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				As long as portals connecting worlds have existed, scholars have pondered if they are a reflection of space and therefore time, or a shift in dimension. Snapping from home to work suggests it’s a moot question left for theorists, for if one is snapping home to a different dimension, it’s so close to the one you left that there’s no perceptible change. But moving from world to world, the question becomes more important.

				Differing solar days and unfamiliar star patterns seen on sister worlds tend to suggest a simple movement through space, and though individual pulsars have been identified as being the same from world to world, there’s not enough data to accurately say if said worlds are on opposite sides of the galaxy or in a neighboring dimension.

				Most don’t see the importance of this question, but if the multitude of joined worlds we once enjoyed are separated by time and space and not dimension as they would like us to believe, the taking of them was an act of predation, and the plight of the Nix, Piers, and the ancient Hirwofas was not one of gentle dimensional alignment but of brutal conquest.

				Excerpt from Are Your Lover’s Freckles Static?, from the hidden files of Professor Opp

			

		

	
		
			One

			The sharp folds of the autoclave paper caught and held Renee’s attention as she unloaded the cart and tucked the sterilized packages in cupboards and on shelves. August’s wrapping technique was both familiar and unique, the tape softly discolored from the heat and moisture. He’d made little drawings of what was inside since he couldn’t reliably read English and his written word was indecipherable to her. They’d been sharing space for only a day, and yet the lab felt empty without him.

			Finding that pixy in his belongings had clearly upset him, and he had decided to spend the morning developing a better protocol for incoming goods. His absence had left an unexpected hole in her day. Jackson was off-site looking for Gorman, and with August busy, she had skipped lunch. Sitting at the end of the table trying to avoid Yasmin, Hancock, and Monroe was not worth a chicken club sandwich no matter how good it was.

			“Hence me organizing my office,” she whispered as she rolled the empty cart back into the autoclave. A stray wad of tape caught, ripping from her in an obvious sound. But when she went to throw it away, she hesitated at the wadded-up, purple-and-red-smeared paper towel still in the trash can.

			The urge to pull it out and inspect it washed through her. It was a pixy, for God’s sake. A real pixy. And he had squashed it and thrown it away. Except for the wings. Which he ate.

			“Gross,” she whispered, her head jerking up at the knuckle knock at her door. She warmed, disconcerted as she saw Vaughn, his dark eyebrows high and a faint, curious smile on his face for having surprised her.

			“Hey, hi,” she said as she rocked away from the trash can and went to needlessly tap a stack of papers on her desk even. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

			“Dr. Caisson.” The slim man rolled the sucker between his teeth. “Got forty-five minutes?”

			I never should have said I was going to pin this on Tayler. Her shoulders slumped. “I thought you said it would be at the most embarrassing time you could find.”

			He smiled toothily at her. “You look embarrassed.”

			Her glance went to the trash can. “August…never mind,” she said, then set the tidied papers on the desk. If she didn’t do this now, he’d find a worse time, time that she could be spending with Jackson or August.

			“Let me get my phone,” she added as she plucked it from the charging pad and tucked it in a back pocket. “We doing this at your office?” she said, almost pushing him into the hall and locking the door behind her. No way was she going to invite him in. He’d psychoanalyze her knickknacks.

			Vaughn’s brow furrowed as he gazed at her closed door. “With the couch and chair and the box of tissues on the table?” he said. “I’d rather not. My office isn’t that big.” He started down the hall, his pace slow in thought. “Ah, how about the coffee shop?” he suggested as he shifted his sucker to the other side of his mouth. “We could chat over a latte.”

			Her stomach rumbled. “Nah. Let’s just find a quiet corner.”

			“Sure.”

			But as they made their way through the busy halls, finding a quiet corner began to look impossible. Everyone was moving with a jerky quickness, their words terse as they gathered in tight knots. Even the laughter seemed forced. The entire feeling of the installation shifted when Jackson had left with his chosen eight this morning in search of Gorman. Even the ever-amused Vaughn was different, still wearing the hesitant worry he had when Tayler had tried to crash Jackson’s apology.

