset, not fixate on how pissed off you are.”

“Well, it’s not fucking working!” Xander tosses the pen on the table, slouching back in his seat like a kid half his age.

Biting the tip of my tongue to hold back some unhelpful words, I take a moment to gather what’s left of my patience. We’re going to have to find a different way to do this; all the techniques for teaching people how to connect with the Arcanum were designed with the base assumption that the subject believed it was possible to begin with. Xander’s seen several examples of people manipulating the Arcanum, but that’s a far cry from being able to accept it as reality without a conscious thought.

“Right.” I slap my hands on my knees and stand. “Let’s go for a walk.”

“A what?”

“A walk. It’s a basic form of exercise and a good way to get fresh air while removing oneself from a stressful situation.”

“I know what a walk is, you big jerk. I didn’t think I was allowed to leave my cell.”

“It’s a hospital room, not a cell,” I say. There’s not nearly enough conviction in my voice, though. He and I both know he’s been confined here long enough for semantics not to matter.

“Could have fooled me,” Xander says. “What with me being chained up most of the time and requiring a chaperone to take a piss.”

Patience. I need patience. “I’ve gotten clearance to lift some of the restrictions on your movements. If you stay within the ward, you won’t need an escort, but if you want to go farther, you’ll need me or a guard to follow along. Now, do you want to keep sniping at me, or do you want to see the cafeteria and get to pick your own meal for a change?”

That seems to do the trick, and Xander doesn’t say a thing the whole way to the canteen. Even though we’ve only spoken a handful of times, I can tell it’s not a natural state for him. Although it could just be that he’s too focused on checking out his surroundings to bother with conversation, now that I think of it.

Goody. Now I have to make sure he doesn’t make a break for it out of principle, while trying to figure out if my boss is right to suspect Xander might be a Seeker.

Waiting until we’ve got our trays loaded with food and are heading to a table next to a big window, I think over my conversation options. There aren’t a whole lot of them, though.

“You mentioned the other day that you had a head injury as a child.” It’s not exactly light and easy conversation, but it’s somewhere. “What happened?”

“You’re pretty bad at small talk, aren’t you?” he muses, twirling a fork through his plate of noodles. I stay quiet, letting him decide if he wants to answer. Eventually, he sighs, setting the cutlery down on his tray. “I’m not really sure what happened. All anyone could tell me was there was some kind of weird explosion. Lots of damage, not a lot of survivors. And I was there, a little kid with a wicked concussion and completely unable to communicate who my family was or where they were. It was over a year before I could talk in full sentences, and by then, the trauma had erased my hard drive and I couldn’t give any answers.”

“Speech delay?” I ask, curious. “My oldest niece had that.”

“Maybe.” He shrugs one shoulder and goes back to his food. “According to my adoptive parents, I tried to speak a lot. Just none of it made any sense. That, coupled with my perception problems with printed words and my literal inability to tell left from right—” he pauses and lifts his left hand, and I’m perplexed to see an R tattooed just above his thumb “—had doctors guessing the concussion scrambled more than a few of my eggs.”

“Huh.” I’m not really sure what else to say to that.

“Yeah.” The corner of his mouth quirks up in a tiny grin. “When I first woke up here, I was damn worried to find out it had happened again. So glad it only lasted a couple days.”

“I bet.” It reminds me of the old case study the psychiatrist had mentioned, where participants adjusted much more quickly when going back to their original normal. There’s been a general attitude of not saying too much about Xander’s possible origins ever since, probably because of the lack of evidence one way or the other. I have a feeling this might change a few minds.

Assistant Director August is really not going to like it, though.


CHAPTER 7
[image: ]


Xander

So it turns out I’m not in a hospital, but rather some sort of creepy, mostly underground government facility. And the reason why I’ve seen so few people isn’t because of some sort of staffing issue; it’s because there aren’t a lot of folks who even have the clearance to know this place exists.

I’m not sure if that’s better or worse, to be honest. Probably worse.

My hot jailor sure is a nice perk, though. Justus—and wow, either he’s lying about the whole no-magic thing or his name was one hell of a self-fulfilling prophecy—is the right amount of sarcastic and thoughtful. Neither one of us is enjoying his attempts to teach me their not-magic, but by our third day of fruitless efforts, he’s at least figured out how to tell when I’m reaching my maximum capacity for his “magi” nonsense. When that happens, we set aside whatever fidget toy he’s brought me and go for a walk.

And you’d think that walking around a windowless secret base would be boring, but the construction of the place is fascinating. There are a bunch of sub-basements and only one floor above ground level, the halls and elevators a warren of color-coded combinations—with not a single map to be found anywhere. Also, no matter what floor we’re on, the air is cool and dry, despite a constant rushing sound I keep picking up from the air vents, like there’s running water somewhere close by.

Weirdly, or maybe not so weird, I’ve found it’s pretty easy to make my way around. When Justus got turned around yesterday, I only had to pause for a few seconds before I knew the exact path to get us back to the cafeteria in time for dinner. Jus is pretty good at keeping a blank face, but I could tell he was pretty impressed. So was I.

I mean, I’m the guy who got lost on my way to class several times a year in school. I was once late to a final because I got turned around en route. Up until a few weeks ago, I couldn’t have found my way out of a wet paper bag, and now I’m navigating a secret base like I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s mind-blowing, is what it is.

In fact, I’m glad that Jus had to go do something off-site today, if only because I feel like I need to sit with everything. Alternate dimensions, magic, vanishing dyslexia—those are all wild enough, but I don’t even know what to do with myself now that I have a sense of direction. Who even am I if I don’t get lost looking for a vending machine?

This is definitely a thing I need to work through, and I decide to take advantage of being allowed to wander the ward freely to do it. The hall my room is off of is long and well-lit, connected with drab little sitting areas at either end to a second hall that runs parallel. Patient rooms, all empty, line the exterior of the oval track, and storage, offices, and nurses’ stations fill up all the space along the middle. Other than the fact that we’re underground and there are no windows, it’s like any other hospital I’ve seen. It’s soothing and familiar, and just enough to let me relax, falling into the steady thud of my slippered feet on the clean tile floor.

Each step seems to reverberate up my legs like a heartbeat, and the omnipresent sound of running water that’s been constantly in the background since I arrived, like a white noise machine stuck at full blast, gets louder as I walk. But none of that bothers me; I’m instead reminded of a long-forgotten happy memory. I was a kid and went to someone’s birthday party at a pool. I stayed in the water every second I could, and by the time I went home, I was wrinkled and happy with the way I could hear the rush of blood behind the trapped water sloshing around inside my ears. It felt the closest to right I’d felt at all since being adopted, and now it feels even more so. I feel like if I could let go of all the thoughts and worries I’ve been clinging to like a bit of shipwreck on the ocean, I’d be swept away to where I belong and—

BOOM

I feel the explosion before I hear it, dust raining down on my head as I stumble to a stop in the sitting area farthest from my room for a few stunned seconds before alarms go off and people start shouting. The lights flicker and go out, coming back on with an ominous orange glow. I peer down the hall and see black-clad MPs rushing for the main entrance. Their rifles at the ready, they look like shadows until the spell is broken by the white flashing bulbs over the nearest emergency exit. One of the soldiers spots me and gestures frantically for me to stay back.

No problem, buddy.

Right about when I’m considering heading back to my room, there’s a second explosion. This time, the lights don’t come back on. There are only the exit signs now, and there is absolutely no way I’m staying put now. Whatever is going on, I do not want to be several floors underground if shit’s getting blown up over my head.

Fortunately, no one’s paying me any mind as I scurry to the door marked with all kinds of signs warning about emergency use only and alarms will sound. I slap the bar, ignoring the twinge in my mostly healed wrist, shoving the door open… and nothing. No alarm.

Yeah, that’s what they call a bad sign.

I stop only long enough to take off my thin slippers and tuck them into my jeans pocket, and then I’m off, hurrying up the stairs without a backward glance.

I really wish they’d given me shoes, but either way, I am staying the fuck away from the air ducts. I am so not Bruce Willis and this is not a Christmas movie.

I said what I said.

After the first half-flight, I slow down to a brisk walk. I haven’t spent nearly enough time on stair machines to be able to take three flights up at a flat run, and the last thing I need to do is stumble out into whatever is going on upstairs, wheezing like a pug on a hot day.

I’m a few steps away from the door that should let me out on the main level when I hear it. Gunfire. It’s a lot louder than I would have thought it would be, but still muffled enough I shouldn’t be walking into the middle of a firefight. Hopefully.

On this side of the posted escape route, there are no warnings about alarms and authorizations. The only sign posted reminds me to check for signs of fire before exiting, and to meet up at the designated evacuation point. I have no idea where that would be, but something tells me no one’s going to give a shit about fire drills right now.

Easing the door open, I wait a few beats before stepped out into what had probably been a boring and basic lobby. Now, though, the floor is covered in giant chunks of plaster, broken glass, and dark stains I don’t have time to think about. I hear voices shouting around the peppered pops of guns firing, and head away from the noise as fast as I can. Fortunately, that takes me to the front of the building, which has been obliterated. Possibly by the military vehicle currently parked on top of the remains of a large potted plant, engine still idling.

I eye the truck, but it’s huge, and I wouldn’t have the first idea what I was doing behind the wheel. I really wish I’d been able to learn how to drive. But it doesn’t mean I can’t still beat feet out of here and find somewhere to lie low while the people blowing each other up do their thing.

Picking my way through the wreckage, I hesitate next to a jagged hole in the concrete and rebar exterior wall. I want to leave. I need to leave. Sticking around here is the opposite of smart, especially considering I’ve been a prisoner here for weeks now, and I’d be a fool to waste my chance to get back to civilization.

And maybe, if I do that, I can find that carnival and go back where I belong.

But despite all that, something makes me stay where I am. Wait. Go back.

I feel like an idiot, but I stay put, trying to figure out where the feeling is coming from. I’ve never been the type of person who went with his gut, but right here and now? All I’ve got is my brain and my gut, and my brain’s too busy having a full-on freak-out about the war zone surrounding me.

While I’m standing here, trying to rationalize why I’m freezing up, a long, low car that looks like a classic muscle car and one of those fancy Edison electric cars shared a very special hug comes roaring up the road, skidding to a stop halfway onto the sidewalk. The car’s barely stopped rocking before the door flings open and Jus jumps out, weapon drawn as he runs toward the building.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I wave at him, drawing his attention. Frowning, he adjusts course and heads my way.

“What are you doing up here?” he demands. And to be fair, that would normally be a pretty valid question. Not today, though.

“Building went boom,” I say, waving at the wreckage around us. “So I decided to get my happy ass somewhere safe.”

More gunfire kicks off right then, close enough it’s not exactly helping me with my argument. To his credit, though, Jus only gives me the briefest of looks before ducking inside and joining me in my little makeshift shelter. “What happened?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I say. “All I know is I’m damn glad to see you. I thought you had a thing?”

“I was an hour away when they told me to turn around,” he says, eyes scanning the lobby around us. “Something about a credible threat to the facility.”

I snort. “No shit.”

A ghost of a smile flits across his face. “No kidding.” He glances down at my bare feet. They’re covered in dirt and more than a little cut up, but I’m really trying not to think about that right now. “Do you want to stay here or come with me? I need to check the area.”

“With you,” I say without a second’s thought. “But definitely behind you and out of the line of fire.”

He nods approvingly, and there’s that tiny smile again. “Let’s go.”

Quietly, Jus leads us across the lobby, back into the facility. And while I know it’s probably the smarter idea to let him pick our route, the same feeling that had me waiting for him at the door stops me when we get through what’s left of what looks to have been a security checkpoint of sorts. The hall branches off in three directions, and he’s about to go left when I press a hand between his shoulders.

“Go right,” I say quietly.

Jus glances at me over his shoulder but changes direction without question. Which is good, because damned if I know why I did that. We head into a part of the building I’ve never seen before, and I’m moments away from telling him to stop listening to me. Then we round a corner and I see the absolute last person I expect.

“Dorian?” His name falls out of my mouth, loud and shocked, and it echoes along the hall like a damn shot.

He stares at me for a second, probably as dumbfounded as I am. Even Jus stutters to a stop, turning to look between us.

“Wait—” Jus starts.

“Alexander?” Dorian calls, laughing. “I can’t believe you’re still alive! I thought for sure the Wellspring would have drowned you this time.”

“What?” Frowning, I take a step closer but am stopped by Jus’s arm across my chest. “What are you talking about? Look, it’s not safe here, we need to get out and find a way home.”

That’s when I notice what Dorian’s wearing: blue pants with large cargo pockets, a dark blue t-shirt, and a black tactical vest. He even has on heavy black boots, caked with dirt and dust.

Whereas I’m barefoot and in loose jeans made for someone a few inches taller and a gray t-shirt someone probably dug out of the lost and found.

Did I mention that Dorian’s got a gun, too?

I stumble back, gaping like a fish out of water as I try to make the pieces fit together any other way than they really seem to want to. Dorian seems to pick up on where my train of thought is heading, and he chuckles, the echo carrying across the distance between us to shiver cold and dangerous like a freshly sharpened knife along my spine.

“Penny finally dropped, did it?” He shakes his head. “I wish I could say I was surprised it took you this long, but you weren’t very bright to begin with.”

“Before this reunion can continue,” Jus says, “I’m going to need to ask you to put your weapon on the ground.”

Dorian cocks his head to the side, like it’s something he needs to think about. “No. I don’t think I will.”

Then he raises his gun and fires it right at Justus.


CHAPTER 8
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Justus

To be honest, I’d been ready for Dorian to start firing. But with the naked hatred in his eyes, I’d expected him to shoot at Xander first. That right there is a man with a hell of a grudge about something, and it doesn’t say anything flattering about Xander’s taste in date mates that he was able to miss it long enough to agree to a date.

When Dorian lifts his weapon, I reach for Xander, planning to pull him out of the line of fire. But then Dorian swings on me, muzzle flashing. Everything freezes for a second—not long at all, just enough for me to be pissed that this is how I go out. Sloppy. I know better. Then time seems to go all wobbly, with far too many things happening all at once, while still moving too fast for me to be able to think clearly.

“No!” Xander’s scream is a shock to my system, but it’s the sudden rush of Arcanum that comes with it makes it hard to breathe.

Then the hairs on the back of my neck prickle as the bullet with my name on it stops dead in the middle of the air and drops to the floor with a tinkling sound.

But there’s still too much Arcanum hovering around us, and when it splashes down, it’s like a tsunami of power. Every door in the hallway blasts open, and the windows at the far end shatter out like they’ve been slapped with a shockwave. All three of us stagger on our feet, and I have to lunge to catch Xander when he sags like his strings have been cut.

Boots pound on the ground, the sound growing distant, and I look up in time to see Dorian jumping through an empty window frame. He shouts into his radio to have someone come pick him up, and I shift Xander’s dazed weight from my arms to the floor before jumping up and running after him.

I keep my weapon holstered while I run—no way do I want to trip and shoot myself—but Dorian isn’t nearly as safety conscious. He keeps firing back at me without actually stopping, and every shot goes wildly off as a result. But he’s still got a decent lead on me, which means that by the time I’m landing on the glass-littered ground outside, I know I’m not catching him.

A battered utility vehicle comes roaring around the corner, tires squealing as it drifts into the turn, and I know I’m out of luck. Sure enough, the truck heads straight for Dorian. It doesn’t even fully stop before he hops into the back, and they’re off. Cursing, I pull out my phone to get a couple seconds of video, just in case there’s something we can use to track them, but that’s about all I can do at this point.

I can hear Xander nearing the window, his steps slow and shuffling. I’m surprised he’s vertical at all, after using that much Arcanum for his first time out. When the adrenaline wears off, he’s going to have a hell of a crash. But more important than that, is the knowledge I need to get him off this base. Clearly, it’s not half as secure as everyone seems to think.

Sighing, I turn and climb back through the window. Xander’s starting to sway precariously, so I wrap an arm around him. Damn, he fits nicely all snug up against me, only a few inches shorter than me, for all I outweigh him by at least fifty pounds—not that I should be noticing that right now.

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s find you some shoes, some electrolytes, and get out of here.”
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Of course, it’s not nearly as easy as I’d like, taking a high-value subject off the premises. While Xander is forced to sit still with several bags of IV fluids hooked up to his arm to replenish the extreme dehydration his sudden connection to the Arcanum caused, I make phone calls. A lot of phone calls.

The problem being, of course, that no one with the necessary clearance is able to make time for a very junior agent when a secure facility has just been attacked by what appears to be a domestic terror group. I’ve been redirected to multiple teams in all three divisions in the IASS, but since no one knows who I am—much less who Xander is—none of those calls were very helpful. But I’ve never been the type to give up when there’s a little resistance, and I finally manage to locate an assistant to an assistant who might actually be magical. Somehow, she gets me transferred to AD August’s personal phone, and when my supervisor picks up the line, I make a silent vow to send that assistant one heck of a floral arrangement when I get home.

“Farhill,” August snaps in greeting. “Where the hell are you? This place looks like an active combat zone.”

“I’m just outside of the hospital wing in sub-basement three, ma’am,” I say. “Xander’s receiving treatment at the moment.”

“Good. Stay there and I’ll be with you momentarily.”

She hangs up, and I close my eyes and breathe deeply. Of course she’s already here, but it would have been nice to know before I wasted half an hour annoying everyone I could get on the phone while looking for her.

I’m composed and ready when the door to the stairwell opens a few minutes later and Arcanum Administration Division Assistant Director Gabriella August emerges, followed by a man roughly of the same age, early fifties. He holds the door, letting August go first, even as he looks around the little waiting area with concern puckering his forehead. When he sees me looking at him, he offers a small wave and a smile.

“How is the subject, Farhill?” August asks without preamble. When I don’t answer right away, she glances over her shoulder at her escort. “This is AD Farrell from the DSD. He’s been read in.”

“Xander’s being treated for minor injuries sustained when he tried to avoid the attack,” I say. “He’s also being treated for dehydration following a spontaneous and uncontrolled Arcanum manipulation when we encountered one of the attackers.”

August quirks one steely eyebrow at that. “Interesting. That would definitely support his claims of ignorance.”

I nod. “I thought so too. However, there’s a complication. Xander identified the attacker as the man he was with before he was brought here, a man he calls Dorian. The man in question seemed familiar with the Wellspring and certainly seemed to have some sort of authority over the attacking forces. He was able to call for an exfil and order the others to withdraw. And he was dressed in the blue and black of the Seekers.”

Farrell curses, drawing our attention. “Tall, dark hair?” I nod, and it seems to make Farrell even more unhappy. “There’ve been reports of a new Elder Seeker known only as D, rumored to be shockingly young for his rank. Information on him is scarce, but some of the more colorful stories we’ve logged claim that he’s able to use the Wellspring to travel between different dimensions. Much like the young man you have in custody.”

“Could the two of them be working together?” August asks.

“Doubtful,” I say. “The Seeker—Dorian—seemed genuinely surprised Xander was still alive. But if they aren’t working together, then I recommend that we move Xander to a different location now he’s been identified. Considering how the Seekers are using Dorian’s alleged special powers to recruit more followers, they might not be pleased to have others find out that it isn’t as rare as they want people to believe.”

August frowns. “I don’t like it,” she says at last. “Taking him anywhere we don’t control fully increases the risks of compromised security.”

“All due respect, ma’am, this place is hardly secure, either.”

Farrell snorts. “He’s got a point.”

August doesn’t look amused. “Take him to a safehouse near headquarters,” she says. “I want you on him at all times, even if it means bringing him to the office. We’ll tell the team that he’s from the harmless research facility we’re putting this place in as when we report the incursion.”

“I have to confess, I’m not wild about lying to the team,” I admit. “Especially since anyone who spends more than five minutes talking to him will immediately notice there’s something off about him.”

“It’s less an outright deception and more like a little smoke and mirrors to keep them from looking too closely,” she says. “Take the weekend to coach him enough to get by in casual conversation.”

“I can think of one or two on my staff who can help you with that if you need it, Agent,” Farrell says. “I’ll pull some files after I review the footage of the attack.” He pulls out his phone, checking something. “In fact, they’re ready for me now in the surveillance office. If you’ll excuse me?”

August sends him away and stands there in silence until the door closes behind him. “You said the subject spontaneously manipulated the Arcanum. How can you be sure?”

“He stopped a bullet that should have killed me.”

August doesn’t swear, but it sure looks like she wants to. “I’d hoped you’d miscategorized him.”

I think about the way the Arcanum felt when Xander used it and have to suppress a shudder. “If anything, ma’am, I might have been too conservative in my grade.”

Her eyes widen. “Cat-5 is rare,” she says. “Some claim it’s not possible.”

“I know. But when you meet him, you’ll see what I mean.”

To her credit, she doesn’t argue with me. “Then you’d better take me to him now.”

I lead the way into the hospital wing, the busy halls bathed in orange light. They’d managed to get some power back to this part of the building but redirected their efforts once there was enough juice to power medical equipment and emergency lighting only.

The eerie lighting doesn’t make the sight of loaded gurneys and packed rooms any less disturbing. Not counting casualties on the attacking side, medical staff are tending to dozens of wounded. The once-quiet ward hosting only Xander as a patient has been replaced with a bustling scene, full of shouted orders and beeping machines, so it’s no surprise to find him where I left him, tucked away and forgotten in one of the sitting areas.

The IV behind him looks mostly empty and someone’s managed to scare up a pair of sneakers to protect his freshly bandaged feet, and he looks the smallest and most scared I’ve seen him in days. But then he sees me and brightens up in a way that does things to me. Things I do not have time to examine right now.

“Hey,” he says. “Please tell me you meant it when you said we could leave this place, Jus.”

“I did. First, I wanted to introduce you to my boss, Assistant Director Gabriella August.” I turn to August. “I’m going to make sure he’s good to go while you two talk, if that’s okay.”

She waves me off as she pulls out her focus, a pair of metal chiming meditation balls, and sits in the chair closest to Xander. A part of me wants to linger and eavesdrop, but my training and good manners are stronger. Fortunately, it only takes a few minutes to find someone willing to discharge Xander, and another few more while one of the nurses grabs a bag of shabby, but clean, clothes for him.

It’s sweet of her to do, but we’re still going to have to stop somewhere and get him some new stuff. I’ve noticed that the hand-me-downs the staff found for Xander have all been a size or two too big on his slim frame, and he can’t be happy swimming in his clothes all the time.

By the time I get back, Xander’s staring at the tablet in his hands like he’s seeing something holy. He barely even flinches as a health aide unhooks his line and pulls out the IV port, though he does spare a moment to smile and thank the young person for their help.

August, for her part, looks pale and rattled. Considering we’re in a facility that was under attack a little over an hour ago, yet she arrived without a hair out of place, I didn’t think anything could shake her. Sparing a tiny smile for Xander, she stands and pulls me to the side.

“You were right about being wrong,” she says, pitching her voice so low I have to strain to hear her over the buzz of people around us. “He’s a cat-5. At least. I haven’t met anyone who could come close to placing that high in almost thirty years, and if he was supposed to exist, he’d be the outlier to force the AAD to re-do our categories.”

“Well, shit.” Give me a break about swearing at my boss, okay? It’s been a long day.

“Indeed. But his category is probably why the manipulation techniques you were using with him didn’t work. The reason fives don’t use focuses is because they connect to the Arcanum in a way none of us can fathom. Focus objects actually distract them and force them to take the long way around to something that’s hardwired differently for them.”

“Have you met a cat-5 before, ma’am?”

“Two of them, in fact,” she says, eyes going sad. “A married couple. They were posted in Lumia.”

There’s not much I can say about that, so I let her words hang between us for a few seconds before moving the conversation along. “How would you like to proceed?”

“Take the weekend to coach Xander on avoiding eye contact, for one,” she says. “As far as anyone is concerned, he’s barely a four, which will explain why he’s not using a focus. That alone will be hard to keep under the radar, but the existence of an unregistered five will have people shitting themselves all over the damn world.”

“No kidding.” I almost suggest introducing him as a null, but there’s no guarantee Xander won’t do more spontaneous manipulations, and that would only make questions more uncomfortable. “And as to the rest?” I wave a vague hand at the barely controlled chaos surrounding us.

“Xander tells me he’s an archivist by trade,” she says, straightening her shoulders and tugging on her blazer to neaten the already clean lines. “I’ve given him access to most of the records we have on old magic groups in general and the Seekers in particular. Nothing top secret, so you’ll need to evaluate any specific requests he might have, then follow up with me as needed. He’s going to be digging for whatever threads he can find to explain what the hell is going on. As far as everyone else will be told, we’ll follow the initial plan to tell people he was in a small facility that was attacked, adding on that he’s been working on a research project regarding the history and origins of old magic cults. Since the Seekers have resurfaced, we’re moving him to headquarters for security purposes and to better support work that might be useful with present-day investigations.”

I have to hand it to her, it’s a simple plan and one that’ll be easy to follow. And it’s close enough to a vague interpretation of the truth that we won’t have to stretch too much to fill in the blanks as we go.

“One more thing, Farhill,” she says. “You’re to report to me directly, and only me. Is that understood?”

It’s not an unusual order, especially all things considered, but something in it gives me pause. At the same time, there’s nothing to support the way my gut twists at the intensity in her voice, so I nod. “Understood, ma’am.”