			Focus blurring, Renee’s thoughts touched on that patterned ring Vaughn had worn the first time they’d met. She hadn’t seen it since, but by God, it had looked like August’s prized leaf.

			Suspicion rose, tightening about her chest. She glanced at Vaughn, careful to keep her expression bland. A quiet corner where anyone could overhear, or a café table that could be easily bugged? Getting her words on audio, where they could be used against her, wasn’t going to happen, but the squeak of sneakers and the thump-thump-thump—spoong of a basketball gave her an idea.

			“How about the gym?” she suggested, her tone light. “I don’t want to walk all the way to the café.”

			Vaughn hesitated, and they scuffed to a halt at the gym’s door. “You want to talk over a game of horse?”

			She beamed at him, playing the part of a compliant patient. “God, no. Just sit in the bleachers. I’ve been stuck in that lab, and it would be nice seeing someone exercise even if I’m not the one doing it.” The gym wouldn’t have any bugs. The only time anyone sat in the bleachers was during a game, and if a game was going on, you could shout into a bug and not be heard.

			Vaughn moved his sucker from one side of his mouth to the other. “Sure,” he said again, gesturing for her to go first.

			The scent of cologne, sweat, and varnish tickled a memory as she went through the open double doors and the world shifted from institutional tile floors and gray walls to bright almond wood and quickly moving bodies.

			“Wherever you want.” Vaughn’s gaze lingered on the half-court game, and she headed up the bleachers, pulse quickening as she shunned the stairs and just long-stepped up the seats until she had a good view.

			Awkwardness overwhelmed her suspicion as Vaughn settled beside her, the crunch of his sucker between his teeth obvious. The sound of squeaks and comfortable back-and-forth was pleasant, and she wondered if August might like coming down some afternoon after work.

			“If you thought this would distract me from my job,” Vaughn said as he flicked the sucker stick under the bleachers, “you’re smarter than I thought.” Smiling, he turned to her. “So, you want to talk about how you’re not going to go vigilante on us?”

			She snorted and put her feet on the seat in front of her, knees high. “Jackson has it covered. I mean, if he can’t find out who did it, no one will.” She hesitated. “How is Tayler?” she asked, the memory of her being dragged from the hall still bright in her thoughts.

			A curious smile pulled Vaughn’s mouth up. “Wow, you’re good. I can tell you’ve had practice putting your therapist off. First, you put me in a highly distractible situation; second, the bleachers force me to sit beside you so I can’t face you, making it doubly hard to do my job.”

			She blinked innocently at him, knowing he’d see the sarcasm under it. “I prefer to think that the bleachers make it less confrontational.”

			“And then you tie your discussion to the one thing you know I can’t talk about.” He shifted, sitting almost sideways to look at her. “But I will,” he added, his eyes crinkling in stress. “Have you given any thought as to why you’re blaming Tayler for their deaths?”

			Her good mood vanished. “I’m blaming her because she’s got a documented history of mutilating Neighbors. I would not put it past Monroe to have given her the okay, but a real scientist wouldn’t have been tricked into believing it was the right thing to do.”

			Pulse fast, she waited, feeling vindicated when Vaughn nodded slowly.

			“History isn’t always viewed with twenty-twenty vision,” he said, his voice just louder than the squeaking shoes. “But it’s easy to say what should have been done once it’s over. Me, I’m thinking that you need to explore the possibility that some of your emotion might be coming from your need to blame someone in order to move past a troubling experience.”

			Renee pushed two feet down the bench so she could turn to face him. “You’re talking about…no. that’s not it at all, Vaughn,” she said, not liking that he was taking her past and extrapolating it into her here and now. “Just because you weren’t there to help me move past my ‘troubling experience’ doesn’t mean that I haven’t.” She set her hands in her lap, forcing them to not clench. They felt odd there, but wrapping her arms around her middle wasn’t happening.

			“Okay,” he almost drawled.

			Renee narrowed her eyes at his disbelief. “What is keeping me up at night is how everyone is okay with Monroe covering it up.”

			Vaughn shrugged. “It’s classic CYA, Renee,” he said, a hint of his usual humor showing. “Until we know who is responsible, we can’t own up to it, and the world at large won’t be hurt by not knowing until we have the truth. Besides, the well-being of two worlds shouldn’t be jeopardized because of the questionable actions of a few individuals.”

			Her frown deepened, and she stiffened, stifling a shudder. An odd feeling was taking her as Vaughn looked at her. It felt as if something was pushing on her, maybe pushing on her aura, if she believed in that sort of thing. And her head hurt. No doubt, with Vaughn trying to convince her that she didn’t know what she knew, hadn’t seen what she’d seen. Trouble was, he was sounding reasonable again—and he shouldn’t.

			“Honestly, Renee, I’m scared shitless of what could have happened if Noel hadn’t been so understanding.” Vaughn shifted to put a foot on the seat ahead of him. “Hell, I’m still scared. We only have what they are telling us to make decisions on. I don’t trust their motives. They have nothing, and our world is so rich.” He hesitated, expression softening. “I’m glad you’re working to protect that.”

			“Sure.” She pushed her fingers into her head, trying to drive away the pressure settling in behind her nose. “But August is working on it, too,” she added to steer the conversation from herself. “He’s working up new protocols to keep the damaging species out of both ecosystems. Their piscys, our ants. Mosquitos, mice, flies: we’re a mess.” Jackson is out, August gone. It’s the first time I’m alone in weeks, and Vaughn shows up. Damn it, I’m babbling. Why the hell does my head hurt?

			“Mmmm.” Elbow on his knee, Vaughn watched the half-court game, and Renee breathed easier as the pressure on her eyes abated. The spoong of the rimmed ball rang out, and then he checked his watch. “I have some time left. How was your date with Jackson at the zoo?”

			Her breath caught in surprise. “You’re kidding, right? That wasn’t a date. It was a distraction.”

			He turned to her, grinning. “Even so. Did you enjoy it?”

			“No!” she blurted, somewhat appalled, then hesitated, thinking about it. “It was okay,” she added, guilt bringing her eyes down. Thank God there aren’t any bugs out here…

			“And you shared a bag of roasted almonds?” he prompted.

			“A handful, yeah,” she said, but his enthusiasm was undimmed.

			“Food. Conversation. That was a date,” Vaughn said. “Good for you. I’ll write that down. How do you feel about the experience?”

			I hate the last ten minutes of a session. That’s where all the damage is, she thought as she settled on the hard bench. “And I thought Dr. Tayler was fixated on keeping her job,” she muttered.

			Vaughn smirked, clearly pleased. “Jackson had a good time. I can tell you that without violating any patient-doctor relationship.” He sniffed. “It was all over his face.”

			“Great.” She hunched over her drawn-up knees. “Glad to hear it.” But Vaughn knew her past, and that made her nervous. It didn’t make her easy to manipulate, but it did make her easy to read. Letting people in was not an option right now.

			For a moment, it was just the squeaking of shoes and the thump of the ball. “Any thought about going on another date? Without the stress of dead bodies this time?” Vaughn asked, and she shifted her feet to the floor.

			“Maybe,” she said, her thoughts on Mikail. “But honestly, Vaughn, I’d rather take August.” Immediately her brow furrowed. What would he think about animals in cages?

			Vaughn shook his head. “Classic. Dating a Neighbor is an excellent way to get involved with someone you can’t hope to have a lasting relationship with.”

			She faced him, lips pressed. “Dude! Are you serious? Maybe I want to take him because I know he’d like to see some of our flora and fauna. Or because he’s a biologist who has been locked behind walls since he got here. I’m not self-sabotaging. You haven’t seen self-sabotaging,” she added, thinking of three years of self-imposed bait-and-switch she’d played with a handful of men who had only wanted to get to know her.

			“Blah, blah, blah…” Vaughn made mocking finger motions, but he was smiling, laughing at her as if he knew her better than she knew herself. “August doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting to the zoo. At least not without an overdone circus of media, poking and prying behind you. He’d be lucky to see two exhibits.” He hesitated, adding softly, “He’d have to sneak in after hours to have any hope of enjoying himself.”