She looks over at Xander, still engrossed in the tablet he holds, a frown puckering her forehead. “And have that doctor put a rush on that new DNA test.”

Then she leaves without another word, and all I can do is shake off the strange foreboding and go collect my charge.


CHAPTER 9
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Xander

If I thought Jus’s tutoring before with all the meditation and fidget spinners was weird, there probably isn’t a word for how we spend the next two days practicing how I can pass for a local, all while avoiding making eye contact with anyone who isn’t Jus or his boss. Apparently, my not-magic is at a ridiculous level, and they don’t want people to know.

“I still don’t get why telling people I’m a four is that much better than a five,” I say over dinner on Sunday evening, side by side at the breakfast bar in the depressingly boring kitchen of the condo we’ve been lurking in ever since coming to what I’m told is Eutronia, the capital of Arcania. “Both do their ‘science’ without those focus things.”

Jus sighs. And I know it’s an obvious concept to him, but too bad for him. He’s not the one trying to absorb generations of accepted ideas in a matter of days. “Fours and fives are both incredibly powerful. They both have the ability to connect with and manipulate the Arcanum without using any external focus objects, making them excellent quick-response magi. But just like saying the ocean is deep barely illustrates the magnitude of it all, it’s the difference in how fours and fives are able to manipulate the Arcanum that matters.”

“Great metaphor and all, but I’m still not picking up what you’re putting down.”

Justus has never struck me as a particularly religious dude, but I’m pretty sure he just said a little prayer for patience with me. It’s kind of cute. “Okay. Back to basics for a moment. There are limitations to what we can do with the Arcanum, yes? Everything is based on the physical properties of whatever a magus is working with. A doctor can scan a patient, an engineer can work on an engine, and so on. But there’s no altering a person’s free will, mind reading, or shapeshifting. A magus is, essentially, using the Arcanum to work with the matter of the object in question. Are you with me so far?”

“Actually, yes.” And I’m a little annoyed he didn’t explain it like this earlier, because I can maybe see now why he’s so insistent that it’s all science and not magic. “But how does the whole eye-contact woo-woo thing you do fit in with that?”

“I’m checking for your existing innate ability, like checking an athlete’s muscle tone.”

Oh. Okay, that kind of makes sense in a totally crazy sort of way.

“And just like how people have varying degrees of flexibility, magi have varying degrees of manipulating the Arcanum,” he goes on. “We’ve talked about ones, twos, and threes. They all require focus objects, like my ring. Fours are usually on par with threes, except while threes are able to do basic manipulations without their focus, fours have no need for one, although they can use them if they want. Fives, however…” He trails off, as if he’s debating how much to say, or how to word it. “There’s theory that there’s no limit to the kind of matter they can work with. Large or small. In fact, it’s possible that a properly trained five could consciously manipulate the Arcanum on a molecular level. Create new elements. Turn mountains into meadows.”

“So in your theoretical ocean would be…”

“In the ocean metaphor, fours are able to go to the high-pressure deep, where you need massive pieces of equipment to even consider exploring. Fives can easily go the trenches that go even deeper, but they do it with normal diving gear.”

“Well that’s unsettling as hell.” I poke at my food but don’t eat any of it. It feels like I’ve got a boulder where my stomach should be, and all I can think about is that comic book saying about power and responsibility. “Is it possible I could hurt someone, considering how I don’t know what I’m doing and I’ve already done the thing once without meaning to?”

He shrugs. “That’s the big worry a lot of people have about the very idea of fives, but I don’t think you would. You’re physically capable of it, yes, but part of manipulating the Arcanum involves intent. You have to intend to do a dangerous thing, and you’ve already proven that your instinctive response is to protect. You’d have to be a fundamentally different person before I’d classify you as a concern.”

I smile at him, relieved. “That actually makes me feel a lot better, thank you.”

He leans into me, and it should probably feel like getting body checked by a linebacker. Instead, it’s more of a comforting pressure—and it gets even better when he wraps one of those big arms around me in a side hug that lasts a little too long for me to call it totally innocent. That is not a complaint, in case you were wondering.

“The fact you’re worried about it at all says a lot for you,” he says, and I give in to the urge to rest against him. And damn, but he feels so good against me. Solid and strong, like he could hold the world off if I asked him to.

It’s been a long couple of weeks, and I haven’t had contact with another human in a non-medical or emergency context in too long. That’s probably why I’m reacting like this, all but burrowing deeper into his side.

Doesn’t explain why I also want to climb him like a tree, though.

Finally, Jus gives me one last squeeze before letting go. “Eat up. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

I don’t bother trying to make my smile look genuine. “Yay,” I deadpan, and he laughs.

[image: ]


When I wake up in the morning, I move on the ingrained autopilot from years of adulting. Get up, shower, start the coffee, do my hair, trim up the scraggly mess on my face to a low stubble, get dressed, caffeinate… I’m halfway through pouring my second cup before I’m awake enough to start thinking about solid food for breakfast. Thank goodness the food seems to be mostly the same as what I’m used to. There’s been enough mind fuckery as of late, and I don’t want to imagine how much worse it would be without my sweet elixir of life.

Jus moves around me quietly and efficiently, but also doesn’t communicate much beyond grunts until he’s inhaled a full mug of black coffee. I can’t begin to tell you how glad I am that he’s not one of those obnoxiously chipper morning people. The ever-growing mess around Dorian has certainly taught me that there are some personality traits that should forever be deal-breakers regarding all relationships personal and professional.

The downside to running on autopilot, however, is that it means I’m fully awake and coherent and mentally running through my day before I can make the conscious choice to continue not thinking about the day ahead.

“Today’s going to be shit show,” I sigh, dropping some bread in the toaster.

“Quite possibly,” he says. I’m not sure if it’s supposed to make me feel better or not that he’s so honest, and it’s not super helpful with my mindset right now. “But once we have you set up with your research, all you have to worry about is sticking to our story and not looking anyone in the eye. I know you’ve probably never been meek a day in your life, but today you are. Whatever it takes to get people to lose interest in you.”

“Oh, is that all?” I sigh and drink my coffee a little faster, and before I know it, we’re out the door of the condo and making our way down to street level, already teeming with people even though it’s unreasonably early.

It turns out that one of the constants of existence, no matter what reality I’m in, is that the morning commute is crowded with people all in a hurry to get somewhere that very few of them want to be. The fact that today is a Monday probably isn’t helping matters any, especially since I am very much not emotionally prepared for this particular Monday. At least I’ve got a travel mug full of coffee, a very welcome surprise from Jus before we headed out.

My usual luck with catching trains and finding gaps in the crowd seems intact, too, and it’s comforting. At least until I catch Jus frowning at me when we change trains and snag seats without a fuss.

“What?” I ask, sipping my coffee, already almost finished.

“You’ve been quietly manipulating the Arcanum since we left the safehouse,” he murmurs. “I’d have missed it if I wasn’t paying such close attention to you, but you’re vibrating the air molecules enough to encourage people to move out of your way. It’s subtle, and not like I’ve ever seen anyone do before.”

I blink in confusion. “Bullshit.”

“No shit.”

“But my morning commute is always like this,” I say. “I don’t like being late anywhere, so I’m good at finding openings. I’m pretty sure I’d have noticed doing not-magic every day of my adult life.”

He snorts at my not-magic line. “Would you have, though? You didn’t even think it was possible until a couple of weeks ago.”

“I am not convinced.” I pause. “Question, though: if I were doing it, is that the kind of thing that’s considered a bad thing?”

He waggles his hand back and forth. “It’s not like there’s a rule against it.”

“But it’s also kind of cheating, huh?”

“Kind of.” He shrugs. “We’ll figure out how to help you be more conscious about what you’re doing, and I’m thinking that’ll solve the problem.”

I hum thoughtfully, swirling the dregs at the bottom of my cup. “I can try to stop starting now, maybe.”

“Nah.” Jus grins at me, doing that thing where he presses our shoulders together again. “I was worried we’d be late, since I usually come in from the other direction. But thanks to you, we’ll be a few minutes early. Good looking out, Xander.”

I duck my head, but as warm as my cheeks are, there’s no way he hasn’t already seen my blush. Still, I don’t think I’m ready to tell him that it’s as much from the compliment as it is from the force of his smile. Down, boy. We do not need to crush on our hot jailor-slash-body guard. That’s definitely worse than dipping your pen in the company ink. If the company ink was a psychotic multidimensional extremist. Man, I’m so glad I didn’t dip my pen in that. Still, I wouldn’t object if the ink looked like a certain big, blond beefcake…

Thinking about runaway metaphors involving dipping and phallic objects and activities very much not appropriate for an office environment distracts me nicely from worrying about how I might have already been doing the magus thing all my life for the rest of the ride. Unfortunately, that also means I haven’t managed to wrestle my libido into behaving, and I absolutely enjoy walking behind Jus on the steps up to street level. Probably a little too much, but his backside is a thing of beauty, even in the unfortunately loose trousers he has on.

What? I’m only human.

The AAD building is only a couple of blocks away from the station, a tall, white building of concrete and big reflective windows. Just inside the doors is a brightly lit atrium. It should be loud with all the people walking and talking in the cavernous space, but there’s a large water feature in the middle of it all, masking the ambient noise with the gentle burble of the fountain. There’s a security desk on the other side, and I slow to a stop when I realize they’re scanning the credentials on everyone going through.

“Agent Farhill,” a familiar voice says nearby. “Mr. Renner.” Jus’s boss, Assistant Director August, is there, looking like she’s been waiting for us. “I’m glad I ran into you two. I’ve had an office set up for Mr. Renner off the bullpen. If you’ll come with me?”

I hesitate, looking at the security guards. “That might be difficult.”

“Not really.” She holds up a lanyard and badge, already sporting my name and picture. Man, government agents are spooky when they want things to move quickly. “Let’s go.”

We do as we’re told, and I keep my mouth shut the entire elevator ride up to the third floor. AD August exits first, and I exchange wide-eyed looks with Jus before following her. “Your boss is scary,” I say quietly.

Jus huffs in laughter but doesn’t disagree.

Fortunately, all my years of watching procedural cop shows have prepared me for the bullpen. There are two rows of four desks, more than half already occupied, with offices running the length of the far wall. One in particular is bigger than the others, with large glass windows overlooking the agents bustling about, and I’d bet my shiny new fake ID that’s Gabriella August’s domain.

The office we stop at is much smaller, however. It’s barely big enough for the large desk crammed along one side, and I’m more than a little sure it was a storage closet until a few days ago. And it’s extra cramped when I realize there’s already someone inside. He’s about my age, with close-cropped red hair and rumpled clothes that make him look like he got dressed in a hurry.

“Assistant Director August,” the strange man says, “I don’t know what I did, but can’t we talk about it before you fire me?”

August looks at him like he’s a particularly fascinating bug specimen. “What are you talking about?”

“I heard you’re bringing in a new analyst, one that’s a magus.” He finally sees me and goes pale but doesn’t back down. “I know I’m a null, which isn’t ideal for someone working in this division, but I really feel like this is where I belong, and you will too once you give me a chance.”

It’s only because I’m standing right next to her that I see the way August’s mouth twitches, like she’s resisting a smile. “Your information is both correct and not, Agent Baron,” she says. “Mr. Renner is only here for the duration of a very particular project. One I’m assigning you to assist him with.”

“Oh.” That takes the wind right out of his sails. He waves awkwardly. “Hi. I’m Geoff.”

“Xander,” I say with an up-nod.

“I’ll leave you two to get started,” August says. “With me, Farhill.”

“Ma’am,” Jus says, following her to her office, but not before gently shoulder-checking me once more on his way by. As nice as the casual touch is, it still doesn’t do much to help with the knot of nerves that appears at the realization that I’ve been thrown into the deep end without a flotation device.

It’s fine. I’m fine. All I have to do is keep to myself. While working with this Geoff guy, who apparently listens to office gossip. Easy.

“So,” Geoff says, and even though he’s looking at me, I realize he isn’t making eye contact at all. Huh. Jus told me it wasn’t at all unusual for people to do that, but it’s so counter to everything I was raised with, I’ve been a little concerned it would draw attention. Looks like I was wrong. “What’s your project?”

“Old magic extremist cults and their relationships with high-category magi,” I say, damn glad Jus made sure I could say that like someone who knows what the hell they’re talking about. Half of those words are practically another language as far as I’m concerned.

Geoff blinks. “That’s… that’s not anything I’d expect to be prioritized in the AAD offices.”

Not having a clue what to say about that, I shrug. “It’s a long story. We should probably get to work, though.”

“Yeah, okay.” Geoff looks like he wants to ask more questions, but he rolls with it. It’s all I really need right now anyway, so I’ll take it. “If you haven’t used any of our systems before, it’s going to take us at least today to get you situated.”

He then proceeds to keep up a steady stream of chatter while we make sure my credentials have the right access, mostly filling me in on casual gossip about people I’ve never met. Most of them seem fond of hookups in the mailroom, which seems like a bad idea in a government building that probably has a million cameras. He laughs when I point that out.

“They’ve got enough brains between them to nudge the cameras with the Arcanum that they probably won’t get fired,” he explains. “For that, at least.”

“I was thinking earlier about how stupid it is to date coworkers, while they’re messing with the surveillance systems.” I shake my head.

“Oh?” Geoff turns to face me, elbow propped on the desk and his chin resting on his hand. “Most of the higher-ups here don’t care who dates who, so long as no one’s work suffers. Was there a particular coworker you were worried about dating? I noticed you came in with Major Justice Law and Order.”

I snort. “You are not at all subtle.”

“Subtlety is for people who like to pretend they’re above getting the juicy stuff before everyone else.” I have to respect a man who isn’t at all ashamed to own himself. “So tell me, how do you know Agent Farhill?”

“Farhill found him at that research facility that was attacked last week,” a new voice says from the doorway, and Geoff and I turn at the same time. The stranger offers me a slick smile that makes me think of snake oil and rigged games of chance. “I’m Talon Armstrong.”

At a glance, Armstrong looks exactly like you’d expect a government agent to look. His suit is neat, tailored to fit his compact, bulky body, and his black leather shoes have been buffed to a high-gloss sheen. But so has the rest of him; his black hair looks lacquered, his tan slightly orange, and he’s even wearing a gold chain around his thick neck. He reminds me of one of the closeted guys I dated in college, when I was young and stupid and didn’t appreciate my own worth, and I would very much like to have a shower now.

“Ohhhh,” Geoff says, eyes wide. “That’s where you’re from? The entire building went nuts when it happened, but no one seems to know what really went down. What was it like? Were there were explosions and soldiers and everything?”

Armstrong rolls his eyes. “You watch too much TV, Baron. Why would they need all that for a bunch of nerds?” When he looks at me, though, I can see the cold calculation behind his eyes.

“Why, indeed,” yet another new person says, and it’s not a question. This man doesn’t introduce himself, but he sure takes his time looking me over. I return the favor, taking in his rangy build, his dark skin, and the effortless grace in every inch of his body. “It’s strange that the Seekers would reveal themselves after all this time because they want to hassle a bunch of researchers. I don’t suppose you feel like explaining that, do you?”

“Not really, no,” I say, fixing my gaze on his left earlobe. “But you should ask Agents Farhill and August about it if you have questions. What I will say is that I’m getting a tad claustrophobic with all these people blocking me in, so if you don’t mind…”

Neither man takes the hint.

“According to your file, you’re a cat-4,” new guy says. “Seems odd for someone in a category like that to be a librarian in the middle of nowhere, studying the history of high-category magi within known domestic terrorism groups.” His eyes narrow into suspicious slits. “Only to be attacked by the biggest known domestic terror group in modern history.”

I say nothing, because I don’t know nearly enough to bluff my way out of what he’s working his way around to accusing me of. Geoff does, though, bless him.

“Hey,” he says. “Back off, Sewell. That’s super not cool. AD August herself walked Xander into the building, right alongside Agent Farhill.”

Armstrong scoffs. “Farhill would adopt a rabid puppy if it had a sad enough backstory. Dude still believes people have a better nature.”

“Not really, no,” Justus says from behind them. Sewell and Armstrong turn to face him, and it opens up the doorway enough I can almost breathe again. “After nearly twenty-five years in the army, I’m pretty damn familiar with the variety of atrocities humans will commit upon one another. I just choose not to be bitter about that, and continue to give individuals a chance to prove themselves.” He catches my eye and smiles. “Like Xander did, when he manipulated the Arcanum and saved my life last week at the research facility. Since that move also put him on the Seekers’ radar, AD August and I agreed it was better to bring him here to continue his work where he’ll be a lot safer than alone in another remote think tank. He’s trustworthy and brave—not to mention my friend. And I don’t appreciate the two of you pulling whatever the hell this posturing bullshit is.”

Aw, hell. Do I have hearts in my eyes? I feel like I’ve got hearts in my eyes. My hero.

Jus cocks one eyebrow at his colleagues. “So if the two of you are done trying to bully a full-grown man for no good reason, August wants to see us in her office. We have a new case.”

He turns and saunters away, the other two following reluctantly. Beside me, Geoff gives a low whistle. “Damn,” he says. “I don’t normally go for dudes, but that was hot as hell.”

I mean. He’s right.


CHAPTER 10
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Justus

In the week after that first-day nonsense with my jackass teammates, Xander manages pretty well at not drawing much more attention. We come in together every day, he goes straight to the supply closet August insists is an office, and I go to my desk in the bullpen—conveniently placed so I can always see both the main entrance to our department and Xander’s door. He spends hours reading up on the history of the Seekers, but also sneaking in papers about Arcanum theory and how a magus can manipulate without an external focus object.

Meanwhile, my job still has to be done. The AAD, commonly called the magic cops, primarily concentrates on working magus-related crime and tracking cat-3 or higher magi, and while there isn’t an overwhelming number of incidents at a given time that require us, the ones that do aren’t ever the sort of thing you want to leave on the backburner.

For example, we’ve most recently been tasked with tracking down the source of a series of black market elixirs that promise everything from increased abilities to boosted category ranking. Spoiler alert: they do no such thing, and dozens of people are sick, not to mention the four who have died. Considering one of the primary ingredients being used is a commercial laundry detergent, it’s no wonder they’re experiencing organ failure. Unfortunately, a lot of the victims seem to be from lower-income and low-flow areas, where civic works and higher education aren’t exactly a priority for the people controlling the money, so it took some rich man’s null kid destroying his kidneys before the case reached us.

It’s an obnoxious fact, but I can’t do a damn thing about it. All I can do is my job and stop whoever is making these so-called magic potions before any more desperate people are hurt. And while we’ve only been on the case a total of five days, I can’t help but feel like it’s taking too long to find answers. What we need are witnesses. Suspects. A paper trail. All things we know how to find through careful searching and intense focus.

I’ve never had such a hard time concentrating on work before, however. Every burst of deep laughter when Geoff says something outrageous, each time Xander slips out of his hiding spot for yet another coffee, my attention is grabbed. And while I could probably justify it with the fact that I’m supposed to be keeping a close eye on Xander for both his safety and because August still isn’t entirely convinced he’s trustworthy, I’ve never been much for lying. Not even to myself.

Because it’s all Xander.

He’s bright, obviously, with a razor-sharp wit that seems to have mellowed since we left the joint investigation compound. But he’s also a quiet roommate, as happy to sit and read most evenings as he is to talk about inconsequential things like Nissa and Arabel, two of his friends “back home,” or the merit of romance novels versus science journals (both of equal but separate value, in case you were wondering). I’ve told him what it was like growing up the youngest of three with two older sisters, and last night he told me a little of what it was like growing up adopted but never quite feeling like he belonged.

I am aware of how much trouble I’m in, no need to tell me about it. We’ve been sharing the safehouse for a week and I can barely keep my hands off him. Every chance I get, I’m brushing our shoulders together, giving him side-hugs, pressing my hand against his back. It’s a real problem, but unless he indicates it makes him uncomfortable, I have no plans on stopping.

“Farhill.” I look up when AD August calls my name. She’s standing just outside her office, her face pale and drawn. “Please collect Mr. Renner and bring him to my office at once.”

Nodding, even though she’s already turned and disappeared back inside, I stand and go to Xander’s office. He’s alone, fortunately, and looks up with a smile when I knock on the open door.

“Hey,” he says, both eyebrows lifting in surprise. “What’s with the frowny face?”

“August wants to see us both in her office,” I say. “And whatever it is, I don’t think it’s good.”

“Well, shit.”

“Yeah.” I sigh. “Well, come on. Nothing good ever comes from making my boss wait.

By the time we reach August’s office, she’s drawn the shades over both her exterior and interior windows. As I close the door, she pulls out her meditation balls and uses the Arcanum to secure the lock behind me.

Xander freezes, halfway into a chair, and darts a look between us. “I know I’m new to all this, but even I felt that. Which means everyone out there will know that you have a research nerd and the newbie agent in here with you under some pretty heavy security.”

“It’s necessary,” she says. “Both of you, sit.”

Once all three of us are settled, she takes a deep breath and taps at her desk blotter but doesn’t speak for a long few moments. Fortunately, Xander looks at me and stays silent when I shake my head; I have yet to meet a senior officer who appreciates being rushed through gathering their thoughts.

“How much do you know about the facility you were in originally, Xander?” August’s voice is quiet, and her dark eyes are fixed on Xander intently. “The purpose behind it, I mean?”

“It was built for some kind of investigation into what you call the Lumia Disaster,” he says. “That tragedy has come up several times in my research into the Seekers, but I’m guessing there was a lot left out of the official reports, if you’ve got a whole secret base dedicated to it.”

She nods. “You’d be correct. For a start, the building you were in was built over the epicenter of the explosion that destroyed the city.”

I jolt at that. Why in any god’s name would they deliberately build there?

“So that’s why almost the whole thing was underground,” Xander says, frowning in thought. “A single-story building wouldn’t draw much attention, and the Seekers essentially did your excavation for you.” He winces. “That came out way too glib.”

“But accurate, for the most part. To understand the rest, you both will need to know what really caused the explosion.” She braces her arms on her desk and leans forward. “Lumia was built on top of a part of the Wellspring known as an estuary. There is a special mix of Arcanum from multiple locations there, and generations of the strongest magi we’ve ever known were born there.”

“This is the first I’ve heard of that,” I say slowly.

“And there’s definitely nothing about an estuary in that area in the archives,” Xander adds. “I’ve been reading up on the Wellspring when Geoff isn’t around, and none of the maps even show a branch going that direction. Then again, there doesn’t seem to be any definitive information on where the estuaries are.”

“You’ve been reading up on the Wellspring?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I’m supposed to be able to manipulate the Arcanum. The Arcanum comes from the Wellspring,. It seems like a good idea to know as much as possible about the Wellspring. Not that anyone really knows what it is, beyond ‘the really darn powerful source of Arcanum.’ Coincidentally, that’s why the old magic cults seem to persist. I’m far from the first person to look at the whole set-up and decide it looks like magic.”

“Essentially, yes,” August says. “The reason the Lumia estuary, or any other, isn’t on the maps these days is because all references were removed for security purposes. You’re familiar now with the basics of what the Seekers believe?”

Xander nods. “They believe that the Arcanum is magic that flows from the Wellspring, a river of pure magic running underground like a mystical aquifer, and that world governments have conspired to restrict our access to the Arcanum.” He pauses. “I mean, it’s not entirely crazy-sounding. Not if you were to first accept the whole ‘magic river’ theory to begin with. Not really sure how they got from pro-magic conspiracy theory to blowing up a whole town, though.”

“That’s because they weren’t trying to blow up the town,” she tells us, and I can’t help leaning forward. “That was an unfortunate side effect. They were attempting to do something they called tapping the Wellspring, a scheme to thwart the alleged government conspiracy to throttle magic and bring the Arcanum to everyone everywhere.” She looks at me and smiles tiredly. “None of this made it into any reports. If it was made common knowledge that a lunatic with a sword in the right place could bring such catastrophe down on our heads, there’d be panic in the streets. Every major city in the world is built on top of eutrophic regions the Wellspring and they’d be obliterated if the wrong person were to get lucky.”

“A sword?” Cold realization rushes through me. I’d almost forgotten the item I’d been sent to collect from the Lumia facility in the first place; the strange sword I’d been transporting back to Eutronia the day of the attack and had handed over to my boss before bundling Xander into my car and heading to the safehouse. “Was that what they were looking for?”

“Last week at the joint research facility? Most likely. It’s currently under guard in a private location I’m keeping out of the reports, just in case,” she says. “But that’s not why I called you two in here today.” She taps her fingers on a printout. “I had a suspicion and requested Dr. Kase put a rush on Xander’s tests.”

Beside me, Xander tenses. I cock my head to the side. “Suspicions, ma’am?”

“Perhaps one of the worst things in the aftermath of the Lumia Disaster was our inability to identify all of the dead. Too many families never got the closure they needed, and the IASS considers it one of our worst failings to the public we serve. Samples were catalogued from all the victims we could locate, the database placed behind heavy encryption, considering many of those names were IASS employees. Dr. Kase’s access was only enough to direct him to the database but not get in,” August says. “I don’t have that problem.”

“And?” Xander prompts, and I can’t blame him for being out of patience.

“I’ve told Agent Farhill about my friends, both fives, who died in the disaster. They had a child who was showing promise of following his parents, but his body was never recovered in the aftermath. Little Xavier.” Her shoulders sag, as if under a tremendous weight. “You look very much like your father did the last time I saw him.”