			God, my head hurts, she thought, pushing her fingers into her forehead. But he was right. Monroe and Hancock were busy with Tayler, and Yasmin was in full PR mode, putting out fires and scheduling the next three years of their lives. Sneaking him in might be the only way August would ever see the cheetahs. How hard could it be? If there was trouble, August could snap to the labyrinth. The zoo wasn’t that far away.

			“Okay, I’m off,” Vaughn said suddenly as he stood. “I need to terrorize Mimi. You don’t happen to know where she is, do you?”

			“Ah, she might have gone with Jackson,” she said, focus vacant. “He’s off-site trying to track down Gorman.” Worry pinched her brow. If Jackson came back with nothing, she might never get the proof that Tayler was responsible for Han’s and Raphael’s deaths.

			“I guess I’ll see if Yasmin has a moment.” Vaughn finger-punched a text. “Take a stroll down cover-up alley.” He tucked his phone away and wiggled his badge at her. “All access, all the time. Gotta love it,” he added. “Thanks for the chat!” he called, then step-thumped down the bleachers, where he caught an out-of-bounds bounce and tossed it back.

			Frowning, Renee fingered her own all-access badge. Head hurting, she went to the steps and made her slow way to the floor with her thoughts on cheetahs and roasted almonds. What could it hurt to ask August if he had a couple of hours to go over some Earth species he might find interesting? That it would be at the zoo would be a surprise.

			Had Jackson lifted their quarantine, or hadn’t he?

		

	
		
			Two

			“Okay, we’re good!” Renee whispered as she peered up the zoo’s stone wall. The soft sound of Jackson’s Jeep’s door shutting turned her around. Guilt flashed and was gone in a wash of rationalization. Jackson had told her she could borrow it. But she was pretty sure using it to get off installation without even a cursory search to find August hiding in the back under a tarp hadn’t been his intent.

			It was dusk, and the dim light accentuated August’s odd build as he came to stand at her shoulder beside the huge trash bins smelling of fried food and corn syrup. “Do you think you can fly up there?” she asked, and when August shrugged, wing knuckles clicking together over his head, Will’s words cautioning her to be careful drifted through her. The man hadn’t been happy with her plan to sneak August out, but not letting someone know where they were going seemed foolish. As if this isn’t? she silently added, squinting at the wide top. What am I doing?

			But as Vaughn had said, this might be the only time August would have to see it without a media circus.

			“Okay.” She shifted her shoulders and touched the wall. “Can you give me a boost?”

			August’s eyes unnictitated, the deep brown glinting with gold. “Boost?”

			She smiled. Of course a being with wings wouldn’t know. “Lift me closer to the top. Like this,” she said, spreading her feet wide, leaning against the wall, and cupping her hands.

			His head bobbed as understanding dawned. “Boost,” he said firmly, mimicking her position. “Ingenious.”

			Pulse fast, she stepped into his cupped hands, her breath catching as he smoothly lifted her up, straining slightly. Yes, it was odd that he knew a word like ingenious and not boost, but Will used it a lot. Her fingers scrabbled for a hold, and she pulled herself up to straddle the wall. The park was closed on Tuesday to give the animals a break, and though the zoo was never empty, this was their best shot. At least, that was what she told herself as she scanned the empty walkways and shuttered food kiosks. The hoot of a howler monkey drew her attention, and she grimaced as more joined in, clearly having seen her.

			At least my headache is gone, she thought. The dull ache had dogged her until she’d brought up their outing to August, whereupon it had vanished as if by magic. “We’re clear. Come on up!” she whispered.

			August looked behind himself, then spread his wings. Renee’s breath caught as he beat them several times. They were huge, and they didn’t move him an inch.

			“Keep going!” she whispered, lying flat on the wall and extending her hand down for him. Her hair whipped wildly, and when his long fingers fitted into hers, she pulled.

			The drag on her suddenly eased, and Renee sat up and back, ducking as his wings cleared the top of the wall and he alighted. Eyes wide, he settled himself, his wings neatly folding against his back. “You’re not that heavy,” she said. “But maybe it was because your wings were doing most of the work.”

			“Yes,” he said, but his eyes were on the park as a long, odd whistling click came from him. “This is a zoo? It is much like a park.”

			She grinned, wondering if she could repeat the new Neighbor word. It had sounded like a swear word. “Yep. Most big cities have one. Cincinnati’s is, like, amazing.” She hesitated, pulse quickening in daring. She’d told Will that they were only going to peek over the wall. “You, ah, want to go in?”

			He turned to her, a hand going to his meticulously pleated ribbon shirt.

			“You can snap to the embassy from here, yes?” she asked, and his eyes slowly nictitated, glowing in the light from a nearby streetlamp.

			“Yes,” he said, and she shuddered, imagining she could feel something pressing on her, making her wonder if she was becoming sensitive to his body tech. “The embassy has many Neighbors now. Enough to borrow what’s needed to snap that far.”

			“Then let’s go.” Interesting, she thought as she looked down and planned how to get to the pavers. There were a hundred Neighbors at the embassy at any given time now, a hundred beds full. The zoo was about ten miles away. Maybe it was simple math.

			“I’m beginning to envy you with your wings,” she said, but her motion to swing her legs over hesitated as her phone hummed. It was Jackson, and she winced at the flash of guilt. Her eyes went to his Jeep parked by the dumpsters, and she ignored it. The howler monkeys were still yelling, and he’d guess in a second where she was.

			“Okay?” August asked.

			Why am I doing this? she thought, a hand going to her head as it began to throb again. But then she looked at August and his obvious eagerness. Vaughn was right. He should have one night before the press swamped him. And like that, her headache eased. “Okay,” she said as she twisted to hang from the wall and drop.

			Her feet hit with a jar to shake the last of her headache away. “Let’s go!” she added, her lips parting as August spread his wings, black against the deepening blue of the evening sky. He didn’t even move them, just sort of stepped out into nothing. His feet grasped the hem to change his wings’ shape, catching the air and bringing him gently to the pavement.

			“That is so cool,” she said, and his eyes glowed as they nictitated in embarrassment.

			“I’m not sure I can fly here,” he said, gazing at the sky and the earliest stars. “Maybe in a fast wind.”

			Renee nodded as she led him to the first enclosure. “I’ll take you to one of the hang gliding cliffs when things ease up. If a person can do it with piping and nylon, you should be able to do it with those monstrosities.”

			He smiled, his white teeth catching the nearby light. “Yes. And I take you Nextdoor to ring game so you can see what flying really is.”

			“Deal.” Something in her quivered at the thought, and then she halted before a moat-ringed drop of paradise. “There she is,” she said, pointing out a sand-colored cat grooming herself among the fake rocks.

			August stared for a long moment, and when the cat didn’t move, he turned his attention to the placard fixed to the low wall between them. “Do I read this right?” he said, long fingers touching the range and population graph. “Cheetah species is…vulnerable?”

			She leaned, squinting at the faded print. “I didn’t know you could read at all.”

			“Will teach us,” he said shortly. “Cheetah is not a domestic cat. Why are so many in cap…capvitdidy?”

			“Captivity.” She leaned against the wall, watching the big cat. She could hardly see it in the low light, but August didn’t seem to be having a problem. “Sometimes animals are housed in zoos because they are injured and can’t return to the wild. Sometimes they are born in zoos and weren’t taught how to survive on their own. They become ambassadors to keep the public caring about them. You can’t care for something you don’t know anything about.”

			“Ambassadors…” he said softly. “Will says all Neighbors in embassy are ambassadors.”

			She stiffened. “You are not in a zoo, August.” Though sometimes she thought the animals here had better conditions. “ ‘Ambassador’ is a word for someone who brings new thoughts and ideas, one who represents a bigger whole.”

			He nodded, watching the big cat as it stretched and went to claw its tackboard. “You, as a species, care for ambassador animals. Even ones who can harm you.” He gestured to the moat. “It’s the prey in you, I think.”

			Renee turned to him, thinking he looked almost scary in the dark, his wings draped and his horns catching the light. “How is caring for a predator a prey thing?”

			August’s gaze went past her to the howler monkeys, quiet at last. “Prey remembers what it’s like to be pursued, be at a disadvantage, be in danger. You have…empathy?” He fumbled over the word, and Renee nodded. “Empathy for the helpless. The one in need. Maybe we made a mistake killing all the predator species.” He smiled at her and began to move to the next exhibit. “Your need to protect might be stronger than mine.”