For a few long seconds, I’m not entirely sure Xavier’s even still breathing. But then he stands, putting distance between us.

“No.” The word is torn out of him, and I feel the ache of it in my own chest.

“Xavier—”

“My name,” he cuts her off, “is Xander.”

“Xander,” August sighs. “My best guess is that when the Seekers attempted to tap the Wellspring twenty-five years ago, you were caught up in the tide of the Arcanum and washed up in your previous reality. Much like when you arrived here so dramatically recently.”

“The explosion.” I turn to Xander. “The one you told me you were found at as a child. It must have been a smaller version of the one in Lumia.”

“So, what’s next?” Xander snaps. “Are you going to tell me how Dorian was my preschool enemy here, so he brought me back to exact his revenge?”

“Unlikely.” August straightens her spine, her mouth pressed into a tight line, and pulls out a folder. “Surveillance data from back then isn’t the best quality, but there’s some evidence that Dorian was one of the Seekers who showed up for the initial attempt at Lumia. If he was at a different point of the wave of Arcanum, he might have washed up at a different point in time. But we may never know for certain. All we have to work off of are unproven theories most have already discounted. The likelihood of someone accidentally using the Wellspring to hop realities once is astronomical, but twice is outside of the known bounds of any science. There must be something unique about you, possibly because you were born in Lumia.”

Xander makes a rude noise in the back of his throat. “Awesome,” he says. “Now that we’ve established I’m apparently a favorite bitch for your magical physics, is there anything else you need to tell me?”

“Xander,” I say in warning. I know he’s upset, but it won’t help him to piss off August.

He shoots me a pissy look. “This is more than I can handle right now,” he says, looking from me to August before pulling back his shoulders. “I’d like to go home, or at least back to the safehouse.”

He barely waits for August’s dismissal before he’s opening the door, Arcanum blasting through the locking manipulation on the door like it’s made of paper. August looks at me, shocked, but I don’t stop to explain as I get up and scramble after him.

To be honest, she’s going to have to deal with it.
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We take a cab back to the safehouse, and Xander is quiet the whole way. I let him have his space, and when he heads straight to the shower when we walk in, I still keep my thoughts to myself.

To be honest, I’m furious with my boss over the way she dumped this on him. Xander’s entire world has been upended repeatedly over the past few weeks, and now she’s blown apart his past too. I don’t even see why it was so necessary to tell him now, either. Give a guy a break, for fuck’s sake.

To stay busy, I put together some food and start a pot of coffee. What’s the right comfort food for someone life won’t stop kicking around like an empty can? Pasta?

Whatever. I hope so.

Xander comes out just as I’m plating up the noodles and sauce, his hair wet and slicked back. When he sees the food, he mutters a soft thanks and grabs his plate before curling up in the corner of the couch.

I follow him quietly, and we eat without looking at each other or really talking. When we’re done, our empty plates on the coffee table, I break the silence.

“What do you need?”

He laughs, a raspy and bitter sound. “Fucked if I know. How about a hug?” He shakes his head. “That sounds so stupid when I say it out loud.”

“Not at all,” I say, opening my arms.

It’s the right answer. Xander slides across the couch and somehow manages to fit himself over my lap despite being not much shorter than me. He’s cool, clammy, and tense, and all I can do is rub soothing circles on his back and arms until he leans against me with a shudder.

“A part of me wants to whine about wanting to go home,” he says, face tucked up against my neck and shoulder. “But I guess I’m already there, huh?”

“I should probably offer some platitudes about home being where you make it,” I say, making him snort. “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.”

We stay like that for a long while. Long enough that the sun goes down, leaving the living room dimly lit with just spillover light from the kitchen and the ambient light pollution from outside. Long enough that warmth seeps back into Xander and the rigid tension running through his body finally lets go. “My leg’s falling asleep,” I tease him, pleased when he laughs.

“Yeah, fine,” he says, pulling back enough to look me in the eye. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” I promise.

He smiles. “Somehow I believe you actually mean that.”

I don’t know why I do it (lie: I damn well do), but I brush a loose curl of soft hair away from his eyes. The minute my fingers make contact with his face, Xander’s eyes darken and his breath catches.

Then we move at the same time, coming together in a kiss that starts out soft before deepening. He cups the back of my neck, holding me in place—not like I’ve got any fool plans to go anywhere—and tasting my mouth with slow, electric flicks of his tongue. I clutch at the soft material of his t-shirt and push closer for more when he pulls back. When he rewards me with a series of small, sucking kisses, I can’t help grunting softly and smiling when he echoes me with one of his own.

The next time Xander pulls back, I let him go. His face is flushed and his lips wet, and it takes everything I have not to take over and start it all over again.

“If you hadn’t had the world’s shittiest day, I’d be suggesting we take this to my room,” I tell him.

“And I wouldn’t turn you down, either,” he says, unfolding himself from my lap. “Maybe next time.”

“It’s a date,” I say, and he smiles at me before slipping away, his bedroom door closing behind him.

I know I’m getting in way over my head with him like this. And considering the nature of our current relationship, it’s almost certainly a bad idea to complicate it with sex and romance. But the way he looks at me makes me feel alive in ways I’ve never before—not to mention those kisses that I am without a doubt going to replay as soon as I get in the shower tonight. And the more time I spend with Xander, the more I want to keep doing it. Connecting with him isn’t something I planned, but it’s happening now and it feels right.

I mean, it’s going to be awkward as hell in the short term, but I have a feeling it’ll be more than worth it.


CHAPTER 11
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Xander

I’d like to tell you that I wake up the next morning and remember what happened the last time I let my little head do the thinking for me where a coworker was concerned. That I come to my senses and brush off what happened as me needing the comfort of human touch and nothing more. Except that would be a lie, and while maybe I might have been able to do that once upon a time, I’ve definitely been spending too much time with Mr. Truth, Justice, and the Arcanian Way.

And I want to spend a whole lot more of it. Which would be a great plan, if there wasn’t this persistent feeling in the back of my mind that I most certainly haven’t heard the last of the last guy I went on a date with. Who might very well have been involved with the thing that killed my parents.

Fuck. Right. That’s definitely something I need to deal with before I consider throwing a romantic complication into the mix.

I spend the duration of my entire morning routine giving myself a stern talking-to about priorities, but it’s all for nothing when I walk into the kitchen to see Jus giving me his ridiculously cute smile as he pours our coffee into a pair of travel mugs.

“I need to meet my teammates offsite this morning,” he says, and I could kiss him here and now for not trying to do something ridiculous like talking about what happened last night. “Since we’ll be taking my car, we can swing by a little coffee shop I know. They have the best muffins I’ve ever tasted. Do you mind getting a late start at the office?”

Do I mind not having to look his boss in the eye first thing in the morning, having to pretend she didn’t fuck up what’s left of my world yesterday? I shake my head. “No, that’s fine,” I say, drifting closer, like a leaf caught in a current and he’s downstream. “Pretty sure you’ve picked up that anything involving coffee is a good call with me.”

He grins and offers me one of the mugs. “I might have noticed that, yes.”

And look, I should just take the mug and then retreat to a safe distance. I know. But instead, I collect my drink and move in to kiss his smooth-shaven cheek. “Thanks.”

Jus freezes for a second, and then smiles as he lifts his own coffee up for a sip. This close, I can see the faint crow’s feet in the corners of his eyes and how the short blond hair at his temples is just a little paler than the rest. It’s easy to forget that he’s fifteen years older than me, he’s spent decades in the military, and there’s a huge gulf of life experience between us. Most of the time, I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. It’s weird, but I think I like it.

“What?” he asks, grinning at me. “Did I miss some shaving cream or something?”

“Nah, nothing like that,” I say, and let him hang there for a few seconds, waiting. “I was just thinking that you’re aging like a fine wine and one I’d very much like to taste.”

He coughs, sputtering coffee across the kitchen and down the front of his shirt. I laugh and grab a kitchen towel to help clean up. “God, you should have seen your face!”

“You,” Jus says, scowling as he dabs the towel at his shirt, “are a brat and a menace.”

I tug on the end of his tie, feeling lighter than I have in weeks. “I’m okay with that if you are.”

He looks up from the mess I can already tell isn’t coming out without a dry cleaner and some pre-treating. In an instant, I see the frustration melt away from his face, and he smiles back at me. “Yeah, I suppose I am. Even if I do have to go change my clothes now.”

“Then you’d better get a move on,” I tell him. “We don’t want to be late for that coffee you promised me.”
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The spot where Jus is supposed to meet his co-workers is an apothecary that is, conveniently, a few doors down from the coffee shop. I’m almost curious enough to want to go with him—an honest-to-goodness apothecary? Really?—but he insists on me waiting with the coffee. “Where it’s safe,” he says when I complain.

“Are there a lot of exceptionally dangerous pharmacists around here?”

My joke doesn’t get the laugh I’m hoping for, though. “The one we’re looking for has hurt a lot of people,” he says, all serious and intense. “I wouldn’t put it past someone like that to do something desperate when they realize we’re on to them.”

“Oh.” That’s not something I even want to try arguing with. Instead, I go and buy one of those famous muffins and the most ridiculously sweet-sounding coffee on the menu and grab a table in the little seating area outside. It’s still early in the day, so the summer heat hasn’t had a chance to properly build around us, but I’m still grateful for the little umbrella over my table as I settle in to do some reading up on estuaries, starting with a general search on the web to see what the average person has to say.

The first page of results is all about actual water estuaries—which seems deliberate, when you consider that there was a literal government conspiracy to make people forget about the one at Lumia. It’s probably in a lot of very powerful people’s best interests that the general public not think too hard about the flow of the Wellspring.

The second page of results has a number of articles about the social and economic disparity between people who live near high-flow versus low-flow areas. Figures, really; people are going to people, and of course they’ll put way too much weight behind a bit of geography and an accident of birth.

I’m about to close out the search when a blog post catches my eye. Eutrophic Regions and Wellspring Damming. The blog itself is full of old magic cult keywords and phrases that I’m becoming way too familiar with these days, and there are even a couple of slick-looking ads shouting how Magic Deniers Hate This One Simple Trick. Oof. I sure hope someone at Jus’s office is keeping an eye on this particular crazy. In fact, I’m opening up a new email to forward this to Jus for later, when everything goes to shit.

The heat smacks me in the face the same moment I hear the explosion. The ground shakes and car alarms scream, but it still takes me a second to register the fire shooting out the front of the apothecary, where Jus has been for the past half-hour. All around me, people are screaming, running away, calling for help, but none of that matters to me.

The same instinct I followed back at the base has me racing toward the fire, like I would have any hope in playing the big damn hero. But still I go, following the pull before I’ve even thought about what I should do.

“Xander!” I stop and look over my shoulder when I hear Agent Armstrong shouting my name. He catches up to me quickly and grabs my arm, pulling me back the way he came. “Come with me!”

“I need to see if I can help,” I say, tugging out of his grasp. “Justus—”

“He’s fine,” Armstrong says, reaching for me again. I step back and away, looking at the burning building. “He got out.”

That gets my attention. “He did?”

“Yeah, of course.” Armstrong scans the area, looking nervous. “Come on, man. It’s not safe out in the open like this. I’ll take you to him.”

Before I know it, he’s got an arm around me and is pulling me back toward the coffee shop. There’s a beat-up sedan idling next to the curb, and a tall, older man I don’t recognize gets out when he sees us, holding the back door open for me.

Sirens wail behind us, and something about that seems extra important to me. “Tell you what,” I say, digging in my heels and grinding us to a halt. “I’ll wait inside the coffee shop. That way you can go do your job and deal with the real emergency.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Armstrong says, his voice tight. “Come on, Xander. We need to get you out of here.”

“I thought you were taking me to Agent Farhill?”

“I am. He left already, and he’s waiting for you.” There’s a fine sheen of sweat covering his face as he tries to nudge me back into motion, and I can smell his sour body odor over the smoke.

The smoke from the explosion that hasn’t left so much as a smudge of dirt on him. Because he came from the wrong direction.

“I don’t think so. Last time a guy dragged me somewhere I didn’t want to go, everything got fucked up. I’ll be damned if I repeat my mistakes.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I know I’m right. I twist, trying to get away, but Armstrong has me in a tight hold. Too tight. “Let me go, Agent.”

All of a sudden, it’s like his mask of civility falls away, and Armstrong starts bodily dragging me toward the strange man and car. “Why can’t you just fucking cooperate?” he snarls. “There’s no way you’re actually worth all this fucking trouble.”

Instead of bothering to answer, I start shouting for help, swinging wild punches that don’t seem to do much more than annoy him. He’s still dragging me along the sidewalk, and with everyone focused on what’s happening up the block, I’m on my own. I struggle as hard as I can, even managing to drive an elbow into his gut, but Armstrong is bulkier and has actual training. And, let’s be honest, the only threat I’ve ever posed is to the local supply of coffee beans and hair gel.

I swear, if I can get out of this, I’m signing up for every self-defense course I can find.

Somehow, I manage to break free and get a few running steps away before Armstrong tackles me to the ground, the sidewalk taking a good layer of skin off my cheek as he kneels on me, pinning me in place. My phone in my pocket snaps, shattered glass digging at my thigh. But that’s the least of my worries when Armstrong jerks my arms behind my back and cold metal cuffs lock around my wrists.

The moment I feel the cuffs, all I can think is get them off, get them off now. It no longer matters that Armstrong has his knee digging into my damn kidneys, or that my shoulders aren’t meant to move that far backwards. I fight and squirm, bellowing wordlessly. Get them off, get them off.

Get.

Them.

OFF.

Roaring in rage, I barely register the shaking ground, the sudden wind, or even Armstrong flying off my back. All I care about is getting away, fingers and palms raw as I scramble away. I get to my feet and take off—

And run smack into Agent Sewell.

“Oh hell no, not you too!” I shout like a lunatic as I start swinging before he can get a word out, but he does some kind of duck and weave, and then I’m… behind him? It’s so unexpected, I spin to face him.

“What’s going on here?” Sewell calls to Armstrong, who has somehow managed to acquire a bloody nose. I really hope I did that.

“Farhill’s pet psycho attacked me,” Armstrong says. “Looks like you were right about him being trouble.”

“Oh, fuck you very much!” I shout over Sewell’s shoulder. “No way am I going to a secondary location with you.”

There’s a subtle shift in the air, and then I realize Sewell is blocking me even more, one hand casually resting on his hip, right below his shoulder holster. “Tell you what,” Sewell says, voice light and easy despite the rigidity I can see in his shoulders from this close, “why don’t you call this in? I’ll keep an eye on Renner here and see if I can’t get Farhill to join us.”

Armstrong shakes his head. “No. I’ll take him in.” He spits on the sidewalk, a mess of saliva and blood, and approaches us. “It’ll be my pleasure.”

“Probably not a good idea,” Sewell says, like they’re having a chat about the weather. “Considering he just used the Arcanum to toss you to the other side of the street while you were using excessive force on him.”

Armstrong stops in his tracks and pulls out… a pen? But then he clicks it a half dozen times, pulling up a sip of the Arcanum that tickles along the back of my neck. “You saw that, huh?”

“I see a lot of things.” Sewell pulls his weapon with slow, deliberate movements, but doesn’t aim yet. “For example, I’m pretty sure that guy in the car pulling away from the curb behind you is on a poster back at headquarters.”

“Well, shit.” Armstrong looks back at the car as it peels off, then clicks the pen a few more times, and the muggy morning air turns damp and cool around us.

“Hey, Xander?” Sewell says, voice too soft to carry beyond the two of us. He shifts, holding his gun in a two-handed grip, and moves enough so he can look at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’m going to need you to do some more of your freaky four shit if we’re getting out of this.”

“I should probably tell you that I don’t have a clue what I’m doing with that,” I say, more than a little freaked out as a sudden dew covers the sidewalk and almost immediately begins to frost. “It’s all pretty much instinct and self-preservation. Long story,” I add when he shoots me an incredulous look.

The metal café tables and chairs start moving, first scraping along the sidewalk and then sliding over the thin frost. Then Armstrong clicks his pen again, and the first chair shoots across the ground, heading straight for us. Sewell and I barely manage to jump out of the way before there’s another chair coming our way.

That one manages to clip Agent Sewell, knocking his weapon out of his hands. “Now’s the time for that self-preservation!” he shouts as he dives after his gun.

“I don’t know how!” I scream back, this time dodging one of those fucking umbrellas. “I haven’t figured shit out about shit!”

“Stop fucking thinking about it and jump in,” Sewell snaps as he snatches up his gun, taking aim and firing at Armstrong. “I can’t do it for you!”

The Arcanum Armstrong’s pulling up isn’t very deep, more like a shallow stream than the raging current I’m used to. But it’s there, and I can feel it. So I close my eyes and hope I don’t get taken out by flying patio furniture.

I have no idea how to do this, but I really need to stop him. He has to stop. I need him to stop.

The godawful screeching sounds of metal on concrete halts abruptly, and I open my eyes to see a whole row of tables frozen only a few feet away. Bellowing in rage, Armstrong clicks his pen over and over again, but the stream of Arcanum is mine now. I don’t want him to have it, so every time he reaches, I picture it slipping through his fingers like vapor.

I can see the moment Armstrong realizes he’s fucked. Snarling, he puts his focus away and draws his gun. And sure, maybe I could do something fancy with the Arcanum to stop him. But come on. I’m already tired and freaked out. So I panic, hands going up like I’m in a bad movie, and the tables I just stopped all go flying at him at once, knocking him flat on his ass.

Which is good, because stick a fork in me, your boy is cooked.

Fortunately, Sewell is on the ball, swooping in to secure Armstrong even as I drop on my ass right to the ground, feeling like someone’s taken my knees out from under me. There has got to be an easier way to do this. With everything Jus has said about fours and fives and how they’re used in the field—

Wait. “Where’s Justus?” I shout. “I swear, if that orange-tinted shithead hurt Jus, I’m going to throw another table at his ass.” I try to stand, but I haven’t got the strength to haul myself up until one of the café chairs slides up next to me like it’s an extra in a Sorcerer’s Apprentice remake.

“No clue.” Sewell doesn’t look up from handcuffing and frisking Armstrong. “We got separated chasing after the suspect, and then whole damn situation went to shit.” Apparently satisfied with what he’s found, Sewell pauses long enough to dig out his phone and toss it to me. “Call him.”

I’m still fumbling the phone when it rings, Jus’s name on the ID. Thank fuck. I sag, sitting in the chair that might very well be following me around—something I am not even going to think about dealing with yet—and answer.

“Oh, fuck, please be okay,” I sob. Look, it’s been a rough morning. Let me feel my feels.

“Xander? Why are you answering Agent Sewell’s phone?”

To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what I say. There’s a lot of rambling about flying furniture and explosions and kidnapping attempts, though I’m pretty sure I also mention that Sewell has the best timing in the world and he’s my new bestie whether he likes it or not.

The only thing that matters is when I realize Jus has been breathing heavily because he’s been running the entire time. And he’s been running back to me.

“Xander!” I hear him both through the phone and from a distance, and I am seriously tempted to swoon at his feet when he closes the distance, stopping in front of me and ignoring everything else around us to pull me up and into a tight hug that feels so damn good I could start crying all over again. He’s filthy and sweaty and smells faintly of blood. “I’m here. You’re okay.”

“I’m fine, too, if you’re curious,” Sewell says from where he’s still got Armstrong kneeling on the ground, arms secured behind him. “Not looking forward to calling this clusterfuck in, though.”


CHAPTER 12
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Justus

From the moment the three of us meet up outside of the apothecary, I know something is off. But I ignore that voice, telling myself it’s just anxiety about leaving Xander alone and in the open. He’ll be fine, I reason, since it’s not like the Seekers can know we’d be right here, right now.

Then the chemist bolts almost as soon as we identify ourselves, and Armstrong says we should split up. Which means I wind up more than two blocks away when the explosion hits. I’ve lost sight of the suspect, too, and the worry from before threatens to turn to full-blown panic. The whole thing seems far too convenient.

I turn back. The brand-new and actively burning crime scene is definitely the bigger priority.

It’s plain bad luck that the most direct route back puts me on a literal collision course with the same suspect I just gave up on catching. Or, to be more specific, with the piece of 2x4 he swings at my stomach. We grapple, but his only advantage was surprise, and I manage to get him in cuffs even as I struggle to catch my breath.

Unfortunately, having a suspect in custody means I have to take him with me back to the scene, which is a total madhouse. Fire and police are everywhere, and it takes way too long to find an officer with a vehicle I can stash my guy in.

It has not escaped my notice that I haven’t seen either Armstrong or Sewell yet. Fuck.

As soon as the suspect is secure and being watched by the first magus police officer I can find, I start making calls. Armstrong first, since he’s the senior agent, although I really want to call Xander and make sure he’s safe at the coffee shop.

No answer.

And even though I should be calling Sewell next, I listen to my gut and try Xander. It goes straight to his generic voicemail, which does not help calm me in the slightest. Double fuck.

Okay, Farhill. One problem at a time.

When I call Sewell and Xander answers, I’m light-headed with relief for a moment. It only takes a few seconds of Xander’s terrified babble for me to figure out his location, and I haul ass out of there. I know he’s safe, at least he is for now, but I still can’t relax until I’ve got him in my arms in a very not professional embrace.

Considering it appears that one of my coworkers has arrested the other, however, I’m going to guess that there’s going to be a little leeway with the rules for on-the-clock behavior today.

Once I’ve got a few details about what happened, not that any of it makes a bit of sense, I call it in to August. Pretty sure I’ve never heard her swear that much before, but I know how she feels.

“Stay put, Agent,” she orders me, and I can do that. Especially since I haven’t let go of Xander yet.

While we wait, Sewell secures Armstrong to a nearby bike rack, then sidles up to me and Xander. “I’ve never heard of a four who didn’t know how to manipulate the Arcanum at will,” he says quietly. “But then again, I’ve also never heard of a four who could connect so deeply they can cut off other magi in the area.”

I bristle, but how the hell am I supposed to maintain Xander’s cover if he’s seen that much?

“It’s a long story,” Xander says, plastered to my side even though I’ve finally managed to force myself to let go of him, “and you’re going to have to check with your boss on the details. What I will tell you is that I’m a five, and we’re under orders to hide that fact from everyone.”

“A five who doesn’t know how to manipulate the Arcanum?” Sewell crosses his arms and looks Xander over slowly, eyes squinting like he has X-ray vision. Finally, he shakes his head. “There must be a hell of a lot of details I’m missing.”

Xander snorts. Then he tenses, grabbing at the back of my shirt. “Incoming.”

I follow the line of his gaze to a sleek black car with tinted windows pulling up to the curb. Normally, I wouldn’t look twice at something like that, but the entire block has been shut down and is swarming with LEOs and emergency services. Somehow, I’m less than surprised when AD Farrell climbs out of the back seat and immediately focuses on our little group.

“What the fuck is an Assistant Director from DSD doing here?” Sewell asks, not-so-subtly placing himself in front of Xander.

“That would be one of the previously mentioned missing details,” I mutter. As soon as Farrell is close enough, I straighten my posture out of habit before greeting him. “Sir.”

“Why is it every time I encounter you, Agent Farhill, the surrounding area looks like a war zone?” Farrell’s face is red and his tie knotted badly. It might be the most ruffled I’ve ever seen him.

Bad luck, sir. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I keep them in. They wouldn’t do me any favors, and every inch of my intuition is telling me that the last thing I want to do is give him an excuse to take this case away from the AAD.

While my division’s tasked with magi-related crime, his is specifically for monitoring anti-magi groups as well as the various old magic groups. They’re more than a little stretched thin these days, which is probably the only reason he hasn’t been able to successfully argue with his superiors to reassign this particular Seeker-related mess. I’d be an idiot to give him any ammunition that could result in someone else being tasked to watch Xander. Especially when Armstrong has so very clearly demonstrated our need to clean house.

Farrell’s shrewd eyes land on Xander. “You must be Mr. Renner,” he says, and something in his tone skitters down my spine like a dribble of cold water. I might have thought I was imagining it, but Sewell and I both step closer to our protectee at the same time. The move is not lost on Farrell, either, if his narrow glare is anything to go by.

“AD Farrell,” Sewell says, offering his hand before we have an incident on our hands. “I’m Ethan Sewell, senior AAD agent on scene now that Armstrong there has shown his ass. I’d be happy to provide a SITREP.”

Note to self: buy Sewell a beer as soon as it’s reasonable for a couple of government agents to start day drinking.

“I’ll take that report directly, Agent,” August’s voice carries from a few feet away. She walks briskly toward us, and Farrell steps back as soon as he clocks her arrival.

“Gabriella,” Farrell says, nodding his head. “I was on my way into the office when the reports started coming in about possible Seeker-related activity.”

August cocks one perfectly groomed silver eyebrow. “I knew the DSD moved fast,” she says, “but that’s impressive, considering nothing has been sent your way yet.”

“And yet, I have a feeling this is another one of those times our interests overlap.” Farrell looks at Armstrong. “I can take him in for you. Do a risk assessment, per protocol.”

“Thank you, but no.” The last thing I’d expected was August to go against the rules, and in front of subordinates, but she doesn’t look at all bothered by the idea. “Armstrong has had access to a lot of sensitive information while he’s been with us, so I’d like to do my own assessment. Keep things in house until I know the extent of the damage. I’m sure you understand.”

Farrell looks like he’s bitten into a lemon, but he forces a vague approximation of a smile. “Of course. Let me know if there’s anything my people can do to help you with that.”

“Naturally.” I’ve never seen such a bland look on my boss’s face before, and it’s more than a little disturbing. Even worse, she manages to hold it without wavering until Farrell’s car pulls away with him inside. The moment he’s gone, however, August turns back to me, fury snapping in her eyes. “AD Farrell was Armstrong’s supervisory agent when he was first hired. I don’t want him within ten feet of this investigation until we’ve checked out every person the shithead over there has so much as borrowed a stick of gum from.”

I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Agent Sewell,” she says, “I understand you were instrumental in bringing Armstrong into custody.”

“He saved my life,” Xander says. “And he’s seen way too much for you to bother trying to put the cat back in that particular bag, by the way.”

Then Xander holds up his hands, and for the first time I notice that he’s got strange metal bracelets on. They’re almost like those big cuff ones my ma likes, although that doesn’t make any sense. Xander’s not really a jewelry kind of person. And then I realize what I’m looking at. Not bracelets.

They’re the melted and mangled remains of what appear to be AAD-issue handcuffs.

“Shit. It happened again?” I ask, grabbing one of his arms to inspect the mess. The locks on both cuffs appear to still be functioning, at least, so I twist my ring a few times, breathe deep, and manage to coax them into releasing.

“Again?” Sewell asks, then gasps when understanding dawns. “You said he saved you before. Did he do it with unfocused and uncontrolled Arcanum?”

“Well, I mean,” Xander says, absently rubbing one of his wrists, “I wasn’t going to let Dorian shoot him. So I guess I had to stop the bullet, right?” He tilts his head to the side. “On the upside, I don’t feel nearly as wiped out this time. Probably because I actually meant to use the Arcanum, instead of whatever I did before. Maybe I’m getting the hang of this whole dimension-hopping magical science thing after all.”

Sewell’s dark skin pales just a little. August glares at Xander, who just grins at her, entirely unrepentant. Then he curls a friendly hand over Sewell’s shoulder. “Ethan here—” oh, and the look Sewell shoots Xander for using his first name is fucking priceless “—deserves to be in the know,” he says. “I figured I’d save you the trouble of all that red tape.”

“Yes, thank you, Xander,” she says through clenched jaw. But there isn’t a whole lot she can do about it now, and I can see when she decides it’s not a fight worth having. “We’ll have to assume that the safehouse has been compromised, since everyone knew you were staying somewhere close to the office.”

“My new apartment isn’t far from here,” I say. “And I haven’t had the chance to update my employee file since moving. That might be the closest we can get to a secure location without leaving town completely.”

“Agreed.” August doesn’t look at all pleased, but it’s not like we have a lot of time and options right now. “Lie low, and I’ll be in touch as soon as we have more information.”

As Xander and I back away to beat our hasty exit, August turns to Sewell, scowling fiercely. “Now, Agent Sewell,” she says, “let’s talk about clearances and the importance of national security.”
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After almost a month away, my apartment feels strange and the air stale and dusty. Looking around at the empty shelves and blank walls I’d never gotten the chance to start filling, I spare a moment to be glad I never got around to getting a pet like my da had suggested when I first got out of the army.

Xander eyes the stack of junk mail, all addressed to occupant, and smiles a little sadly as he looks at the frankly depressing emptiness of my home. “I guess I don’t need to ask about a roommate, huh?”

“I spent way too long sharing way too close quarters with people to do it all over again,” I say. “Not unless I really like the person, that is.”

That, at least, gets him to stop investigating how dusty the place is. “That so? I suppose I should feel honored, in that case. At least for the short term.”

“You should,” I say. And then we stand there, staring at each other for a few seconds. I want to reach up, brush a rogue curl of hair off his forehead. Kiss him. Hold him. But it’s been a hell of a morning, and every time I think about touching his face, I see the scrape on his cheek, blooming purple and red already, and it stops me. No way is it fair to put the moves on Xander right now, not when he’s likely shaky as fuck. “Do you want something to drink? Coffee, maybe?”

“Nah.” He shakes his head. “More than anything else, I really could use a nap. Where’s the guest room?”

“Ah. Right.” I wince. “Remember how I said I didn’t want to share space if I didn’t have to? That’s why I got the one-bedroom. But you can have my room,” I add in a rush. “I can sleep out here on the sofa. It’ll be fine.”

On cue, we look at my sofa, which is both too short for a grown man to lie on and covered in ugly, scratchy-looking fabric. I should have put more thought into what I was buying, but I’d never really needed to think about décor before. Oops. “It’s no problem at all,” I say, not fooling either of us.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Xander says on a laugh. “There’s no sense in you wrecking your back. Well, not if you’re going to be doing boring things. Can I assume your bed is big enough for two?”

“It is,” I say slowly, doing my best not to think about all the ways two people could put the space in my bed to good use. That was the one thing I didn’t skimp on. “But only if you’re comfortable with that. Worst-case scenario, I break out a bedroll and sleep on the floor.”

The teasing quirk to Xander’s smile softens, and he leans into my side, a gentle press of our torsos that feels safe and familiar. “I’m sure,” he says, kissing my cheek.

“In that case, my room’s down the hall.” I wrap an arm around him, squeezing him gently. “Bathroom is attached. If you want to take a shower, I can see what clothes I can find for you, and then order us something for lunch.”

“My hero,” Xander sighs.


CHAPTER 13
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Xander

We spend the rest of the day quietly drifting around Jus’s apartment, barely speaking. And I’m happy to say that it’s a comfortable sort of silence. I do manage to get a nap after all, while Jus runs out to get food and more things for me to wear, since everything he got me to begin with is back at the safehouse—which everyone seems convinced needs to be treated as burned. The he makes a few phone calls and does some work, too, while I curl up in the corner of the world’s least comfortable couch with my tablet to check out what selection of queer romance novels this reality has to offer.

Happy to report: there are a ton of them. If I live through whatever is happening around me, I am so going to demand someone take me to a beach and let me read for a minimum of a week straight.

Overall, existing with Jus in his personal space is as easy as it was at the safehouse. After everything, it’s exactly the comforting familiarity I need to feel like my life isn’t nearly as out of control as it seems.

And then, night falls.

The relaxed atmosphere between us evaporates more and more the later it gets, anticipation coiling tight and low in my belly as we finish dinner and clean up as though it’s something we’ve always done. Justus is careful to keep a respectful distance from me, but there’s no missing how he keeps looking at me with heat in his eyes. He and I both know what’s likely going to happen tonight, and just thinking about it has me breaking out in goosebumps.

“I think it’s time for bed,” I finally say. “How about you?”

He hesitates, and I swear it gets several degrees warmer when he looks from me to the bedroom. Where his big, comfy bed is.

“I’m not very tired,” he says.

“Me neither.” And since I absolutely do not have any more equally sexy lines to follow up with, I walk away. Gotta maintain the illusion of cool somehow, you know?

I almost lose all my shit and whimper when I hear Jus’s soft footsteps behind me, though.

With only a single lamp on, there are more shadows than details to our bodies as we strip down to our underwear. And to be absolutely sure that Jus is getting the message, I make a point of moving the sweatpants he laid out on the bed for me earlier to the top of his dresser. Judging by the thick, promising bulge behind his gray boxer briefs, he understands completely.

We pull down the covers and climb in from opposite sides, sliding to meet in the middle. Which is right about when all my nerve deserts me and I can’t quite make myself meet his eye.

“Hey,” he says, hooking a knuckle under my chin and lifting my face. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” I say honestly. “I very much want to be here with you. I’m not all that sure what that will mean for us after, though. Especially with us basically working together.”

“Not looking for a bunch more change in your life right now, huh?” He kisses the corner of my mouth. “That’s reasonable.”

Fuck’s sake. How is this guy even real? Pretty sure my heart is doomed, whether we do anything more or not. And it has nothing to do with my aversion to workplace romances and how they always end in uncomfortable working conditions—I could probably kick him out of bed right now and he’d still be a gentleman in the morning.

I press against his shoulder, rolling Jus onto his back so I can climb on top of his big, bulky body. His thick thighs bracket me, our hips pressed together, cocks lined up on either side of our soft cotton underwear, and I brush our noses together, already fighting to keep my breathing steady. “I’m being an idiot,” I whisper. “Feel free to ignore me.”

“Not possible,” he says back, just as soft. “Tell me what you want.”

“Something tells me that this change was always coming for us, and what I don’t want is to fight it right now.” I kiss him, keeping the contact as feather-light as the fingers Jus is running down my spine. “Let’s see where things go.”

“Good plan,” he says, the words breathed against my lips before closing the space between us for a kiss that goes wet and open almost immediately, both of us breathing heavily into each other’s air with every slick slide of mouths.

Groaning, I slip my tongue into his mouth, tasting him before welcoming Jus to following me back. His hands, strong and calloused, span my back as we kiss again and again, our hips rocking together slowly. Heat builds between us with each grinding press, a growing craving for more, but at the same time I want more of this. More of the way his skin feels against mine, more of the way he gasps when I nibble at his lower lip.

Jus spreads his legs a little more, bending a knee to make more room for me, and all I can do is swear and bite my way down his neck. In the back of my mind, I consider putting a pause on things long enough to get rid of the last of our clothes, but this feels too damn good for me to do it right now. Especially when Jus groans and grabs my hips, pulling me harder against him.

“Even the way you move makes me want to come,” he gasps. “Can’t wait to have you inside of me.”

“Justus.” I shudder and thrust against him exactly how I’d fuck into him. “Fuck, that sounds so good.”

He surges up, kissing me hard and rolling us. I growl in complaint, but shut up when I realize it brings us closer to the nightstand. Where he keeps his lube.

“So damn smart,” I mutter, shoving my briefs down my thighs when he pulls away to get the good stuff.

Jus grins down at me. “So that’s how a guy can impress you.”

“You’re plenty impressive so far, and you know it.” I roll my eyes at him and take advantage of his distraction to roll us onto our sides, facing each other. Then I reach between us and pull his hot, hard length out. He’s heavy and thick in my hand, everything that makes my mouth water and my body clench eagerly. “And getting more and more so by the second.”

“Here.” Jus laughs, thumbing open the bottle of lube. “We’re going to need this.”

The lube is smooth and cool in my hand, and my hand isn’t big enough to hold both of our cocks at the same time, not with them slippery and us thrusting eagerly. But that doesn’t matter for very long, because Jus takes over and rolls me onto my back again, this time settling between my legs. His narrow hips fit perfectly against me, and when I run my hands down his back, I can feel the tight clench of his ass as he moves, every swivel of his hips setting off sparks under my skin.

“Oh god,” I groan. “I’m so close. I wanted to last longer.”

“Next time,” he pants into my mouth, the bed squeaking as he moves faster, harder. “Next time I’ll ride you and you can take your time. Or maybe I’ll take my time and take you apart inch by inch until you’re begging to be fucked instead.”

That’s it. That’s what does me in, and I arch up under him, shouting as I come. Fortunately, it seems like Jus wasn’t all that far behind, because he only manages a few more thrusts of his own before he grunts like the air’s being punched out of him, and his cock jerks between us. His come is hot and slick, and just knowing that’s for me is enough to have me shuddering, my over-sensitized body wringing out just a little more for him.

“Okay, fine,” I say, my voice ragged and weak. “Change is good. I like it.”

Jus simply laughs breathlessly and kisses me a few times as he moves us around to wipe us up and pull me close into a cuddle. Something tells me he gets it, though. Gets me.
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For the first time since I woke up in this weird mirror dimension, I wake up the next morning feeling rested. Almost looking forward to the day, in fact.

I don’t fool myself that it has anything to do with anything that isn’t related to the naked wall of muscle I’m currently sprawled across, though. Pretty sure Jus had me seeing a god or three when I came last night, and that orgasm worked better than any sleeping pill they gave me in the hospital.

“Mmm,” Jus rumbles underneath me. “Morning. Coffee?”

“Stop being so fucking perfect,” I mutter, nuzzling at his sparse chest hair, a darker, more golden blond than his hair. “Gonna give me a complex.”

I feel more than hear his laugh. “I’m being self-serving,” he says. “I know how you are without your caffeine.”

“If I had the energy to open my eyes, there’d be hearts in them right now,” I say, slithering off him. “Always said the person who’d win me over would be the one who knew not to get between me and the coffeepot.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Jus says, kissing my cheek before climbing out of bed.

I lift my head enough to watch the flex and pull of muscles under his skin as he pulls on a pair of low-riding gray sweats. Let me tell you this: the gray-sweatpants effect might be the thing I’m most glad carries over from home. Because when Jus moves in them, I perk up in ways coffee can’t even touch, if you catch my drift.

Jus catches me staring and smirks at me. “Can I help you?”

“I’m admiring the view,” I say airily. Then he turns and walks away, giving me an eyeful of his exposed back, tapering down to his narrow waist, highlighted by two perfect ass dimples above his waistband. Unf. “Hate to see you go,” I call out to him, “but I sure love to watch you leave.”

Even though we don’t have anywhere to be today, I still get out of bed right away. No sense in missing out on fresh coffee and more chances to get my hands all over the beefcake making said coffee, you know?

Showered and dressed in a stolen t-shirt and the pants I ignored last night, I shuffle out to Jus’s kitchen. I note with more than a little dismay that Jus has grabbed a shirt at some point, but considering he’s cooking at the stove, I suppose it makes sense. Still, I sigh a little for the loss of eye candy and grab a seat at his small two-person table, where a steaming mug of coffee is already waiting for me. It’s followed by a plate of eggs and toast, Jus sitting across from me while we eat in quiet. And while us eating breakfast in silence is nothing new, this morning-after awkward is.

“I really like you,” I blurt out, and then stop myself, mouth closing with a click of teeth.

“But?” he prompts me after a handful of seconds.

“But I have no idea what to do with that when there’s so much else going on,” I say, staring into my empty coffee mug. “From what your boss told me about who I apparently am to the whole thing with Armstrong yesterday, it’s clear there’s something going on. And as insane as it sounds to consider, it seems to involve me somehow. But I have no clue what or why. And it would be unfair of me to drag you into my mess any deeper than you already are. Professionally, I mean.”

“I’m okay with being involved on a personal level,” Jus says. “Really, I left ‘professional attachment’ behind a long time ago, and even if we put a stop to this, I’ll still see you as a friend in trouble. No dragging needed.”

Warmth fills me at that, and I look up at him. Jus is leaning on his forearms, earnestly watching me. He smiles when we make eye contact, and I can’t help but return it.

“I’m not sure how much energy I’d have to put into a relationship currently,” I warn him. “And I’d definitely want one of those with you, if you’re interested.”

Some of the tension leaves his shoulders, and Jus props his chin up on his hand. “Very much so,” he says. He sighs, a deep and gusty breath. “As much as I know we should probably put it on hold until the timing is better, I don’t want to.”

“I don’t want to, either, as selfish as it is.”

He reaches across the table and catches my fingers in his. “Why don’t we see where things go before we start calling ourselves selfish for wanting to see what this can be?”

“Yeah,” I breathe. “Yeah, that sounds good to me.”

The ring of Jus’s phone breaks the moment, and he only takes a second to smile at me in apology before answering. “Farhill.”

I can’t hear whoever is on the other end, but whatever they’re saying sours Jus’s mood instantly. He grunts a few times, pushing his chair back from the table like he wants to get up and pace, but doesn’t seem to have a lot to contribute to the conversation. When he hangs up, he breathes deep, focusing his glare on the table.

“That was Sewell,” he tells me, anger vibrating in his voice. “He says AD August signed off on transferring Armstrong to Farrell’s custody this morning.”

“That makes no sense,” I sputter. “Not when she made such a big deal out of keeping him yesterday.”

Jus frowns, scrolling through his phone. “I don’t have anything from her in my messages,” he says. “This is…”

“Suspicious as all hell?” I offer when he trails off.

“Pretty much, yeah.” He sets his phone down with exaggerated care. “Sewell also suggested that we not wait for information to come to us through the proper channels.”

“Channels like your boss?” He nods, face puckered unhappily. “Okay, so what does that mean?”

“We need to do our own legwork to find out what is going on. If this is related to what happened at the Lumia facility, then there’s proof already in the system. Fortunately, my access was increased when you showed up, so if you’re up to it…”

I hesitate, but this isn’t the time to pretend I’m more badass than I really am. “I’m good at looking things up,” I agree, “but I don’t have knowledge of the same cultural context as someone who grew up around all this has. I’ll need help sorting the data and identifying interesting points versus normal outliers.”

“Is that something I can help you with?” he offers, looking like it physically pains him to.

“Only if we want to torpedo our brand-new relationship,” I say with a bitter laugh. “I haven’t forgotten how you feel about reports and paperwork. No, I was thinking of asking someone else to help us. Geoff.”

“Baron? The null analyst?” He frowns in thought. “I don’t love the idea of widening the circle without clearance.”

“Well, I don’t love that your boss gave over our only lead to someone she told us not to trust yesterday. And unless Agent Sewell is a research savant, we’re out of options. Besides,” I add, standing and moving around to his side of the table, straddling his lap, “Geoff is a good guy. All he wants to do is help. And get first dibs on all the good gossip.”

I’m not sure if it’s my attempt at a joke or the way I’ve got my arms draped over his shoulders, but Jus finally smiles again. “I’ll have Sewell double-check your friend’s background first,” he says, hands resting on my hips like they belong there. “But I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t use this persuasion tactic in front of Geoff, if he passes the check.”

“No?” I brush our noses together. “But it worked so well at improving your mood.”

“It did.” He kisses me, but I don’t hold still long enough for it to be much more than a glancing touch. “But unless you want everyone in Eutronia to know about us by lunch time, it might be a good idea to keep this to outside of office hours.”

“Workplace romances are so complicated,” I say, not that I’m keeping track of our conversation very well. I’m sure I had a goal when I came over here, but right now all I can think about is this man right here and all the ways I still need to explore him. I kiss Jus’s neck, his pulse thundering under my lips, then tug the collar of his t-shirt to the side so I can lick the dip just above his clavicle.

“What are you up to?” Jus asks, fingers slipping under my shirt.

I grin. “Wrong direction,” I say, sliding off his lap and to my knees between his legs.

“Oh,” he says, carding his fingers through my hair. Normally, I’d be annoyed as hell at a lover fucking up my hair when I’m about to blow their mind, among other things, but Jus is looking at me like I hung the damn moon. It makes a case of sex hair worth it.

I push up his shirt, nuzzling at the happy trail he’s got going on, the perfect accent for his surprisingly soft belly. Nipping at the little fold of skin, I tap Jus’s hip. “Let’s get these sweats out of my way.”

“Yes, sir,” Jus says, moving smoothly to help me get him undressed. He even takes the time to tug off his shirt, leaving him naked in the middle of his kitchen, skin glowing in the morning light and his legs splayed wide in invitation.

“You’re a work of art,” I say, taking back my spot between his knees. Then I run my hands up his thighs, the coarse hair tickling my palms.

I kiss up the inside of one leg even as I rake my nails through his neat pubic hair, carefully moving around his cock. He’s hard already, foreskin pulled back to reveal the dark and eager head, and I hum in appreciation as I take him in my hand, kissing my way up and loving the hot, soft feel of him against my lips. Then I lick at the bead of pre-come clinging to his tip, and smirk up at Jus when he jumps and curses.

“Xander.” My name is rough and needful in Jus’s voice, and I make it my goal to see how many times I can get him to say it that way.

“I’ve got you,” I promise, kissing his crown once before opening my mouth and letting the first inch or so inside. Jus is wider and longer than I’m used to, but that doesn’t stop me from swirling my tongue around him, letting spit dribble down to where I have my hand wrapped around his base.

I work him for several long minutes with my mouth and hand, winding Jus up until his whole body trembles under my fingers. It’s a hell of a power trip, but I still want more from him. Widening my jaw, I breathe in and let him slip deeper into my mouth until the head of his cock teases at the back of my throat with the promise of more. That gets another gasped version of my name, so in reward I go deeper still.

Jus grunts and hunches over my head, but doesn’t thrust and choke me. Instead, he lets me control everything, and I can’t help but groan. I never knew what a turn-on that could be, but now I do. Holy shit. I swap out hands holding him steady for my bobbing and sucking, and stick my spit-wet hand into my own pants and squeeze myself once before stroking in time to everything I’m doing to Justus.

It’s not much longer before the fine tremors in his thighs get stronger, and Jus moves both hands to grip at the seat of his chair until it creaks. “Xander,” he gasps. “Love, I’m close.”

Good. I flick my gaze up at him, willing him to read that in my eyes as I move down the last bit of his length and swallow around the intrusion.

That does it. He gives me a long moan that I can literally feel inside me and comes. I manage to move back enough to catch some of his load on my tongue, the bitter and salty flavor of him exactly what I need to follow him over the edge.

I linger on him as long as I can, sucking and licking Jus’s softening dick clean until he lifts me off with a wince. Even still, I stay where I am, my head pillowed on his thigh as I come down from my own orgasm.

“So damn good,” Jus groans softly, and brushes hair off my forehead.

I smile to myself, breathing in the smell of him. “But you’re right,” I say, remembering our earlier conversation. “Definitely don’t want to do that kind of persuading in front of Geoff.”


CHAPTER 14
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Justus

Xander’s null friend takes the news pretty well, all things considered.

“You were born here,” he says, head tilted like it’ll make the entire story a little less insane, “but somehow fell into the Wellspring and grew up in a reality where no one knows about the Arcanum or how to manipulate it.”

“I guess some people do, but they call it magic,” Xander interjects.

Geoff gives that the annoyed look it deserves. “Sounds like a primitive hellscape. But then a guy you work with somehow got you to jump back into the Wellspring by visiting a carnival—”

Xander laughs bitterly. “World’s shittiest first date.”

“—and you wound up back here, which is when you met Agent Farhill. Then you found out your date was actually a Seeker, Agent Armstrong might be one too, and they both want you dead. And no one really seems to know why.”

“Don’t forget Assistant Director August acting weird,” Xander says.

“Perish the thought.” Geoff closes his eyes and breathes deeply. “Am I going to get arrested for hearing all this?”

“Not if I or Agent Sewell have anything to say about it,” I say.

“Comforting.” Geoff’s mouth pinches into a frown. “So, not to sound ungrateful that you’ve probably broken a couple of laws to tell me all this, but what are you looking for? Unless one of your suspects is having a torrid affair with the new guy in the mail room, I don’t know how much help I could be.”

Xander laughs. “Actually, I’m hoping you can help me sort through everything so we can figure out what the hell is going on. I don’t know much about all this—” he waves at my apartment, Eutronia, the world in general “—so it’s hard to classify data. Hell, I don’t even know how to reliably do the thing with Arcanum. If I’m the only one sorting through files, I’m sure to miss something big.”

Geoff scratches his chin. “Fine,” he says. “I can do that, but only if your boyfriend here picks up lunch for us.”

“Boyfriend?” I ask.

“Who said anything about—?” Xander asks at the same time.

“Oh, please,” Geoff says, rolling his eyes. “You two haven’t stopped undressing each other with your eyes since I got here. Plus, I’m pretty sure I only see one bedroom down that hall. It’s obvious.”

I’m impressed against my will by his observation skills. “You know, I was skeptical when Xander suggested bringing you in,” I say. “But I see it now. Sandwiches okay?”

“Sure.” He flicks his fingers in the direction of my front door. “Go. Hunt and gather.”
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By the time I come back half an hour later, Xander and Geoff are sitting in the middle of my living room floor. Meditating. Or trying to.

“Concentrate on your center,” Geoff says, and Xander opens his eyes, glaring at him.

“That didn’t make any sense the first time you said it, and the repetition has not helped,” he snaps.

“What’s going on?” I ask, setting the bag of food on my coffee table, currently shoved to the side of my living room.

Xander cranes his head around to look up at me. “Geoff and I decided that since we have no idea what’s going on, but also know that my ability to manipulate the Arcanum has been the one thing that’s consistently helped, I should work on doing it on purpose.”

“That does make sense.” I can’t help sounding a little doubtful. What can a null know about manipulating the Arcanum?

Geoff must see the question on my face, because the look he gives me back is all challenge. “Do you really think any upper-middle-class family living in a mid- to high-flow area is going to take having a null kid lying down? If there was a workshop, a lotion, or a potion, my parents had me try it.”

“Ouch. That sucks.” I think about the case I was on until yesterday morning, with the dangerous “cure” promising exactly what Geoff’s parents had been looking for. “And the meditation?”

He gives a one-shouldered shrug. “That was one of the first things they tried when I was in grade school and couldn’t connect. Step one of our public education system’s standard IAP.”

“IAP?” Xander asks.

“Individual Arcanum Plan,” Geoff says, rolling his eyes.

“Gross.” He scowls. “Where I grew up, they had ILPs for students needing support. I had one all through school, thanks to my ‘unique status.’”

I bend over to kiss the crown of Xander’s head. “Gorgeous and addicted to caffeine?” I know what he means, but it’s worth it to see the soft smile my cheesiness earns me.

“But anyhow,” Xander says, shoulders sagging, “it’s going about as well for me as it did for Geoff. The worst part is knowing that it’s right there and still not being able to do a damn thing about it.”

“You’ll get it,” I say with all the conviction I can muster. “But first, let’s have lunch.”

We eat our sandwiches, Xander telling Geoff about growing up in the other reality and knowing he was that much different from all of his peers. Geoff tells him about his older brother who liked to use the Arcanum to make Geoff trip over random objects when he least expected it, and Geoff’s retaliation by finding out said brother was sleeping with a scary neighbor’s daughter and using that to blackmail his brother into leaving him alone.

As we’re cleaning up, Geoff grabs his laptop, then hesitates. “I was wondering,” he begins, but then falls silent

“About anything in particular?” Xander asks.

“Why do you think this is about the Seekers? They’ve been virtually non-existent for years, so it seems strange that you’d choose to focus on them before all the other groups that have actually been active in the past couple of decades.”

Xander looks at me, and I can see when he realizes the same thing I’m coming to. “AD August was the one to first mention the Seekers to me,” Xander says slowly.

“Farrell was the one to suggest that Dorian was a Seeker,” I add. “All I did was mention that he was wearing the right colors.” I pause, running through all the briefings I’ve been in over the past few weeks. “And according to August, there’s been intelligence chatter about the Seekers in the past few months.”

“Okay, then that’s where we should start,” Geoff says, pointing at me. “We need to verify that you haven’t been working with faulty data all along if we’re going to have a hope of coming to the right conclusions.”

“Fuck. You have a point,” I say. “I should still have my access from when Xander first arrived; let me log you in and we can start looking.”

Once we’re each set up around my coffee table, we split up assignments, starting with combing through old magic intelligence reports for the past year. Unfortunately, even though I’ve got the necessary clearance, none of the files are searchable for security reasons, so we have to check each one by hand, which takes us hours.

It starts with a few reports mentioning key phrases that used to be common Seeker sayings. Then some cautious warnings about potential radicalization pipelines via social media, indicated by common extremist dog whistles. Which, as disturbing as it is to see how indestructible hate can be, it’s also a relief to confirm that much info from my boss.

But then we get to the attack on the joint investigation compound, and the trail doesn’t just go cold—it vanishes altogether. No further references to the mysterious Elder D, nothing about the attack and all the casualties, nothing. Even Xander is only referenced as “Subject X,” which entertains him for some reason.

“They sure circled the hell out of the wagons when you showed up,” Geoff says. “Which is weird, considering it was pretty unlikely enough people would have spotted a credible threat in all this. And then you poof into existence, the Seekers go silent and our reports vague, like everyone was convinced the other was watching.”

“But then the Seekers, or whoever Armstrong is with, made a move yesterday,” I say, frowning at all the open windows of useless reports on my screen. Forcing myself to blink, I realize that the sun went down at some point, and the three of us have been working by the light of our screens only for who knows how long. “Which means we’re missing something.”

“We’re missing a whole hell of a lot,” Xander grumbles. “I swear, some of this shit is in code. Like, what the fuck is a Shadowthorne, and why are people so freaked out about it being stolen yesterday?”

“What?” My ears are ringing from the sudden spike in my blood pressure, but there’s no way he said what I think he said. “What was stolen?”

“Something called a Shadowthorne,” Xander says. “This report reads like someone copy-pasted a page from a fantasy novel. Something about a vault and explosions and a missing thorn?” He shakes his head. “Y’all are weird in this reality.”

“Can you show me, please?” It takes every bit of training I have to keep my voice calm and even, and judging by the sharp looks I get, I’m not nearly as successful as I’d hoped to be.

I skim the report—the Shadowthorne, also known as the sword I personally removed from the Lumia base, was stolen from inside a secure location only blocks away from where we’re sitting right now just yesterday morning, less than ten minutes after the apothecary I was investigating blew up.

“That’s an unlikely coincidence,” I say, quickly telling Xander and Geoff what little I know. And I do mean little, as it mostly asks more questions than it answers. “While I still don’t know how the hell a sword could have been part of whatever plot destroyed Lumia,” I say as I wrap up, “it seems pretty damn clear to me that someone is looking for a chance to try again.”

“I am so fucking sick of all these secrets,” Xander grumbles, Geoff nodding in agreement. “Why didn’t they at least put something together about the truth of what happened? Hasn’t anyone in this world ever heard that those who forget history are doomed to repeat it?”

“…Actually, no. I’ve never heard that saying before,” Geoff says, ducking when Xander half-heartedly tosses a pen at him. “But I get what you’re saying. And if someone is trying to repeat history now, we need to find out why those who do remember aren’t doing anything to stop it. Especially those up in the command structure.”

I don’t need the careful look he shoots me. “I don’t like pointing fingers at my superior, but you’re right,” I say, and sigh. “I have to talk to AD August. Her name isn’t on the copy list for this report, so if someone’s deliberately keeping her out of the loop, she’ll want to know.”

“And if she’s the one keeping us in the dark,” Xander says, voice heavy, “we’re in a shit-ton of trouble.”

“No kidding.” I pull out my phone and send her a quick text message, not sure how to feel when she replies promptly.

Farhill: Need to talk to you.

August: You need to stay where I sent you.

Farhill: It’s about the thing you had me get from the place a few weeks back.

There’s a pause, but I see the dots telling me that she’s typing appear and vanish and appear again. When her answer comes this time, it doesn’t help soothe my worries.

August: Not at the office. Meet me at the place you got coffee at yesterday. One hour.

Xander, reading over my shoulder, hums thoughtfully. “I’m going with you,” he says. “Not only because your apartment won’t be half as safe as we think it is if she’s involved. But also because I have a really bad feeling about the whole situation, and even if I don’t know how to use the Arcanum to save our asses on purpose, I’d still be better than no backup at all.”

I want to argue with him, but he’s right. Damn it.
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The block is quiet as Xander and I approach the coffee shop on foot. We parked around the corner, since there wasn’t much else for parking with all the residents home for dinner and minding their own business. There’s no sign that there’d been any kind of confrontation here recently, not even a scuff on the sidewalk, and the only clue that all isn’t as peaceful as the local shops want us to believe is the fluttering yellow tape up the block, still marking off the crime scene at the former apothecary.

The coffee shop is still open, with a pair of bored-looking employees leaning on the counter and a young man in wrinkled, oversized clothes and a battered beanie slouched behind a computer in the back booth. He reminds me of spending more than a few late nights in places like this when I was a college student, and for a moment I let myself wish for a time when my biggest worry was getting a paper in on time.

August is waiting for us at one of the outside tables, a paper coffee cup in her hands. She starts when she sees us, then scans the street like she’s expecting someone to jump out and hold us all at gun point.

Xander and I join her at her table, and I pointedly put myself between August and Xander. Just in case.

“You need to get out of Eutronia,” she says as soon as we’re settled. “As soon as possible.”

“Is it because someone stole your magic sword?” Xander asks, cutting to the chase. “Or is it because whoever you’re working for wants us somewhere in particular?”

“It’s because you did multiple searches earlier this evening for a term that no one is supposed to know,” she snaps. “You set off a cascade of alerts I couldn’t stop, and now the DSD is making noise about you being a sleeper agent for the Seekers.”

Xander sputters but doesn’t manage to form anything coherent out of it.

“The joint investigation base had no problems with incursions for decades, then you showed up and within weeks the Seekers were there,” she says. “Even worse, Armstrong was killed during his transfer this morning, so the story is that he saw you doing something and you framed him. By now, they’ve probably found a way to blame his death on you, too.”

“Speaking of Armstrong,” I ask instead, trying to feel something about Armstrong’s death beyond annoyance, “why did you sign off on his transfer?”

She gives me a long look. “I didn’t. But someone hacked my system and made it look like I did.”

“That’s pretty damn convenient,” Xander mutters.

“Kind of like the reports naming you as a person of interest, while conveniently leaving out your background?” She leans forward, face half-hidden in shadow. “We’re both in a whole world of trouble, Xander. The difference is that I’m stuck here if I have a prayer of clearing things up, while you might be able to do a lot more if you leave now while you have the chance.”

“All due respect, ma’am,” I say, before Xander can piss her off further, “but you’ve been too stingy on details for us to trust you blindly.”

August huffs. “It was for your own good,” she insists quietly. “There’s too much history, and I couldn’t risk putting that information out into the wild.”

“Yeah?” Xander asks. “And how’d that work out for you?”

A car door slams somewhere nearby, and August jumps, looking around suspiciously. “You need to go to Venturia,” she whispers. “Leave tonight, and tell no one.”

“Pretty sure I don’t want to do that,” Xander says, probably too loudly. “And will you quit with the theatrics? What are you even looking for?”

“She’s looking for me,” a too-familiar voice says, and then AD Farrell steps into the light spilling through the coffee shop windows. “Hello, Gabriella.”

August freezes for a second, then pulls her meditation balls out of her pocket. They chime softly as she works her focus item while keeping an eye on Farrell. “Hamlin,” she says. “I thought I managed to shake you at the office.”

“You did,” he says. “But I expected you to do something like this. So I had help.”

The coffee shop door opens, bells jingling merrily, but I can’t risk taking my eyes off the threat in front of me. I’m about to shout for whoever it is to get out of here and get somewhere safe, though, when Xander starts freaking out.

“Shit, shit, shit,” he says, pushing out of his chair and backing toward the street. “How the fuck did you find me?”

“Lucky coincidence,” the new person says, and I know that voice. My heart pounds, and it takes everything I have to slip my phone out of my pocket and send a message. The last time I heard that voice, the owner was trying to kill me. That’s not the sort of thing you forget easily. “We were only hoping to see what information Gabby was planning on sharing with your bodyguard, but I’m not going to complain about the Fates bringing you and me together again.”

August and I both stand, turning to find the young man from the back booth approaching. He glances at us, and then turns his attention fully on Xander.

“I take it you still haven’t figured out how to use your gods-given power yet. I could help you with that, if you want, Alexander.”

“Pass. Thanks,” Xander says. The air around us starts to shimmer and thicken, turning into a clear barrier. But Xander’s too emotional, too unaware of what he’s doing, and he can’t seem to maintain his control over the Arcanum enough to get the manipulation to stick.

“Don’t you want to realize your destiny, Alexander?” Dorian asks, and the barrier manipulation wobbles.

“One would think you’d at least make an effort to get his name right if you wanted him to join you,” I say, pulling Dorian’s intense gaze to me.

Taking advantage of the opportunity, I spin my ring and fall into his eyes as much as I can across the distance. He must realize what I’m doing, though, because Dorian curses and looks away, breaking our contact. It’s not soon enough, though.

“He’s a one!” I shout. Not just for my two companions, but for my backup, running towards us at full speed.

“Finally, some good news!” Sewell says, jumping in front of me, his small metal focus out and pinched between thumb and forefinger, spinning madly. I can feel him collecting the ragged edges of Xander’s attempted manipulation, pulling them tighter and firming up the wall. “I won’t be able to hold this long,” he warns us. “The three of you should get out while you can.”

“I’m staying,” August says. “But they’re going.”

Before I can argue, Arcanum pushes into the barrier, shoving the four of us back several staggering steps. “Get out of here,” August orders. “You know where to go, and you’ll know why when you get there.”

Farrell starts working up more manipulations, yanking down branches of a nearby tree, setting them on fire and flinging them at us. Dorian, however, doesn’t bother with Arcanum he wouldn’t be able to do much with anyway.

He pulls out a gun, instead.

Grabbing Xander and taking off, I never once stop spinning my ring as I manipulate every bit of Arcanum I can. Working and running is next to impossible for a two like me, but I’m motivated.

The gun fires, bullet striking the ground way too close to Xander for my peace of mind. I don’t know if my manipulation will work, but I have to try; I fling it back at Dorian with every spare ounce of concentration I have.

His scream of rage when the gun jams tells me it’s worked, but I don’t stop to gloat. Bad enough I’m running from a fight, but my reason is barely keeping up with me as we race full speed around the corner. Xander’s in good shape, but neither of us has been keeping up with working out over the past few weeks. He’s breathing like a bellows and looking like he’s about to drop by the time we get to the car.

Behind us, something explodes, glass shattering and car alarms screeching. Fuck, I hope that’s a good thing.

Experience tells me it probably isn’t, though.


CHAPTER 15
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Xander

We drive through the night. Well, Justus does. He’s made it abundantly clear I’m not going anywhere near a steering wheel until I get some actual driving lessons, and I’m not in any mood to argue when he’s got a point. Instead, I grab one of my sweatshirts and settle in for the long ride. Seriously, I’m so glad we thought to pack a couple bags before going to meet up with August. I am seriously getting sick of having to find new clothes every time something bad happens around me.

I want to do more research, to look up the city we’re going to way up in the mountains, but I remember what August said about my searching for the Shadowthorne thing drawing too much attention. It doesn’t take long before Jus and I decide I won’t be able to so much as turn on a television right now without half a dozen secret agents tracing my location. Which means I’ve got nothing to keep me occupied as we make our way north and, even though I’m keyed up from the whole confrontation and running for our lives, I fall asleep to the quiet shush of the wheels along the highway pretty quickly.

Weirdly enough, I dream about sitting on the bank of a raging river, my bare toes dangling in the water while I watch the rapids pull trees, animals, and even a house along the current.

“Shouldn’t you move back where it’s safe?”

I look over my shoulder at Geoff, standing on a block of concrete taller than he is. No way the flood will take him there, I think. “Nah,” I tell him. “I’m a strong swimmer.”

“Suit yourself,” he scoffs.

Shrugging, I turn back to the water. It’s kinda pretty, in a terrifying sort of way.

Sometime later, I wake up to a blast of cold air and the clunk of a car door closing. Blinking in the weak morning light, I take in what appears to be a rest stop. Jus is a couple yards away, heading into the convenience store, so I take my time getting my bearings, stretching in my seat and running my fingers through my sad, flat hair. My mouth feels gross and dry, and I rummage through Jus’s glove box, hoping for a stick of gum.

I don’t have any luck there, but Jus comes back pretty quickly, carrying a tray holding two large paper coffee cups, steaming in the cold air. He’s also got a paper sack in one hand, grease already soaking through the side, and I whimper, making grabby hands before he’s even got the car door opened.

“Gimme,” I say, making Jus chuckle as he slides back into the driver’s seat. He hands over one of the coffees, the smell of chocolate and cream filling my senses. I don’t even mind that it’s a hot beverage on a cold day—my whole life, I’ve only wanted hot coffee in the summer and iced in the winter, and it’s annoyed a lot of people. But right now, I need my precious caffeine more than anything else, and it’s surprisingly tasty for a truck stop creation.

The sandwiches are basic but filling, and I feel about ten times closer to human by the time Jus balls up his wrapper and tosses it in the bag. He pulls out a paper map, since we can’t trust his electronics either, tracing lines and checking our route, nodding to himself.

“We’re just over the province line and into Aerisvale,” he says, like that means anything to me. “And we should be in Venturia in a couple of hours.”

“What are we supposed to do when we get there, anyway?” I ask, leaning over the console to squint at the map. Something about it looks vaguely familiar, so I gesture for Jus to hand it over.

“I have no idea,” Jus says, sounding tired. “I thought about it all night, even when I pulled over for a nap earlier, and I’m drawing a blank. We might have to do some searching when we get there, especially considering how we don’t know if it’ll be safe to show our faces at an AAD office.”

“Not sure pounding the pavement’s the best choice,” I say. “This is a big city. Bigger than Eutronia.”

“It’s the province capital,” he says. “And it’s built over one of the strongest high-flow sections of the Wellspring.”

“Huh.” Jus looks at me, waiting for more, but it still takes a couple of seconds to think things through. I tap on a spot to the north of the city, on the other side of the mountain. “If I remember correctly, there’s an estuary around here. The reports were vague, but it looks familiar.”

“Like the one under Lumia?”

I nod. “Could that be what August wanted us to see?”

“Maybe.” Jus looks at the map a few seconds longer, then shrugs and fastens his seatbelt. “It’s as good a place to start as any.”
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We skirt around the worst of the city traffic to take a quiet two-lane highway around the base of the mountain. In fact, traffic winds up getting lighter and lighter the farther we go, as towns get farther apart until I can’t remember the last time I saw signs of civilization. I’d worry we were going the wrong way, that maybe I’d sent us on a wild goose chase, but I can feel a strange prickling sensation along the back of my neck, so much like when I was back in the hospital.

It’s actually kinda comforting to finally run into something familiar.

“I think we’re close,” I say, as we pass a faded sign welcoming us to Mistport. I think it’s important to note that there’s no such town marked on the map in my hands. “Let’s try here.”

Jus nods in agreement, then slows the car and takes the next exit. It drops us on a deserted street, traffic lights hanging dull and forgotten over the cracked asphalt. There are the dirty remains of an abandoned gas station nearby, and we pull over there. We sit there for a moment, looking around the empty street. I don’t see any tumbleweeds, but be assured, they’re very much implied by the whole ghost town aesthetic.

“You’re sure about this?” Jus asks, taking the map back and frowning at it like it holds the secrets of the universe. “Estuaries are supposed to be rare. At the very least, I’d think there would be some people around.”

“You don’t feel it?” I lift both eyebrows in surprise when he shakes his head. “This whole area’s practically humming with the same energy as Lumia. How can you not feel it?”

He looks at me like I’m the weird one. “Because I’m snorkeling while you’re deep sea diving, remember?”

I snort at that. “Point. Still, let’s poke around a little before getting back on the highway.”

“Sure.” Jus looks tired, and I know he’s got to be in desperate need of a nap, but he starts the car back up without debate. “Not like we’re expected anywhere, anyway.”

We drive down the main road of what looks to have once been a hopping little town. There are dozens of dirty, empty shop windows lining the first few blocks, eventually turning to crumbling brick apartment buildings, then faded little houses with overgrown lawns. Some of the driveways even have boxy cars in them, as if the owners popped home for lunch one day and then vanished.

“This is creepy as hell,” I say, and Jus grunts in agreement. As the houses get farther apart, the feeling on my neck fades. I sigh. “I think it’s time to head back.”

“It’s early yet,” Jus says, using the next side street to turn around. “We can check out some of the side streets before leaving.”

I shake my head. “You’re exhausted,” I say. “We should get a room and get some real sleep before you—the fuck?”

The entrance back into town is now swimming with huge black utility vehicles, the road completely blocked by them. Men in black uniforms and carrying large black rifles stare at us from strategic points, even as Jus brings the car to a slow halt and lowers the windows.

“Follow my lead,” he says quietly, then sticks both hands out where everyone can see them.

“Identify yourselves,” one of the uniformed men barks out.

“I’m with the AAD. My name is Agent Justus Farhill,” Jus replies instantly. “I’m here with a researcher on a fact-finding mission for AD Gabriella August.”

“You better hope these guys don’t read the news,” I mutter.

“No shit,” he shoots back at me. Then he raises his voice to be heard by the nice men with the guns. “I can provide my credentials, but only if you promise not to shoot us.”

“Slowly exit the vehicle,” the man calls. “Slowly.”

Jus talks me through reaching out the window to use the outside handle to open my door, and by the time we’re both out of the car, more of the soldiers have moved in to surround us. One of them grabs me and pushes me against the car to frisk me, and I see Jus getting the same treatment across the hood. I don’t like this, and I don’t want to be here. They need to let us go, just let us—

“Xander, sweetheart, you need to calm yourself,” Jus says, interrupting my panicky thought spiral. “Whatever you’re thinking, it will only help in the short term at most. Let these guys do what they’re supposed to.”

“Easy for you to say,” I gasp as someone fastens cuffs on my wrists. Too soon, definitely too soon.

“Hey, hey, look at me.” I force my eyes open—when did I close them?—and meet Jus’s calm ones. “Breathe with me, love. In and out. They’ve got my ID, they have yours, once they check everything, we’ll be fine. In and out.”

Around us, the soldiers shift nervously, and I flex my hands, acutely aware of the Arcanum filling me in response to my fear. I don’t know exactly what it is people do with magi they consider volatile, and I really don’t want to find out today, so I focus on Jus and his soothing words. I breathe. I do everything I can to let the nerves flow out of me, releasing all the gathered power back into the air around me with a harmless puff of wind.

“Good, you’re doing great,” Jus says, even though no one else around us has relaxed a fraction. “Keep it up.”

Finally, the guy in charge comes back.

“Agent Farhill, Mr. Renner,” he says. “We’ve confirmed your access to the Mistport facility. Apologies for the confusion.” Then he nods to the meatheads holding me and Jus in place, and our cuffs are removed. “The Archivist is expecting you.”

As much as I want to say something bitter and sarcastic, I keep my eyes on the ground and concentrate on rubbing my wrists like I’d been held much longer than a couple of minutes. To be honest, I want to get the hell out of here. Who cares if it seems like this is, in fact, exactly where we were supposed to be after all?

Jus comes around the car and pulls me into a hug. He’s only an inch or two taller than me, but the height difference means it’s easy for me to bury my face in his neck and let his familiar smell calm me that much more. “The Archivist?” Jus asks in a strange voice, because of course this crazy ride isn’t going to stop for my little freak-out.

“Yes, sir,” the guy says. “You can follow us in your car, if you like, and we’ll take you to her.”

That’s good enough for Jus, so we’re back in the car within moments, following the scary military guys off into the unknown.

“Do you know what’s going on?” I ask, rubbing my palms over my knees to ease the lingering feeling of too much adrenaline with nowhere to go.

“Not really,” he says as we drive past the highway onramp and turn down a street barely wide enough for the bulky vehicle leading us. “But other than you, the last Archivist I met was in the Lumia facility. And for a little old lady, she was kind of a badass. If there’s an estuary here…”

“The one here might be like her too.” I nod, following along.

“Hopefully,” he says.

Our escort leads us to an abandoned strip mall and then around behind the structure to the loading docks. Back here, however, the road is smooth and clear, and instead of crumbling docks, there’s a series of large bay doors. One of the doors is open, guarded on either side by more soldiers who give us the stink eye as we drive through into a well-lit garage.

“You know, when I was a kid,” I say conversationally, “I went through a phase where I was absolutely convinced that abandoned office complexes and shopping centers were actually secret government surveillance installations. Took both of my parents and one very determined school guidance counselor to get me to accept otherwise.”

Jus chuckles softly as he parks the car. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t normal for us, either. No need to dust off your old conspiracy theories quite yet.”

I look around at the black-clad soldiers, the secret base in a former stock room, and then back at the bay door closing us in. “Sure thing, babe.”

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s get moving.”

If I had my way, I’d get moving on out of here entirely, but that’s not really an option. So, instead, I climb out of the car and hurry over to Jus’s side, keeping an eye on the guys with the handcuffs. Just in case.

“Agent.” Jus tenses beside me as a little old lady who looks so old she’s probably got dust in her veins approaches us, shadowed by a pair of comically oversized soldiers. “About time you got here.”

“Ma’am,” Jus says stiffly. “Good to see you again.”

She laughs, a raspy sound like forgotten hinges. “You’re a terrible liar. Good. Come with me, there’s a lot to go over and time is growing short.”

Without waiting for a response, she turns and walks away, much faster than I’d have expected of someone so stooped and twisted by age. Next to me, Jus looks shell-shocked for a couple of seconds before he shakes his head, wraps an arm around my waist, and guides me forward.

“Yes,” he says quietly, answering my unasked question. “This is the same Archivist from Lumia.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a good or a bad thing,” I tell him as we follow the Archivist down a hall and into a surprisingly spacious office, “but it’s not like we’ve got much choice but to roll with it for the time being.”

The hall and office are both the muffled quiet of really good insulation, so I can’t tell if there are other people nearby. All I can hear is the faint sound of running water, just like in the facility in Lumia.

The old woman goes behind the desk, settles in a chair that looks like it belongs on a space shuttle, and waves us to a couple of seats across from her. One of her Neanderthal-looking guards produces a clear glass of water for her. I’m not sure which part of it is funnier, the exaggerated care that he takes with the little glass, or how the Archivist is so serious about taking that first sip as he watches for her approval.

“Thank you, Williams.” She waves him off, and it takes everything I have to keep from losing my shit and giggling at how ridiculous this all is. “Now. The two of you were sent here by Assistant Director August. But I haven’t heard from her since yesterday afternoon.”

“To be honest, ma’am, I’m not sure if you’ll be hearing from her at all in the near future,” Jus says. “When we left…”

“There was firefight,” I say when he trails off. “And we didn’t have time to stop and check to see who had the bigger fire.”

“If that’s the case, then things are moving a lot faster than I thought they were.” The Archivist frowns, then shakes her head, the tower of white curls barely budging with the movement. “Let’s get started.”

“Get started?” I ask.

“Yes.” She settles back in her chair like a tiny, ancient queen. “We’re going to have to cover a lot of information very quickly, so try to keep up.”

“Story of my life,” I say dryly, and she almost cracks a smile.

“To start with,” the Archivist says, “you need to know what the Wellspring is, and why it needs to be protected.”


CHAPTER 16
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Xander

“It’s the Arcanum, I know,” I say. “You don’t have to start that far back.”

Next to me, Jus rolls his lips inward, like he’s biting back a laugh.

“But do you know what the Arcanum is?” she asks me. “Why it’s so powerful?”

I lean forward. “You do?”

“Of course.” She looks smug, but I would too. I’d quickly gotten frustrated trying to find that answer in my research, since even the densest scientific papers all seemed circular when it came to that particular question. People manipulate the Arcanum. They get that ability from the Wellspring. The Wellspring is the Arcanum. Manipulated Arcanum is capable of a wide variety of things, depending on who does the manipulation.

Basically, all the available information was nice and neat and didn’t really answer any deeper questions.

“Well?” I prompt when it seems like the Archivist is content to wait us all out.

“If you were to look at a map of the Wellspring,” she says, “you’d see that it looks very much like a river.’

“Yes, I know that. I’m pretty sure everyone knows that.”

“Except what most people don’t realize,” she continues, as though I haven’t interrupted her, “is this river connects lakes, swamps, and oceans. It flows and branches off into different universes, different timelines. All of them, all at once.”

I blink slowly. “Okay,” I say slowly. “So it’s a multidimensional river of, what? Power? Magic?”

“In a way, yes,” she says. “And also no. For each action big or small that impacts the structure and growth of a dimension, there is a tributary or delta to go along with it. Simply put, what we call the Arcanum is so powerful because it’s reality. The Wellspring contains all possibilities that are, have been, and could be tangled up together, and when we manipulate it, we’re actually working with the fabric of all existence.”

“Oh yeah, it’s not magic at all,” I mutter, because there’s no good way to react to that information.

“Xander!”

I look at Jus, at the mix of confusion, shock, and more than a little annoyance on his face. “What? You want to sit there and continue to insist that it’s science behind using Reality River to alter our world like it’s a crossword puzzle someone did in pencil?”

“Oh, it’s science,” the Archivist says, calm as anything. “But it’s science that’s so far beyond our comprehension it might as well be magic. Which means you’re both right, in a way. And both wrong.”

“Well, that’s as clear as mud,” I say, and Jus snorts.

“Like I said, it’s beyond our comprehension,” the Archivist says, still unbothered by my sass. It’s actually kind of impressive at this point. “There’s a theory that this dimension is one of the original universes. Which is why the Wellspring and Arcanum are so prominent here. And each branch and fork to a new reality that takes us further from the main artery has subsequently less access to the power we take for granted here. Get far enough from the center, and you might not even be able to feel the Arcanum at all, much less manipulate it.”

“If that’s the case,” I ask, frowning, “then why was I able to use it without noticing back home? Because I can tell you for sure that I never once felt the Arcanum there like I have here.”

“There’s a very complex and fascinating theory attached to it, involving your category and some obscure math, the exact details of which aren’t really necessary for our purposes today.”

“And what would that be?” Jus asks.

“Saving all reality from being destroyed by the Seekers,” she says. “Because they’ve got the idea that the Wellspring is pure magic that can be tapped, like they’re harvesting oil from the ground. Only it’s not meant to flow freely. Flowing freely would potentially mean allowing all of existence into one spot at the same time.”

“Yeah, even I know that would be bad,” I say. “Basic physics says two things cannot occupy the same space at the same time. What you’re describing would be all the things at the same time.”

“Essentially, yes,” she says.

“That’s why their previous attempt in Lumia ended so disastrously,” Jus adds, nodding thoughtfully. “They probably made enough headway to destroy the city, but something kept the Arcanum explosion from overtaking everything.”

“More like someone,” the Archivist says, her face going sad. “There were two cat-5 magi in Lumia who appear to have done something to thwart the Seekers. Or at least mitigate things.”

I sigh. “My birth parents?”

“Yes,” she says, but doesn’t offer me any empty condolences.

“What did they do?” Jus asks. “Considering that the Seekers have their sword back and seem to have a pretty clear plan of action in mind, we might as well find out what worked before. Just in case.”

“That’s a very good question,” she says. “One no one knows the answer to, unfortunately. The Wellspring was damaged, probably by the Seekers, and your parents managed to create some kind of patch over the spot in time to prevent the catastrophe from spreading. Since then, every magus who has examined the patch comes away at a loss as to what the manipulation was, or how sturdy it is. Eventually, it was decided to cordon off the area to be safe, since no one will ever know for sure what happened. No one except the four people who were there, and two of them are dead.”

The expectant look she gives me leaves very little room for guessing who at least one of the others was. “Hate to disappoint you,” I tell her, “but I don’t remember anything from back then. I was four years old. Not exactly a reliable source, I’m afraid. Which sucks, because I’d really like to know what my folks looked like, at the very least.”

Jus reaches over and grabs my hand, squeezing it gently. He also says none of the vague platitudes so many like to offer when a guy brings up his dead parents. Instead, he just sits there with me. The two guards look uncomfortable but are too well-trained to break character, at the very least.

“You don’t have to remember anything in order to help,” the Archivist says. “Since you were there in the first place, you should be able to use the Wellspring to go back and see for yourself.”

“Time travel?” Dang it, if ever there was a time to skeptically raise one eyebrow at someone for saying something foolish, this would be it. Alas, I’m still stuck with lifting both at the same time and looking mildly surprised instead. “That’s new.”

The Archivist shakes her head. “Not time travel,” she says. “Not really. More like watching an instant replay.”

Jus frowns. “Sounds like something I would have heard of, at the very least. And I haven’t.”

“That’s because it’s not something that most people would have the ability to do. There are some very specific requirements to make it happen.” She holds up her hand, ticking off the next two points. “Specifically, the magus doing the manipulation must be a five and have been present during the original event to begin with. And since they can’t effect any change on the events that have already happened, there isn’t much call for it. Except, maybe, for when a cat-5 needs to remember something he forgot when he was a child.”

“That would probably be a pretty damn useful trick right about now,” I say, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the first clue about how to deliberately manipulate the Arcanum. I’ve tried using a focus, meditation, everything. The closest I’ve come is being able to stop myself from doing it by accident earlier. Otherwise, all I seem to be able to do is blow shit up or make people move out of my way on the subway.”

“That’s because the only way for a five to learn is to be shown by another five,” she says.

“Aren’t fives supposed to be super rare?” I ask.

She nods. “We are, yes.”

“Of course you are,” Jus groans. “Seems like I’m tripping over rare, high-category magi these days.”

I can’t help chuckling at his dismay. “It’s okay, babe. You’re still the strongest guy in the room.”

One of the guards makes a small noise at that, and I glare at him. Go on, I tell him with my eyes. Piss off a five who doesn’t know his own strength. He looks away, and I smirk at him, then at Jus. Jus rolls his eyes at me, but I can tell he’s laughing on the inside.

“Okay then,” I say to the Archivist. “I guess you’ll have to teach me.”

I cannot begin to tell you how disappointed I am that I can’t make a Karate Kid or Star Wars reference right now. Just saying.
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The first few attempts with the Archivist go about as well as every other try I’ve made on my own.

“You need to just let it happen,” she insists.

“Not once since I have woken up in this fucked-up reality has letting things happen with the Arcanum been a good idea,” I point out.

“Well, maybe if you weren’t fighting against it so much, it wouldn’t be so difficult.”

“Nice. Blame me for not knowing shit you’ve known how to do since the Stone Age.”

“At least people in the Stone Age weren’t afraid of a little fire.”

“Yeah, well, this doesn’t feel anything like fire to me,” I say, sitting back in my chair and crossing my arms like a petulant teenager.

“Wait—” Jus, who has been hiding off to the side with the bodyguards while I argue with the Crypt Keeper, speaks up for the first time since we started. “What does it feel like, Xander?”

The Archivist and I both look at him like he’s lost his fool mind, but Jus is unbothered. “You have excellent instincts,” he says with a shrug. “Maybe you should try listening to them instead of other people?”

“He’s got a point,” the Archivist says after a moment. “What does it feel like to you? What is it that has you resisting?”

“It reminds me of a recurring dream I used to have all the time when I was a kid,” I say. “About being at the beach and getting caught in a riptide. Which is extra weird, because the only beaches near where I grew up were not the kind of beaches where one goes into the water voluntarily. Pretty sure I thought the only way you could see the ocean was from a boardwalk until I was at least twelve.”

“But you dreamed about the ocean?” she asks, squinting like she can read my mind. Considering how thick her glasses are, I wouldn’t be surprised.

“Kind of, but not really.” I sigh and fight back a shudder. “I dreamed about drowning. Sort of.”

“Hmm.” She cocks her head to the side, eyes going ever-so-slightly unfocused for a moment. “I have a theory about that.”

“Oh?” I know I sound tired and done with her shit, but that’s because I am.

“What if it wasn’t just a random quirk of your psyche, but a memory?”

I huff at her. “You trying to tell me I drowned in a past life?”

“No,” she says with exaggerated patience. “But I think your mind was remembering what it felt like to move through the Wellspring between dimensions. You say what we’ve been trying to do feels like those dreams, but how so?”

“It’s like… it’s like I can feel the current wrapping around me, and if I were to let go even for an instant, it’ll pull me away. Drag me under. So I refuse to get swept away. I won’t let it happen. I can’t.”

She nods, like my neurotic rambling actually makes sense to her. “Do you know how to swim?”

“What?” I blink at her in confusion. It’s not that much of a non sequitur, but it’s still pretty damn random. “Yes, but what does that have to do with my childhood nightmares and today’s problem?”

“To keep from drowning, you learned how to swim,” she says. “So now you won’t.”

I glare at her. Gee. So helpful.

“The most important part to any manipulation is your intent,” she goes on. “But also what you want and believe you can have from the situation. Whether it’s to make your way through a crowd, always hit on green lights, or break out of a pair of handcuffs, there’s something you’ve wanted each time and haven’t stopped to tell yourself is impossible. Something you’ve focused on as your goal. Am I wrong?”

As much as I want to be a brat and tell her she is, I still take a moment to think about it. I close my eyes so I don’t have to look at her while I do it, though.

Crowds always letting me through—I can’t be late for work, I need to get through.

Finding money on the sidewalk back home—George is hungry, I need a few bucks to buy him lunch.

Exiting a fun house and finding myself in a different world I apparently came from in the first place—Home. I want to go home.

Stopping Dorian’s bullet midair—I won’t see Justus get hurt. I can’t.

“Well, fuck me,” I whisper, opening my eyes again. “Is it really that stupidly simply?”

She waggles her hand back and forth. “It’s more like a core concept than the key to the city,” she says. “If a magus doesn’t have both the belief and the focus on a goal, then any manipulation they attempt will fall apart, regardless of their category. For fives, that also includes having faith in the full measure of our own abilities—despite everything around us saying they should be impossible. And you don’t have that part down yet.”

I chew on my lower lip and think it over. “So because my subconscious keeps telling me I’m afraid to drown in water that doesn’t exist, I can’t so much as go wading?”

“Pretty much. But what you’re forgetting is that you’ve been swept up by the Wellspring not once, but twice, and come out on the other side safely both times.” She folds her hands on the desk in front of her. “Seems to me like you’re a pretty strong swimmer.”

“Nice way to bring it back to the beginning,” I say, and she cracks a tiny smile. “So, even though Dorian’s a one, he was able to survive both trips because he believes he can?”

“Eh. Maybe, but it’s doubtful,” she says. “I think it’s more likely you acted as his floatation device, which is why he insisted on you going with him to that carnival in the first place.”

“Oof. Considering we were on a date and he’d been promising me sexy fun times, I’m suddenly remembering a very unfortunate internet search I did years ago involving pool floaties and a very specific fetish.”

She barks out a surprised laugh. “Please do not continue that thought out loud. I’m too old to drink the amount of alcohol that would be needed to kill those brain cells.”

“Fair enough.” I relax in my seat, drumming my fingers on the armrest. “But getting back to your point, you think if I can let go of my fear of being swept away, I’ll be able to what? Ride the Wellspring like I’m going tubing?”

She shrugs. “Why not?”

Why not indeed. “Sure,” I finally say. “Let’s give it a try.”

For what feels like the hundredth time since we started, she talks me through the basic steps: clear my mind, find the pulse of the Arcanum. I’ve managed to get this far before, and each time, it gets easier; I can see how it could become an automatic habit utterly ingrained in the process. No wonder so much of the literature only says to do the thing, but not how.

“Good. Now, healthy respect for what you’re working with is good,” she says. “But you don’t need to fear it. Remember that you can and have done this before. Have faith in your abilities.”

But still I cling to solid ground like a little kid being dragged out of the shallow end. I sigh, frustrated, but don’t give up. “Dumb luck isn’t what I’d call a skill,” I can’t help reminding her when I still can’t seem to force myself to unclench.

“I have faith in you,” she says. “Borrow that until you see how right I am.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Then it’s a damn good thing I’m an excellent swimmer.”

Come on, me. The water’s fine.

My hands are balled up into fists, so I start there, uncurling one finger at a time. There’s a moment where I’ve got my hands splayed wide, and yet I’m still hovering on the edge of the Arcanum. What if this is all I can ever do? If I’m doomed to never live up to my potential, just like my adoptive parents always thought? I sigh in defeat, letting go of that last little hope of secretly being a true badass.

And then I’m floating. Metaphorically.

I can feel the Arcanum holding me up, and the Wellspring beneath us like a soft, cool current. There’s no undertow, no rapids, just a calm and easy ride between sun-dappled shores with no real destination in mind.

“Oh,” I whisper. “Oh. There it is.”

“Yes!” The Archivist’s voice is a little distant, and I reel myself in closer to shore before I drift too far. It’s so much easier than I’d expected it to be. “Now try a manipulation.”

“Like what?”

“Anything you want done,” she says. “Flip a light switch, lock a door.”

“Get Jus naked?”

“You don’t need the Arcanum for that, love,” Jus says. “But maybe save that for later?”

The Archivist chuckles. “Stick with something small for now. Find an immediate need, and meet it.”

Now that she mentions it, I’m thirsty as hell, and her pet ogres never offered me anything to drink. I look at her. “Got it.”

I probably overthink the whole thing, but to be safe, I take the time to figure out how each and every step would have to work. How the air would have to turn solid, but only for part of the room. And how the different parts of it would have to push and pull and slide, bringing me what I want. And then…

And then there’s a glass, gliding across the room, followed by the water pitcher, both stopping in front of me as though delivered by an invisible butler. It’s tempting to try to get fancy, but there’ll be time enough for that later. Instead, I reach out and pour the water by hand, setting the pitcher on the Archivist’s desk when I’m done.

She snorts. “Smart-ass. Just like your parents.”

“Must be genetic,” I say. “Speaking of my parents…”

The Archivist frowns. “I don’t like the idea of tossing you into the deep end the same day you learn to dog paddle. But I suppose we don’t have very many options. I’ve explained the concept of the manipulation already, but now I think you understand a little better.”

“I have to want to see the event again,” I say. “Even though I kind of don’t want to.”

“Xander—”

I turn to Jus’s tortured voice. He looks so worried about me, like he thinks there’s anything he can do about what I’m about to have to deal with.

“You don’t have to do this,” he says, one hand lifted like he’s reaching for me from across the room. “We can find another way that doesn’t involve you watching your parents die.”

“It’ll be okay,” I tell him, standing and walking over to kneel in front of his seat. The fact that Mr. Honor and Integrity would even suggest that, when everyone in this room knows good and well that we’re running out of time to dick around looking for alternate solutions, sets off a burst of warmth in my chest. “I really love you, by the way.”

“I love you too,” he says, bending to kiss me in a way that momentarily wipes my mind clean of everything bad going on. “And you’re an asshole for saying that now,” he whispers as he pulls back barely enough to draw a breath, “because it guarantees there’s no way I can stop you from doing this if you really want it.”

I smile and kiss him once more, a light brush of lips this time. “How’s that any different than five minutes ago?”

Then, because I don’t think there’s any other place in the world where I’d feel safer than in Jus’s arms, I let myself drift back out onto the river. I need to see, I whisper in my mind. I need to see the day they died.


CHAPTER 17
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Xander

I’m not sure what I expected it to be like, but it’s almost like watching a movie.

There’s a young couple that looks vaguely familiar, and I’m pretty sure they’re the ones I dreamed of back when I was in the hospital. They’re both tall and willowy, just like me, and the woman has my dark brown hair and I have the blond man’s dusting of freckles.

Just like the little boy watching them rush around the cramped apartment.

Something about the wide-eyed expressions on my parents’ faces tells me that this is not a typical morning rush. My father is on the phone, giving clipped one-word answers to whoever is on the other line, and my mother is packing a bag of things—coloring books and crayons, snacks, a change of clothes. Breakfast sits, forgotten, on the kitchen table.

“Well?” my mother asks as soon as my father hangs up. “Who are they sending?”

“Us.” My father is red in the face, but I think he’s holding back his anger for my sake. “They’re sending us, because there’s no one else close.”

“But what about—” She looks at little me, and I can see the naked terror on her face. Even four-year-old me can tell something’s wrong, and it scares him. Scares me. Tears well up in my little eyes, and I start to sniffle. “Ama is scared?”

“Only a little, sweetheart,” she says, smoothing away the tears on my fat little cheeks. “But everything will be okay. I know it.”

This is too far back. I need to see what happened right before the explosion.

The current of the Wellspring swirls around me, carrying me downstream in a blur of memories. When it slows again, my parents and I are creeping through some kind of tunnel. It’s dark and humid, and the preschool version of me is whimpering softly in fear.

Up ahead, we can see light and hear loud voices, and I brighten at proof that we aren’t alone in this scary place. My parents are not happy about the company, though, and they pull us to a stop.

“Xavier,” my mother says softly, kissing my forehead and the crown of my head over and over. “Baby, I need you to stay out of sight. Ama and Apa have to go stop some bad people, and until we do, you need to stay where it’s safe. Can you do that?”

She waits for a shaky nod of agreement before letting go of me so my father can grab me close and hug me tight. “We love you, Xavier,” he says.

And then they’re moving down the hall, hand in hand.

For a moment, I watch my little self as I stand there helplessly, and I wonder if all of this was only to discover even my Arcanum-assisted memories are useless after all. And then the memory of me straightens his tiny shoulders and starts creeping forward. Heading toward the very place I shouldn’t be.

I guess it’s comforting to know some things never change, huh?

By the time I’m close enough, it looks like most of the evil monologuing is done and everyone’s moved onto the fighting. My parents are frantically throwing manipulations around, trying to stop a man from getting to what appears to be a weird, glowing ditch running the length of the small room. But the man keeps moving forward, one ponderous step at a time, swinging a sword up in the air and bringing it down on the blue glow.

I flinch, but nothing happens when he makes contact. And something was definitely supposed to happen, because the man curses at my parents when they throw another manipulation, this time at the glowing ditch.

“I feel like a little boy at a dam,” my father says, breaking out in a sweat.

“Yes, dear,” my mother says through gritted teeth.

The man turns toward my parents with hate in his dark eyes, and that’s when I finally see his face.

Dorian.

“Your patch won’t hold forever,” he snarls, wrapping his hand around the hilt.

I’ve been caught up in the instant replay of the moment, but that’s enough to make me really look at what’s going on. It seems like my father is using the Arcanum to hold back the Wellspring, stuffing it into the cut Dorian just made. Meanwhile, my mother is manipulating the atoms of the sheath surrounding the Wellspring, encouraging them to pull closer, to heal the wound.

“Do you know the one thing you’re never supposed to do if you’ve been stabbed?” Dorian asks, rocking the sword back and forth just enough to leave my parents scrambling to avoiding losing any ground. “You’re not supposed to pull out the knife.”

Then he yanks the sword up, wrenching it out of the gash he’s left in the Wellspring. The essence of reality spurts into the air in a surreal arterial spray, the blue glow spreading across the floor and walls, and I can barely hear myself think over the pounding roar of what sounds like a waterfall at close range. Only it’s not just water. It’s voices and machines and animals, a deafening cacophony of noise that threatens to crush me with sound alone.

The ground beneath our feet shudders, crumbling and shrinking in on itself everywhere the blue light touches. The sheer mass of everything all at once is so intense the ground seems to be shrinking in on itself like a black hole. A reality singularity.

I watch it happen now and can’t help but wonder if this is what the universe was like moments before the Big Bang.

My parents scramble to work faster, pulling the ragged edges together as quickly as they can. There’s a good chance they’ll make it work, sort of, but I can also see the moment they realize no matter what they do, this is not ending happily for them.

Time moves strangely now, stuttering between too fast and too slow My mother looks around, screaming my name until she sees me watching from the sidelines, and I come running to her without a second’s pause. There’s no time for instructions, no chance for any sweet words. Instead, she grabs me close, holding me tight enough that even at that age I know it’s goodbye.

“You need to go somewhere far away, baby,” she says in my ear. “Somewhere far from the Arcanum and the Wellspring, where the tear doesn’t touch. And don’t come back until it’s time.”

Then she kisses me once more and shoves me into the bright blue-white light of the Wellspring. There’s another tremor in the ground followed by the deep, rumbling sound of a distant explosion, and everyone stumbles; my parents into one another’s arms, and Dorian after me. He screams, grabbing at my clothes as we’re yanked away from my home by the flow of the Wellspring. I fight him, terrified by how this feels like I always thought drowning would be, and then we’re separated at a junction, moments before I’m thrown free, only to be surrounded by pain and fire and a world impossibly far from everything I’ve ever known, where not even the language makes sense.


CHAPTER 18
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Justus

Iknow that hollow-eyed look on Xander’s face all too well. It’s the look of a person who has seen something so terrible, they will never be the same for having experienced it. It’s the look of a trauma that will always hurt on some level, no matter how much time or distance or therapy.

And there’s nothing I can do to make it better.

When he blinks his eyes and sluggishly focuses on me only moments after I felt him gathering Arcanum for the manipulation, I want to tell him to lie to the Archivist, tell her he saw nothing. Anything to keep him from having to cut open the fresh wound all over again. But I don’t. I can’t cheapen what he just went through, no matter how much it breaks my heart to see Xander curling over my lap, crying as though he’s lost his whole world.

What I can do is shoot the Archivist a warning look and a sharp shake of my head when it looks like she might speak up. I don’t care how little time we have, Xander deserves as much of it as he can get.

I let him cry himself out, determined give him all the time he needs to gather his thoughts and emotions back into whatever state he wants them in. Finally, he sighs and lifts his head from my knees to look up at me with a shaky smile that dies almost as soon as it’s born.

“The Seekers ripped a hole in the Wellspring, and my parents built a dam out of the Arcanum to close the tear,” he says. “The thing you call the patch is actually a collection of manipulations from them both, shoved together in a knotted panic when they realized it still wouldn’t save Lumia. Some of the Wellspring leaked out, and the weight of so much existence in even that tiny amount was enough to start the collapse of the town. My parents couldn’t leave without leaving their work completely unfinished, so they tossed me into the Wellspring like a baby in a basket. I have a bad feeling, though, that this patch they sacrificed themselves for isn’t nearly as strong as it could be. And if I was a crazy extremist bent on doing a do-over, that’s where I’d go to finish the job.”

I brush a loose bit of hair off his forehead and back into his disheveled style. “So we have to go back to Lumia?”

“Back to Lumia.” He nods, and then yawns. “But maybe a nap first. If there’s time.”

I look over at the Archivist, daring her to say there isn’t.

“We’ll make the time, Xander,” she says. “In the meantime, let me show you to our guest quarters. I’m assuming you two only need one room.”

“Obviously.” Rolling his eyes, Xander struggles to his feet. I almost grab him up when he sways dangerously, but he manages to keep his balance on his own. Then, when I’m sure he’s going to do something ridiculous and dangerously self-sufficient, he leans into me with a sigh. “I might need some help getting there.”

This man. He’s going to be the death of me, I swear. “Whatever you need, love.”

We follow the Archivist deeper into the building and up to an elevator with doors in the front and back and an actual directory and schematic of the base. I look around as the Archivist chooses our destination on the extensive bank of buttons, and shake my head. “You people really do like digging into the ground, don’t you?”

She smiles. “When our ancestors thought the Wellspring was pure magic, they dug deep to be closer to their gods,” she explains. “When we began to understand the delicate balance of the science involved, steps had to be taken to protect us all.”

“Makes sense,” Xander says. “Where I grew up, a lot of folks believed their god was in the sky. There’s even a whole story about some followers trying to build a tower to get closer. Spoiler alert: it ends in destruction and chaos.”

The elevator dings, and the doors behind us open to reveal a carpeted walkway curving around a multistory atrium, natural light pouring down from an enormous skylight several floors above us. Beveled doors, evenly spaced and neatly numbered, line the other side of the walkway, and a small plaque across from the elevator reads Guest Quarters.

“You have a hotel in your secret base?” Xander asks. “Seems weird, but okay.”

She huffs in dusty-sounding laughter. “Despite what you’ve seen since coming home, the biggest threat to Arcania has often been external. During the Arcanum Arms Race, there was a push to create safe havens for our leaders in the event of disaster.”

“But not anywhere for their peons to go for shelter, I bet,” Xander says wryly. “You know, magical science river aside, it seems like our worlds are an awful lot alike.”

“It’s probably not a coincidence,” I say, and both Xander and the Archivist stop, looking at me expectantly. “Think about it. There are an infinite number of possibilities creating an infinite number of dimensions and realities. Some of them might be so strange to either of us that sending a child there would have been reckless at best. Fatal at worst.”

“She wanted me as far away from the Arcanum as possible,” Xander says, frowning in thought. “If she also wanted it to be a place otherwise similar to home, I could see why the Wellspring took me where and when it did.”

“Having known your mother,” the Archivist says, ushering us toward one of the nearby doors, “I would not be at all surprised if that was the case.”

“I guess so,” Xander says softly.

She gives him an almost pitying look before opening the door to a nice-looking, if fairly basic, guest room. There was a decent-sized bed and a small sitting area with a bathroom to one side, helpfully stocked with toiletries, making it almost exactly like the hotel rooms Xander had joked about.

“While you two rest, I’m going to check some of my contacts and see if there is any news regarding your friends back in Eutronia,” the Archivist says. “Use the internal phone to request food when you wake up, and they will notify me to have everything ready for your departure.”

“I just need a couple hours,” Xander insists, and I frown at him. He needs more than that, no matter that I’ll be doing all the driving. “But the big guy here might need a couple more. He’s been running on fumes since yesterday.”

“I’d say take all the time you need,” she says, “but how about we settle for enough to recharge your batteries for the next leg of your journey? We still need to make sure the patch is secure in Lumia.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Xander says, face hardening. “I have no intention of delaying us a minute longer than necessary. Because of these Seeker bastards, I not only grew up an orphan, but completely alone in ways I’m still figuring out. They’ve got a thing or two coming from me.”

The Archivist makes her excuses and leaves us, and as soon as the door closes behind her, I pull Xander into my arms. “Just so you know,” I tell him, “I find you attractive as hell when you’re angry.”

He laughs and leans into me. “That so?”

“Hmm.” I kiss his neck, pleased when he tilts his head to the side to make room for more. “Out of curiosity, how tired are you right now?”

“I’ve got a whole bunch of that anger you find so sexy to burn off before I could possibly sleep,” he says, grinning at me. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas on how I could do that?”

In answer, I tug him into the bathroom with me. There’s no tub, only a large shower easily big enough for a pair of randy grown men, and I see no sense in letting it go to waste. There’s also a nice selection of oils and lotions that I fully intend to use for off-label purposes as soon as possible. But first, the shower.

It takes us a while to get undressed, mostly because we can’t stop kissing and exploring one another. We’ve been naked together before, but this is the first time we’re actually able to explore.

Xander tilts his head, looking at me curiously as we climb into the steaming shower together, getting instantly drenched. “What are you thinking about?”

“It’s sappy,” I warn him.

He drapes his arms over my shoulders, pressing his slick body to mine. “Good. I want to know.”

“This feels special,” I say, feeling like an idiot but of course completely unable to deny Xander what he wants. “So long as we’re able to do our jobs, there will be other times to rush through, other times we can go quick and dirty. But this time? This is the first time we’re making love, and I want to worship every last inch of you.”

“Yes, please and thank you,” he says, beautifully pliant in my arms in a way I’ve never seen him before. “Just, real quick question before we get to the good stuff: I don’t suppose you brought condoms?”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because,” he says with exaggerated care, “back home, that’s usually the default for everyone. For safety reasons.”

“Do men frequently get pregnant there? It doesn’t happen here, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

That gets a bark of a laugh out of him, and Xander buries his face in my shoulder, shaking with giggles. “No, you lunatic,” he says affectionately. “Because of sexually transmitted infections. Most of them are curable nowadays, but there are some pretty gnarly ones that are better to avoid anyway.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s not really a concern here,” I assure him. “Every now and then one pops up, and a group of very smart people come up with the means to cure it, either with medicine or manipulations. But if you’d be more comfortable with what you’re used to, I’d bet there are condoms somewhere around here. The people here seem really dedicated to providing their guests with everything.”

He doesn’t answer right away, but judging by the way he doesn’t stop touching or kissing me, I have nothing to worry about. Then he cups the back of my head, tugging me into a slick, lingering kiss that involves tongues and teeth. Groaning, I push him against the tile wall and deepen the kiss when he lets me take over.

Grabbing the soap and cloth, I work up a rich, woodsy-scented lather and start rubbing him down. Well, I rub down the parts I’m most interested in.

“Fuck,” he gasps when I wrap my hand around his hard cock and ratchet my grip side to side a few times.

“We’ll get there,” I promise, mixing things up and stroking him now. “Let me get your back, first.”

“Oh, hell yes,” he says, turning around and sticking his gorgeous, round ass out in a way that makes me momentarily forget all my grand plans to take my time. I get lost in appreciating the beauty of him, squeezing his ass and pulling his cheeks apart enough to rub my soapy fingers over the tight pucker of his entrance. Then I tease him with my thumb, pushing barely enough to press the tip in. It’s enough to make him grunt and widen his stance, though.

And really, why would I turn down such a perfect invitation?

Sinking to my knees, I press a kiss to each cheek before burying my face between them, swirling my tongue around and around his opening until it softens. He tastes mostly of the soap and mineral-rich water, and I can’t wait for the chance to do this to him again later so I can experience Xander in all his glory. Moaning happily, I burrow as deep as I can, fingers digging into his hips as I wring ragged, desperate sounds out of my man over and over again. He trembles, but holds out longer than I would have in his place. Eager for more I lick and suck and bite until Xander reaches back and grabs a fistful of my hair, tugging me back.

“Unless you want me to come like this,” he warns me in a shaking voice, “you’d better back off.”

“Maybe some other time.” I stand and turn him back around for more kisses. “Let’s finish getting clean, then find those condoms,” I say, nipping at his lower lip when he kisses me first.

Xander kisses me hard, stroking me with his own soapy hand until my already-abused knees threaten to wobble on me. “Yes on the getting clean,” he says, squeezing me with a perfect combination of confidence and tenderness. “But we don’t need them. I’m looking forward to feeling all of you.”

Groaning, I have to brace myself against the wall for a few seconds. “You’re evil and I love you,” I tell him.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he says, batting his damp lashes up at me, “you haven’t seen anything yet.”

We definitely skip on some of the finer points of regular showering, but neither one of us cares at this point. All that matters is getting the soap washed off before we turn off the water, and then swiping at the worst of the water with towels before we hurry to the bed.

“I have this fantasy of you,” I say, holding up a bottle of beard oil. “You’re riding my cock and it’s clear you’re the one who’s fucking me.”

“Absolutely,” he says, snatching the oil from my hand. “Fuck, that’s what I want, too. Get on the bed.”

Scrambling to do as I’m told, I lie down on my back, hands under my head. “Do you want me to get you ready?”

“Some other time,” he says in a low voice, prowling across the bed and up my body. Then he straddles me, pinning my cock to my body as he reaches back and opens himself up with the earthy, faintly-floral-scented oil.

To keep him motivated, I run my hands up his straining thighs, then run teasing fingers along his erection, making him leak eager drops of pre-come on my damp stomach. He grunts and falls forward, bracing himself against my chest with his free hand and glaring down at me.

“You are so much trouble,” he says, but his voice lacks any real anger. “What am I going to do with you?”

“I have a whole list, if you’re interested,” I say.

“I thought I was the one doing the fucking?” he asks, lifting up and reaching back to grab me, slicking oil up and down my length before notching me in place and holding still.

Groaning, I grab onto his hips but don’t try to move him. “Of course you are,” I tell him. “You have to know I’m yours to do with as you please.”

He smiles down at me. “I like the sound of that,” he says, and finally moves back, letting me press against the slick and loose entrance into his body until my crown pops in past his first ring of muscle. “Damn, baby. You feel so good.”

I can only groan and nod wordlessly, fighting against every impulse to push up and take over as he works himself down an inch at a time with small thrusts of his hips. Xander is tight and hot and slick, a perfect clench around me that makes my skin prickle from the way he’s owning me already. I want to tell him all that and more, but all I can do is look up at him helplessly as his eyes fall closed, and he tilts his head back with a sigh when I’m fully seated inside.

“Not sure how long I’m going to last,” he admits, moving his hips in some kind of undulating move that’s perfectly crafted to drive me insane.

“Me neither,” I finally manage. “Take what you need.”

“Cause you’re mine?” he asks, gliding up and down, taking me in again and again until I don’t remember what it feels like not to be fucked this way.

“Because I’m yours,” I agree happily, thrusting up now to meet him because I can’t stop myself anymore.

“Good,” he grits out, and then falls forward to kiss me, hot and breathy. “Now roll me over and fuck my brains out.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” I whisper into his mouth before flipping us over.

Lifting up Xander’s leg to hook his ankle over my shoulder, I move into position and push back into him with one hard thrust. It takes a few strokes to find the angle he needs, but I do everything I can to get the right angle to have him shouting encouragement every time I hit his prostate. I’m close already, but I’m going to give him what he wants and needs, no matter what.

“Like that,” Xander moans, grabbing his flushed and leaking cock and stroking in time to my thrusts. “Whatever you do, don’t stop. So fucking close, Jus.”

“Damn, I love you,” I gasp, starting to lose my rhythm despite myself.

Shouting, Xander arches up as he comes, bearing down on me and shooting off between us. I only manage another thrust or two before I fall apart as well, pushing deep into him as I balance my weight on one hand next to his head, shaking and coming with a long, ragged moan.

Even then, it still takes me a few seconds to bring my brain back online. Xander’s clinging to me with arms and legs, so I don’t have to worry about moving yet, at least. “Holy shit,” I pant.

He laughs. “No kidding.”

“After we save the world, you are so doing that to me,” I tell him with a kiss.

The look Xander gives me makes me feel like a god, and I already know it’s going to be addictive as hell. “It’s a date.”


CHAPTER 19
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Justus

By the time we get cleaned up—again—and settled in bed, we’ve burned through enough time that neither of us is comfortable with taking more than a few hours for a nap. Not that it really matters, though; we’re awakened by pounding on the door a full half-hour before our alarm.

I’ve rolled out of bed and have my undershorts on before Xander’s able to do much more than grumble a disjointed collection of swear words, so I make sure his nakedness is covered by the sheets before answering the door. This isn’t the first time I’ve been yanked out of sleep by one disaster or another, but all things considered, this had better be damn important. I’ve got a long drive ahead of me and am in desperate need of every second I can grab of beauty sleep.

There’s no peephole in the door, so I grab my sidearm and crack the door cautiously. Yes, I know we’re in a secure facility. But at this point, the list of people I know I can trust with my and Xander’s safety is far too short.

The person on the other side happens to be on that list, but he’s not supposed to be here.

“Sewell?” I open the door a little wider, but not enough to allow a line of sight to the bed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Ethan Sewell’s face is battered and bruised, one eye swollen nearly shut from a black eye so bad it looks purple against his dark skin, but he still smirks when he sees my state of undress. “Time to saddle up, buttercup,” he says. “There’s fuckery afoot, and I’m told your boy toy is our best hope.”

Frowning, I try to make sense of what’s going on, but it’s not going very well. “Are you okay, man? You don’t sound like yourself.”

“Am I okay?” he scoffs. “No, I am not okay. I have a concussion, along with three bruised ribs and a sprained ankle, and I just flew over two hours in the back of a military transport plane because some old lady called me on our boss’s phone and said that you two are the best chance we have at saving the world. I would much rather still be in the hospital, keeping an eye on Gabriella, but instead I’m here.” He tosses the two duffle bags I’d left in the back seat of my car at my feet. “Coffee’s on the way. Get dressed, probie.”

“Coffee?” Xander calls sleepily from behind me. “Babe, did someone say coffee?”

I point my index finger of the hand not currently holding a gun. “Not one word, Sewell.” Then I kick the bags into the room and close the door before he can try me.

I set my gun on the dresser, then drop the bags on the bed. Xander, sleep-tousled and tempting as hell, sits up in bed and blinks at me. “Everything okay?”

“Probably not,” I tell him. “Agent Sewell’s here, and it sounds like we’re going to have to hustle out of here sooner rather than later.”

Xander huffs in frustration and runs his hand through his hair, wincing when his fingers get caught in tangles. “Fine, but I’m still doing my hair before we leave,” he says.

I lean over to kiss him softly. “I figured as much. If things were that dire, Sewell wouldn’t have ordered us coffee before showing up, so you go ahead and do what you need.”

“I love you so damn much,” he sighs.
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“You said AD August is in the hospital?” I ask when I open the door a few minutes later to find Sewell lounging against the wall. Behind him, there’s a cart with what I hope is food as well as coffee, so I reach around him to snag it. He beats me to it and pulls it into the room behind him.

“Three fractured vertebrae, a subdural hematoma, and a clavicle fracture,” he says. “Turns out AD Farrell is really good at blowing shit up. Internal affairs is even checking the forensics from the scene the other day to make sure he wasn’t behind that one too.” He spots Xander in the bathroom as he goes by, putting the finishing touches on his hair. “Hey, five.”

Xander waves at his reflection in the mirror. “Hi, Ethan. Glad to see you’re still alive.”

“Right back at you,” Sewell says, angling the cart toward the sitting area and helping himself to a cup of coffee. “Anyway, after you left and Farrell turned the street into a massive pothole, it took a few hours until I could get discharged from the hospital, and then a few more before anyone would tell me what was going on. Farrell set the whole team up to take the fall for him, but he must have been in a rush for me. The evidence against me fell apart quickly, I was cleared, and that’s when I found out that Gabriella was handcuffed to a hospital bed in intensive care.”

“Ooh, I’ve been there,” Xander says over running water. “It sucks ass in all the not fun ways.”

“Your guy has had a hell of a weird life,” Sewell says, sipping his coffee.

“Nah, just a weird month,” I say casually, hiding my smile by focusing on doctoring up a mug with an excessive amount of cream and sugar.

“I can’t tell if you’re fucking with me or not,” he says after a beat.

“Oh, he’s serious,” Xander says, coming out of the bathroom. He still looks exhausted, so I hand him the coffee I just made before pouring a plain one for myself. “Thanks. Yeah, I got to this dimension a little over three weeks ago, and the first week I was under literal lock and key in the hospital wing of a secret underground base. Then the second week I was allowed to walk around, but when the base got attacked, that was when I final managed to get out of jail. It’s been a wild ride.”

Sewell sets his mug down with the clink of porcelain to wood. “I had a feeling Gabriella was skimping on details, but not that many.”

“We can visit the department of backstory later,” Xander says. “I take it by you being here, things are even more fucked than before?”

“If by that, you mean Farrell and that Dorian guy got away, no one has any clue where that Shadowthorne sword thing is, and suddenly all chatter on every known old magic channel has stopped,” Sewell says, sounding easily as tired as we feel, “then yes. Infinitely more fucked.”

“Oh good,” Xander says faintly. “I was worried things might calm down around here.”

After that, things start moving quickly. The Archivist agrees that we shouldn’t dick around with the twelve-hour drive to the Lumia compound, and somehow manages to produce a small jet for the three of us to use. Since it’ll cut our travel time to a third, none of us make a single comment about the ridiculousness of a librarian having access to that much luxury.

No one seems to think we’ll hit the ground in Lumia at any speed other than running. And the intensity of the preparations has Xander all pale and wide-eyed, because he’s a very smart man. Then again, the way Sewell and I make a point of finding the armory before we leave, along with the Archivist sending one of her personal guards as pilot and backup—the big, bald guy only known as Williams—would probably have clued in even the most oblivious.

The ride to the airstrip hidden behind a strategically placed length of unkempt wilderness just outside of town is tense. Sewell, Williams, and I are all former military, and the pre-mission adrenaline is familiar to us as we do what we can to get in the right head spaces. But Xander? The Archivist pulled Xander aside just before we headed out, and whatever she had to say has him deep in his own thoughts in a way that makes me itch to hold him.

Once we’re in the air, four hours away from our destination, I reach across the small table filling the narrow space between our seats and offer Xander my hand. “I know this is going to sound ridiculous,” I tell him, “but you should try to get some sleep.”

He gives a soft, wry laugh even as he tangles our fingers together. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to do more than blink until this is all over with, if I’m being honest.”

“Fair,” I say. “But at least try to relax a little.”

“And what? Read a book to pass the time while I wait for the apocalypse?”

“Sure. Why not?” I shrug. “I spent more than two decades making a career out of being a big hero, Xander. And since meeting you, I realized I was doing it all wrong.”

He frowns. “How so?”

My answer comes slowly, mostly because I haven’t put it into words before. “I never really had a reason of my own to be doing it. I mean, there was always patriotism and justice, which are nothing to discount. But I was dedicating my life to everyone else’s without ever taking the time to live while I could. There’s a line between selfless and self-sacrificing, and I was miserably on the wrong side of it for far too long.”

“So what you’re saying is…”

“Read a damn book. Take a nap. Do whatever it takes to find your center so you’re not a wreck by the time we land and you also have a reminder of what it is you’re fighting for in the first place.”

He squeezes my hand, then glances over at Sewell, who has his seat fully reclined and is happily stretched out under a big fluffy blanket, and back to me. “And what if that’s taking you to the tiny bathroom in the back for some stress relief?”

I laugh, my whole body flushing pleasantly at the thought.

“Please don’t,” Sewell says without opening his eyes. “Sound carries obscenely well in these little jets. Emphasis on the obscene.”

Xander blushes, his freckles standing out in adorable relief. “Don’t worry, Ethan,” he says, all mock bravado, “we’ll let you have the bathroom when we’re done if you need some special alone time.”

Sewell’s only response is a middle finger in Xander’s direction. It seems to be enough to settle my guy, though, because Xander just laughs, his shoulders dropping a little from their steady climb up to his ears. Then he gives a gusty sigh and reclines his seat a little before opening his messenger bag—newly gifted by the Archivist—and pulling out a battered paperback with what appears to be not one, but two shirtless barbarians on the cover.

He sees me looking, and grins as he pulls out another book. “Here,” he says, tossing it over to me. “This is the first one in the series.” This one has one shirtless barbarian and one very prissy-looking gentleman in a steamy embrace.

The sales copy on the back sounds pretty interesting, so I decide not to tease Xander about finding a gay book club in the middle of a secret government installation. He might take the book back if I do.

I open the book and start reading, losing myself in the story. Before I know it, Williams is calling me over the intercom, asking me to come up to the cockpit. A glance out the window shows me the sun coming up over the nearby Aquaspire Mountains, which means we’re almost to our destination.

I head up front and make sure to close the cockpit door before settling into the co-pilot’s seat. Williams is frowning out the windscreen, his bushy eyebrows drawn into a deep V. He has his headset hanging loose around his neck and silent.

“We on approach?” I ask, and he nods tersely.

“Without landing clearance, though,” he says. “I called in on the proper channels, using the standard coded cover story of rich people lost and looking for refueling. Got no response.” He scowls, adjusting the stick and bringing us that much lower. “There’s always someone on the radio.”

“Until there isn’t,” I add, and he looks at me.

“Until there isn’t. You might want to tell the others to be locked and loaded, just in case.”


CHAPTER 20
[image: ]


Xander

Over the past few weeks, I’ve discovered there are a lot of different ways to wake up. Some are awesome and involve orgasms and/or coffee. Others are… not so awesome.

For example: Justus waking me up from the nap I’d thought I wouldn’t ever manage, and insisting I put on a bulletproof vest because we’re landing and he has cause to believe the entire facility is now enemy territory. That would go under the “not awesome” category, in case you were wondering. And while it definitely wakes me up with a zap to my system, I still would have preferred the coffee and coming option.

But since complaining won’t do me any good, I take the vest and slip it on, vaguely surprised at how light it is. You’d think that something called body armor would feel like actual armor, like wearing one of those big metal suits from old castles, but no. To keep myself from thinking too hard about what could be waiting for us on the rapidly approaching tarmac, I ask about the vest.

“There are heavier ones,” Jus tells me as we get my straps and buckles secured. “But sometimes you need to sacrifice a little protection in the name of mobility.”

“We also have some helmets, if you’re looking to really gear up,” Ethan says with a smirk. “I’m sure Farhill will still think you’re cute when you’re wearing something with a chinstrap and a neck shield.”

“Trust me, if I thought he’d wear all that shit, it would already be out,” Jus says. “Have you ever fired a gun, Xander?”

“Not one that wasn’t attached to a video game,” I tell him. “And I’m really not excited about changing that.”

He nods. “Then you’re going to want to stay behind the three of us. When the shooting starts, I want you to take cover and do whatever you can not to draw attention.”

“You’re always telling me not to get noticed,” I say, trying to tease him, although my voice wobbles a little too much for that. “When are you going to get that I thrive on being a shiny object?”

He hooks his hand in the armhole of my vest and tugs me close. His eyes are wide, and I can see how worried he is for me. “You’re gorgeous and amazing and I adore that about you, but please, for the love of everything, be boring for now.”

“Hey.” I cup his jaw and lean into his space a little more. “I was joking, Justus. I’m sorry. I’ll be serious.”

“Thank you,” he says, pressing our foreheads together with an awkward little bump as the jet’s wheels hit the tarmac. “I love you.”

“Love you back,” I say, kissing him.

“Doesn’t anyone love me?” Ethan asks loudly, deliberately overdramatic.

“Dunno,” I say, looking at him. “Why don’t we ask Gabriella?”

Jus sputters, probably short-circuiting at the idea that his superior officer might have a personal life, but I know I’m right when Ethan just looks at me with his mouth hanging open in surprise.

“Oh, come on,” I say, holding on to Jus for balance as we roll to a stop probably a little too fast. “You’re the one who showed up on a first-name basis with the boss lady.”

“Are we talking about how your buddy here is banging the cougar from AAD?” Williams says, pulling on his gear as he joins us. For a big guy, he moves pretty damn fast. It’s kind of impressive.

“No,” Ethan says, but he isn’t meeting anyone’s eye. “We are not talking about that right now.”

I nod, unable to keep my face serious. “That’s fine. We’ll just talk about it later, after we save the world.”

Ethan glares at me. “I hate you, and if I didn’t think Farhill would curb stomp me for it, I’d let the Seekers shoot you a little.”

“Speaking of people shooting at us,” Jus says, a little too loudly,” since no one’s doing that at the moment, let’s review the plan.”

“Oh, easy,” Williams says. “Kill any bad guys we see and get the skinny civilian here to the patch. Did I miss anything?”

There’s a pause. I get the feeling that Jus and Ethan are trying to find something to add, so I take over. “I’m not skinny,” I say. “I’m fashionably slim. But other than that, I’d say you’ve got it.”

“Cool.” Williams finishes gearing up and approaches the door, cautiously peering out the round window next to it before pressing the button to release the door back into stairs. “You’ve got your Archivist badge? No sense in wasting time fighting our way through the lockdown security protocols.”

“Right here.” I tug on the lanyard under my shirt, one of my last-minute gifts from the Archivist before we left Mistport. “I still haven’t had a chance to tell Jus about my new job, so thanks for that, Williams.”

“No problem, Archivist Renner,” he says. “Let’s move out.”

With Williams in the lead, then Justus, followed by me and Ethan, we disembark quickly. I have to trot to keep up as we make for cover immediately, even though it looks like the airfield is completely empty except for us.

Of course, considering the fact that this is an airfield for what’s supposed to be a heavily guarded installation, the lack of welcome is pretty damn concerning.

Williams leads us to a small building that looks like a glorified garage at best, but it takes my badge to open the door and let us into an empty air traffic control office. Several of the screens are flashing bright red warnings about a facility lockdown, and I really hope whoever is supposed to be here managed to take cover in time.

On the far side of the room is an elevator I have to unlock with my badge. According to the Archivist, the job gives us unfettered access to our designated estuary facilities, but it’s still a little freaky when the flashing lights pause only long enough for the elevator to arrive and let us on. The metal car moves fast, too fast for me to come up with a good quip about the absolute insanity of all this, and it takes us down deep in the ground to drop us off in a long passageway lined with thick metal pipes, too few lights, and way too many shadows. “God damn,” I say. “This looks like at least three separate horror movies all rolled into one. Plus the one with all the guys on that really long walk across a whole flipping continent.”

“It’s less than half a mile,” Williams says, taking off down the hall at a light jog. “You’ll be fine.”

“Oh, this should be fun,” I mutter as the rest of us follow after him.

Thing is, while I know that this is all very serious and life or death, I haven’t really seen it, you know? Everyone has been talking about the danger, but come on. We just landed a whole plane out back and no one even came to tell us off for Williams’s bad parking. Everything has been tense, yeah, but I don’t think anyone could really blame me if I still haven’t accepted the full reality of the situation, you know?

Which is all to say, when we get to the end of the service tunnel and I badge us through, I am in no way prepared for the blood-spattered hallway and what’s left of the two black-clad soldiers blocking our way.

“Jesus,” I gasp, and turn just in time to avoid throwing up my coffee and protein bar snack all over the back of Justus’s bulletproof vest. As it is, the splatter hits my shoes, and I can’t find it in myself to care. “Oh, Jesus Christ.”

“No, that’s Marcus and Wade,” Williams says, clearly confused.

“That’s not—you know what, never mind.” I wipe my mouth and give myself a shake. “Let’s go.”

I would very much like it if Marcus and Wade are the only bodies we see, but it seems like my luck is up. Soldiers in black military gear and in Seeker blue alike lie dead or dying around nearly every corner. Most have been shot, but others are more like those first two, torn and bloody and broken.

“Fuck’s sake, did they bring a wild animal with them?” Ethan mutters as we wait for Jus to clear a stairwell, and I’m glad I’m not the only one thinking it.

Williams grunts. “Just a human animal,” he says. “Can’t you feel the leftover Arcanum?”

“Is that what that is?” I ask. “It feels like someone’s been stomping all over my grave. It’s a saying,” I add quickly when he looks like he’s about to ask. “I thought it was just nerves making my skin prickle like that. But it makes sense now that you say it.”

And now I know what I’m looking at, I’m able to really examine the fragments of the manipulation. Whoever is behind it is angry, to be sure, but also there’s a lack of control hiding under the violence. Like someone jammed a bunch of Arcanum into a water balloon and put it in a slingshot. That’s probably why there have been so many dead Seekers—whoever the magus is, they don’t know how to aim their weapon.

Jus opens the door and pops his head into the hall. “Let’s go.”

Without having to ask, I know we need to go another few levels down to the bottom level. The sound of rushing water is getting louder the farther we go, and I can feel the tug of the Wellspring, like an eager current around my ankles. This way, something tells me. Go all the way down.

Unfortunately, I’m so caught up in that feeling, I miss something much more immediate.

“The layout is different than you’d remember from when you were a kid,” Williams says to me over his shoulder as we reach the landing one floor up from the very bottom. “When they excavated the site of the explosion to check on your parents’ patch, the immediate area wasn’t stable enough for a lot of construction. Getting down there isn’t going to be—”

Just as he’s passing the door to start the last flight of steps, the door opens and draws all of our attention. Two Seekers rush through, the first with his rifle already up. The second is Farrell, who looks just as surprised to see us as we are him. Before I can do anything about it, the first guy fires at Williams, hitting him right between the eyes. The big guy tumbles down the stairs like a broken doll, and the Seekers immediately turn toward us. I might not have been ready at first, but the burst of fear and rage I have now more than makes up for it.

Before I know what I’ve done, both men are dropping through floor-turned-to air under their feet, the concrete floor below opening up only long enough to swallow them into the ground. My ears are still ringing from the gunshot at close quarters, but I’m pretty sure I can hear faint screaming too.

I’ve still got big fistfuls of Arcanum left, and for a few seconds, I’m tempted to fling it all out like this. Let the rest of the Seekers infesting the halls all die like Williams, like my parents, like the men upstairs…

“Xander.” Justus is cupping my face, looking deep into my eyes. “Love, you need to calm yourself. We’re too close to the Wellspring and you’re too powerful to lose control right now.”

“He…” I try to look at Williams, but Jus won’t let me. I might love him a little more for that alone. “He didn’t deserve that.”

“No, he didn’t,” Jus agrees firmly. “But he knew the risks. Just like we do. And I promise, you can be as angry or sad as you want later. For now, I need you to bottle it all up so we can get through what’s next.”

“And turn the floor solid again so we can get the fuck out of here, while you’re at it,” Ethan says. “We’ve got incoming.”

Fuck. He’s right. Both from the hallway outside and a few flights up on the stairs. For some reason, though, it takes me longer than it should to coax the molecules of the floor back into a nice, solid state again. The Arcanum is there, it’s eager to be used, but it’s spraying wide every time I try to work it, like when you put your thumb over the end of a hose.

But I get it cooperating in time, and we race down the last of the stairs. Williams is on the last landing, on his back with his eyes wide open and staring sightlessly at the ceiling, which bothers me on a fundamental level until Jus stops long enough to reach down and close our friend’s eyes one last time. He pauses only for a second or two, and then stands, looking at me with so much sorrow. “I’m sorry,” he says. “But…”

“I know,” I say. “No time.”

Jus nods, and we’re off. Once we’re through the last door, I manage to coax enough Arcanum to turn the lock into a useless hunk of metal behind us. It won’t completely prevent anyone from following, but the ones coming up behind us will have a hell of a fight to get through.

Then I look around to get my bearings, not that it’s all that hard. Even if there were a dozen doors in this hall, I’d know where to go. The Wellspring is so loud and the Arcanum so chaotic there can’t be any doubt we’re in the right place. Hell, the door practically opens on its own before I can touch it.

Actually, now I think of it, that’s exactly what happens.

And I know Williams tried to tell me things were different, but the room we find is not at all like what I saw during the replay manipulation. That one had been normal, about the size of a trailer. This one, though, this one is something else.

To start with, the ceiling is at least fifty feet above the floor, and we’re at the very top on a large metal grate platform. It’s an observation deck of some kind, with hulking pieces of dark machinery all around us, and I can see the Wellspring glowing through the open grate under my feet. But the lighting up here is terrible, and I get the feeling no one’s used this place in a long time. Then I go to the edge of the platform and lean over the railing for a look. No stairs.

“Well, that’s fucking awesome.” I reach out to touch the Arcanum, vaguely hoping I might be able to do my thing from all the way up here. But it’s all too wild, too dangerous. I might be a five, but there’s no way I’ll be able to tame this mess, not even to work a manipulation to get down me closer. “Now what?”

“I was thinking about dropping a grenade on it,” Dorian says, stepping out from behind a dusty workstation. He holds up what appears to be sword with a grenade taped to it like this is some fucked-up game of evil DIY. “Should do the trick when combined with the Shadowthorne. I’ve put a lot of thought into it, and I think where I went wrong last time was a lack of sufficient force.”

Funny enough, Ethan and Justus are hidden from view by some of the same equipment Dorian was behind. Without thinking too hard, I jump to take charge of the situation.

“Stay where you are,” I order. “I might be alone here, but I’m not helpless. Don’t move another step.”

“Or what?” Dorian scoffs. “Or you’ll shoot me, like some common criminal? Go ahead. I’m ready to die, if it means bringing the truth to the world. It’s what I’ve always sought to do. What every Seeker wants.”

“Even if it kills innocent people?” I ask, ridiculously pleased when the guys get my hint and melt further into the shadows.

“Your parents were far from innocent,” he says. “They—and most of the people living in that blasphemous place—were part of the plot to keep the truth from everyone. I’m just glad they gave me access to their untrained brat’s magic to use to prove my skills as worthy.”

Ethan and Jus have managed to make good progress during Dorian’s little monologue, creeping along in a stealthy arc to get between Dorian and the door, cutting off his escape route. I jump to keep Dorian’s attention on me, even as I picture myself dangling one hand into the rapids around us, trying to gather enough cooperative Arcanum to do something useful. “One, it turns out the Arcanum really isn’t magic,” I say, unreasonably delighted when it instantly enrages Dorian. “And two, what skills? All you did was use me like a pair of swimmies in a public pool. Twice.”

“And yet I managed to ride you and the Wellspring for a round trip that should have torn me to shreds like I killed those men upstairs.”

“Speaking of the men upstairs,” I say, not in the mood to picture Dorian riding me anyway or for any reason, “I can’t help wonder why you killed your own guys too.”

He gives a negligent, one-shouldered shrug. As a one, there’s no way Dorian should be able to manage to kind of manipulation I’d seen upstairs. At least, not under normal circumstances. But with the way the Wellspring is surging and crashing, throwing Arcanum around like sea spray during a hurricane… I mean, if Dorian really believes he’s capable of wielding it, I can see it happening.

“You know what they say about omelets and eggs. Hamlin and I think it’s because the magic’s so eager to be used by me. It surged as soon as you and I each got here, you know. Like it recognizes us.” He lifts his hand, wiggling his fingers as he pulls bits of the Arcanum to him. The unstable force swirls around him for a moment, long enough to bring a smile to Dorian’s face. “Hello, my old friend. I missed you so much during my exile.”

I can’t help scoffing at that. “The Arcanum isn’t aware. It’s not even alive. From what I’ve heard, it’s totally beyond the concept in ways humans couldn’t ever understand.”

“Spoken like one of the willfully ignorant,” Dorian says on a snarl. “Hamlin’s told me how gladly you let yourself be taken in by the heretics. He seems to think we’ll be able to reprogram you, but the rest of the bunch if far too rotten to be saved. But once I have full access to the magic—as is my right—I’ll be able to wipe them all out of existence with a smile on my face.”

“Murder isn’t something you should be bragging about, you know.” I sigh. It’s a little tempting to tell him that Hamlin Farrell isn’t going to be reprogramming so much as a VCR, but my rage has faded back enough to leave space for shame at taking a life. “That’s pretty tacky, my dude.”

“Righteous kills,” he insists. “Far beyond my usual abilities, but proof that the magic wants me here, wants to be free.”

“Look, I know it’s useless to argue with stupid,” I say, closing some of the distance between us with slow, careful steps, “but even my untrained ass can tell the Arcanum is damaged here. It doesn’t want anything, but it needs to be healed. It needs someone to finish what was started all those years ago.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Dorian says.

Then he pulls the pin the grenade and throws it—and the sword—over the railing.


CHAPTER 21
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Xander

“NO!”

I’ve heard people say how when shit goes especially sideways, a person’s life can flash before their eyes or time even seems to slow down.

None of that happens to me when Dorian throws that damn sword over the railing.

In a way, Dorian was right, and he’d needed more force last time. The Wellspring isn’t a water balloon, ready to burst from the slightest threat; otherwise, the ancient magi who’d found it would have messed everything up ages ago.

Despite what the Seekers think, there’s nothing special about the sword. A well-sharpened butter knife would be as much of a threat to the integrity of the Wellspring in the hands of someone with enough determination. And really, it’s the fucking grenade attached to the sword that’s the problem now. That is definitely going to be enough force, especially considering how weakened this particular spot is already from the last time.

My parents had done their best to fix things, but in the end, the damage from before is still there. Kind of like trying to fix a broken mug with Elmer’s—it might look good enough to put on a shelf, but if the wind blows wrong, you’re screwed.

And Dorian’s just thrown a fucking wrecking ball at the whole china cabinet.

Without any time to think it through, I have a split second to come up with my intent of no, and then I throw all the Arcanum I’ve been clumsily trying to manipulate during the whole conversation. I have no idea if it will work, or even if it should work.

All I know is that it has to work. I’ll accept nothing less.

My determination feels like a solid shield, wrapping around the grenade even as it blows. But I’m rushing, and haven’t had a chance to really finish picturing my manipulation; there are openings on the sides, but that’s okay. I hope. In the end, I wind up squeezing it as if in a giant fist, directing the main force of the blast to the walls and shaking the entire structure beneath my feet. I stumble and fall when the floor tilts dangerously to one side, falling to my knees and screaming in terror when I see one of the big machines tip over, pinning Jus beneath.

“Justus!” I can’t stand, not with the way the platform is swaying, but I try, scrambling and slipping helplessly. Before I absolutely lose my mind, I see Ethan waving me off. He’s right. There are things that I need to worry about first, and then I can make sure the love of my life is okay.

Because I didn’t stop all of the blast. Some still manages to hit the Wellspring, smacking into it like a giant boulder dropped from the top of a mountain into a deep lake. The damaged Arcanum ripples out and out, pushing at the constraints of the Wellspring, and I scramble to repeat my squeezing manipulation, despite how the Arcanum is as controllable as a storm on the ocean right now. It doesn’t go very well, but If I keep trying, I should be able to at least prevent a fucking reality tsunami from taking out the whole damn country, right?

Except there’s Dorian.

Growling like a feral animal, he throws himself at me when the Arcanum I’m clinging to refuses to respond to him. He punches and kicks, slaps and bites, and I’m fighting back just as dirty, pulling his hair and trying to get a few kidney shots in. I know what he’s really trying to do, and it’s working to distract me enough that my concentration slips and the swirling disaster below can pick up speed again. I scramble, fighting to block Dorian’s blows while trying to control the maelstrom forming beneath us.

“You’re going to kill everyone, you psychopath!” I scream, and the lunatic on top of me laughs.

“Good! Then you can see your mommy and daddy again!”

I’ve never been so furious that everything inside of me has gone utterly still before. Until now. In fact, everything outside has gone still, too. The Wellspring freezes, the silence sharp and painfully sudden, and all I can hear is the ominous creaking of the platform and Dorian cackling. I need him away from me. I need him off of me, as soon as possible.

“What’s the matter, Alexander?” he taunts me. “Don’t like it when people bring up the dead parents?”

“Fuck you!” I scream, swinging my fist around and clocking him hard. Harder than I should be able to, considering I’m pinned flat with no leverage. Hard enough to send him sailing through the air like we’re in a kung fu movie, Arcanum lifting him up and flinging him away.

“You don’t get to talk about them,” I snarl, finally finding my feet and stalking over and kicking his shoulder to knock him over.

At the same time, the platform shifts again, and he slips, rolling to where the railing was, but no longer is. This time, when Dorian reaches for the Arcanum, haphazard without a focus, I stop him myself. The Arcanum here is mine. All of it. And I’m not sharing with him.

He tries to hold on to the metal lattice floor, but the entire section beneath him groans and snaps, listing hard enough several of the heavy pieces of machinery tumble over the edge. Suddenly aware of his precarious situation, Dorian looks over his shoulder at the Wellspring, still like a pond thanks to my icy resolve, then back to me. “Xander,” he gasps. “Xander, you’re not a killer.”

“Oh, now you get my fucking name right?” I want to come up with something witty to say, and then maybe send him plummeting to his death. But just like how burying Farrell and the other guy alive didn’t bring Williams back, killing Dorian won’t undo all the horrible things he’s done out of some delusional notion of the truth. “Fine,” I sigh. “I’ll help you out.”

“Thank you,” he sobs. “Thank you.”

Careful not to slip and fall right next to him, I crawl to the edge. I’m almost close enough to reach him, and it’s plenty close for what I have in mind. “You’re not going to die, Dorian. But you are going somewhere you’ll never be able to touch the Arcanum ever again. Not even as much as you could back home.” I smirk, concentrating on the idea, finding the will and the focus to make sure this works. “You’re not going to die, and you’re never going to be able to hurt another magus ever again.”

Then I let the manipulation go. It moves seamlessly, lifting a screaming Dorian up into the air. He begs me, he begs the Arcanum, but my mind is made up, and the Arcanum doesn’t understand things like fear or pity. I borrow some of that detachment, watching as Dorian’s gently slipped into the Wellspring and snatched up by the undertow in an instant.

Then, working as quickly as I can, I redirect all the stray Arcanum in the room. It’s so much easier now, but I know better than to question why. It only is, at least for now. Rational thought can wait. I build retaining walls in my mind, routing all the power back to where it belongs. I shore up the exposed sides of the Wellspring, and then I meld it all together with a cap that I integrate into the whole thing.

When I’m done, I let go of the Arcanum I’m gripping so intently, a trickle at a time. It takes so much concentration, I have to lie down and close my eyes because I can’t manage anything more than that. Holy shit. Saving the world is exhausting.

After a few seconds, I can hear running water again. It’s beautiful.

“Ethan?” I finally call, my voice breaking. “Is my boyfriend still alive?”

“Surprisingly, yes,” he shouts back. “But we should probably get him to a doctor.”

“Cool,” I say, giving a thumbs up in his general direction. “Can you call someone for that? I just need to close my eyes for a second, ‘kay?”


CHAPTER 22
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Justus

The last I remember, things were not looking so great for Team Save the World.

However, since I’m waking up at all, I’m going to guess the tide changed.

I shift in bed, but my one of my legs doesn’t seem to be with the program. Eventually, I manage to force my eyes open enough to see my leg is in a massive cast that runs from my ankle nearly up to the top of my thigh. “Well, that’s not good,” I say. Or at least I try to, but it comes out raspy and weak. There’s water on the table near my bed, but it’s too far to reach. Fortunately, there’s a Xander sleeping in the chair on the other side of the table.

I cough, trying to clear my throat as much as possible. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say you kicked all the ass,” I say, loud enough to wake him.

“Justus!” Xander pops up out of his chair instantly, reaching for the call button even as he leans in and kisses my forehead and cheeks. “Sweetheart, you have no idea how glad I am you’re awake.”

I manage to snag a handful of his shirt, pulling him back in for a better kiss, mouth to mouth like we belong. “Probably at least as glad as I am to see you too.”

He huffs a soft laugh but doesn’t pull away. In fact, he climbs in the bed with me, one leg hooked over my uninjured one as we trade kiss after kiss until the door opens.

“Oh hell,” Sewell groans. “I’d tell you two to get a room, but maybe you should just ease up on the making out until after Gabriella leaves?”

Xander glares at him. “You’re no fun at all, Ethan. I have no idea why I like you so much.”

“Because I’m really good at saving you and your boyfriend’s lives,” he shoots back.

“You have a point,” Xander says on a sigh. “You said August is on her way?”

“I’m here,” AD August says, coming in the room, her hand lingering on Sewell’s back as she slips past him.

Huh. I guess they really are dating. Not sure how that would work, though. I mean, they’d probably look like two fish fighting over a worm when they kiss.

My first clue that was out loud and not in my head is when Xander starts giggling. “Honey, I’m going to guess they’ve got you on some really good pain meds. Save yourself and hold back the sass. Trust me.”

“In the meantime,” August says, looking ready to be done with this whole conversation, “I’m glad to see you’re awake, Agent Farhill. I was here to debrief Agent Sewell, but now we can get the whole thing taken care of right now.”

I frown at that. Something about that really doesn’t sound very work appropriate—

Xander claps a hand over my mouth. “Inside voice, Justus. Inside voice.”

“Indeed,” my boss says. She clears her throat. “Tests indicate that the new patch Xander applied is holding much better than the previous one, and the overall geological integrity of the area is even improving enough that engineers are discussing a closer platform for data collection and interpretation, now that the wreckage has been cleared. AD Farrell is listed as ‘missing and presumed at large,’ but I’ve been reliably informed that the wild and uncontrolled Arcanum might have imprisoned some people underground. I’ll be investigating that in the next few weeks, most likely.”

I blink in surprise but can’t do much more, since Xander’s hand is still over my mouth.

“The Shadowthorne was mangled beyond recognition in the blast,” she continues. “I sincerely doubt we’ll have to worry about anyone trying to use it ever again. And you and Agent Sewell are no longer employed by the AAD.”

“Wait, what?” Sewell and I ask at the same time. Xander doesn’t appear surprised, however. He also doesn’t remove his hand, either.

“Effective immediately, the two of you have been transferred to the Archives.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a pair of badges. “Apparently, every Archivist needs at least two investigators for whatever it is they do. And there’s a new Archivist in Lumia. Or there will be, once the facility is structurally sound again. Until then, you’ll be staying here in Eutronia to make your medical care easier.”

“Plus,” Xander adds, “there’s no rules in the Archive against the various ethically fuzzy relationships in this room.”

August almost cracks a smile at that. “That’s all you need to know,” she says. “Agent Sewell, will you walk me out?”

Once we’re alone, Xander uncovers my mouth and looks at me, uncharacteristically shy. “Are you okay with this?” he asks.

“Of course I am, love,” I tell him. “But I’m really fucked up over trying not to picture that old lady back in Mistport having kinky sex with all those soldiers.”

He winces. “I’m going to talk to the doctor about reducing your dose.”

I ignore his discomfort. Instead, I pull him in for a few more of those kisses. “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “I’m just glad I get to keep you.”

“Of course you do,” he says, snuggling into my side. “You’re stuck with me.”

I chuckle, and then stop doing that with I realize it makes my ribs hurt. “You make it sound like you’re a rescue dog that’s imprinted on the guy who found him.”

He snorts. “Eh. Close enough.”


EPILOGUE
[image: ]


Xander

Two Months Later

Iwake to the sensation of lips on my neck and a hand in my shorts. My nose twitches at the faint smell of coffee, drifting in from the kitchen, and I groan happily.

“Do I smell coffee? God, I love you,” I say, tangling my fingers in Justus’s hair, finally grown out from his military-perfect cut. “Best wake-up call ever.”

He chuckles and kisses me. “Still not sure if you’re talking to me or the coffee.”

“Yes.” I kiss him back, hips lifting to meet his hand. He’s inches from my dick and that’s definitely too far away. “Today’s moving day.”

Jus’s fingers dance in the crease of where my thigh meets my body. “So it is.”

“Back to Lumia. Time to start our new jobs for real.”

“Indeed.”

I bite back a gasp when he barely touches my cock with a feather-light caress. He’s figured me out over the past several weeks, and knows how much I love it when his touches are somewhere between a promise and a tease. Heavy on the promise, of course.

What was I saying? Right. “So, then you know.” I fumble for the words even as I kick off my shorts so I’m as naked as Jus. “That means only one thing.”

“Hmm?”

“It’s the last time I get to fuck you in this bed.”

Jus finally wraps his hand around me, stroking me with lube-slick fingers. Huh. Looks like someone’s been up for a while. “Then we’d better make it extra memorable.”

After that, there’s not much talk. Instead, we come together in a practiced glide of warm bodies and spilled lube. Jus’s broken leg is much better, but not enough for anything athletic, so he winds up on his back with me between his legs as I press my fingers into his prepped hole for the sheer pleasure of watching the way his eyes flutter shut at the slightest penetration.

Seriously, this man is so gorgeous. Even better, he’s genuinely good. The kind of good that makes me want to be a better man in return. Who could have known all I’d need to do to get someone this amazing was to save the world?

Worth it. So worth it.

I hitch his good leg higher and line up, pushing into him and sliding home. As always, the snug perfection of Justus steals my breath, and all I can do is bend over and kiss him while I get my bearings.

When he tenses, squeezing around me, it’s time to move. So move I do. In and out, pulling happy noises of pure pleasure out of us both. My heart races, he breathes like a bellows, and I lose myself in his blue eyes for a short eternity until the craving for more wins out. I lift his shoulders and give it to him the way we both need, deep and hard and fast.

Then Jus cries out, a raw and wordless sound that makes my balls draw up, all tight and eager, and the race to the finish is on. He grabs his dick and strokes it in time to my thrusts and I can feel the ripple of his internal muscles before the orgasm hits him, wrenching my name past his lips as he comes, clenching around me and milking me until I follow him, shooting off inside him with one last shout.

It’s a few long moments before I can manage the wherewithal to ease out of him. And I’m about to grab a couple of tissues to clean us up, when Just pulls me close and kisses me. I hum happily; clean-up can wait.

“Are you two finished?” Ethan shouts from across the apartment. “We’re burning daylight thanks to your obnoxious sex life.”

“Did I forget to mention Ethan’s the one who brought us breakfast?” Jus asks, with the tiniest hint of a giggle in his voice.

“Not cool, babe,” I say, but I can’t make my voice at all as stern as I want to be. I mean, it’s pretty damn funny. Especially since this is far from the first time Ethan’s been stuck listening to us bone.

“Sorry, not sorry at all,” he says. I am seriously beginning to regret teaching him slang from back home.

We get clean and dressed, then head to the kitchen with our hands linked. It’s slow going, thanks to Jus’s cane and leg brace, but at least there isn’t a lot of furniture for him to navigate around. With the exception of a few changes of clothes, all of our stuff has already been sent ahead to Lumia. All that’s left is for the three of us to get in Jus’s car, with Ethan driving, and head south. The Archivist has offered to have us flown out—turns out, our departmental budget is a thing of beauty—but driving down means I’ll get the chance to do a little sightseeing along the way.

A very smart man once told me I needed to remember what I was working to keep safe, and this seems like a good way to start.

Plus, Justus’s family live in Aquarosa and it’s not that much out of our way, so I get to meet the in-laws. Allegedly, this is a good thing, but I have my doubts. Ethan is even more excited about the detour than Jus is, claiming he can’t wait to see how weird I make things with the very normal Farhill clan. I told him I can’t wait until he has to meet Gabriella’s kids from her first marriage, and he told me to do something I’m pretty sure is physically impossible with human anatomy.

Speaking of Ethan, I find him leaning against the kitchen counter, sipping coffee and looking bored. He’s more than a little bit of a dick, but I like him. Which is good, since he and Jus are the joint heads of the security force at our new facility. The three of us have been working hard to review and revamp protocols and systems while the Lumia facility’s been under reconstruction, and despite our constant flow of snark, we’ve got a good rapport that definitely helps me feel like we’re not going to fuck up our new responsibilities.

“That was fast,” he says, smirking. “Farhill losing stamina in his old age?”

“Fuck off,” Jus says without heat, pulling up a chair.

Ethan ignores him. “Hey, five, would you be interested in adding a stop to our little family road trip?”

“We could, sure,” I say, more focused on correcting the blood-to-coffee imbalance in my circulatory system than anything else. “What are you thinking?”

“This.” Ethan holds out a piece of white paper, covered in black print and red stripes. It looks familiar enough that I stop what I’m doing and take the flyer from him. “It’s along the way, and I seem to recall you mentioning going to one before you came home.”

Errante Ame’s Carnival of Mysteries, the paper says. I shake my head, ball up the flyer, and toss it in the trash.

“Pass,” I say, with as much casualness as I can muster.

“You sure?” Ethan looks confused. “I figured you’d enjoy doing a thing from your old life. We could go, check out the sights, eat too much sugar. Carnivals can be a real trip, you know.”

I look over at Jus, who is watching me with cautious eyes. Oh yeah, he recognized the name just as well as I did. It seems like a lifetime ago when I would have grabbed onto the chance to find that fun house again and try to get back to my safe and boring life, where my biggest worry was whether or not I’d get lost on my way to the cafeteria at lunch. Thing is, doing that would mean I’d never have to risk my life saving reality ever again, and I’ve got some pretty good reasons to keep doing exactly that.

“I’m sure,” I say, not looking away from the man who embodies all the reasons why. “Honestly, I’m good. I’m right where I want to be.”
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