			Head down, she fell into step with him. It was too dark for her to see much, but August could with his big, deep eyes. “I can’t imagine living in a world with no animals or plants. Just people. I’m sorry.”

			He settled at the railing to watch the anteater rolling a log to get at the food dish under it. “I know nothing else. The eco collapse happened long ago when there were many portal connections. Generations before I’m born. The portals were closed, but too late to stop the piscys. Nix sent them to hurt us.” His wings pulled tight to himself. “Very effective.”

			No wonder he smeared the pixy to paste, she thought, looking at the shadow of the anteater shuffling about.

			“That’s why I’m here,” August said as he touched his chest. “I won’t let it happen again with Earth’s pest species. Mice and cats might be why there are no piscys here, but they might do more damage than the piscys.”

			A chill dropped through her. She tried to stifle a shiver, failing when her phone hummed. The light from the lit screen made August’s eyes nictitate, and she immediately blanked it. It was Jackson again. He’d left a message this time.

			“Jackson?” August questioned, and she stuffed her phone away.

			“He can wait,” she said as she hooked her arm in his and moved him to the next railing. “You’ve got to see the rhino.”

			They settled in before the large beast placidly chewing, the silence growing between them. She couldn’t see more than a gray blob softly blowing, but August was enchanted.

			“August, what are you hoping will happen in an open-portal relationship?” she asked as she turned, putting her back to the low railing to watch the empty sidewalks instead.

			“Long term, find a few species to help Nextdoor,” he said. “Maybe fix our ecosystem with an Earth species?” He shrugged, wings lifting. “Short term, erase Neighbors’ concern of humans with new, chrrr, novelty food and…Earth toys.”

			She nodded, sighing as she settled in to wait until he was ready to move.

			“So many species here,” he said as he touched the tree overhanging the enclosure. “It makes me sad for my people. Noel and Jackson are right to want to begin to share.”

			“I hope you’re right,” she said, remembering her twinge of fear at his silhouette, bat wings spread against the night. “Hey, you want to see the birds? You can walk right into their enclosure. They’re probably asleep, but I bet you can still see them. Your night vision is amazing.”

			August seemed to freeze. “Yes,” he said softly. “I’d like that very much.”

			“It’s through here,” she said as she led him to an arch-covered walkway. He was hot on her heels as she went through the first of the air lock–like doors and held it for him. His enthusiasm was charming, endearing almost. But even as the thought occurred to her, it was colored by Vaughn’s opinion that she only liked people whom she didn’t have a chance at developing a real relationship with. Safe.

			Her phone hummed as she opened the second door, and the soft sound of settling birds drifted over them with the warm scent of feathers and rotting fruit.

			“Check it out,” she said, hanging back when she noticed it was Will. “I should take this.”

			August stepped forward, and she hit the accept key when the tall mer stopped stock-still as if afraid to move. The birds were still active, some of them singing in the dimming light, and she felt good for bringing him here. It was worth Jackson griping at her.

			“Hi, Will,” she said cheerfully as she latched the door behind her. “Everything okay? Jackson has been trying to call me.”

			“Doctor,” Jackson said coldly.

			Her lips parted, and her eyes went wide. August had begun to wander, a hand upraised as if trying to coax a bird down. His eyes were a shocking gold, almost glowing. It was a Neighbor’s version of tears. Seeing him overcome strengthened her resolve.

			“Dude, if I had wanted to talk to you, I’d have picked up. Don’t you ruin this for me. I’m being careful. We’re fine and no one has seen us.” She smiled as August crept closer to a feeding tray where a bird worked over a pealed banana. “We both needed to get out before Yasmin’s PR machine nailed us to a schedule. August has to see what he’s working to protect.”

			“Where are you?” he said, his voice so cold she began to doubt herself. A flash of gratitude hit her; Will hadn’t told him.

			“The zoo,” she said shortly. “And don’t worry,” she added when an outraged “The zoo!” echoed loudly. “He can snap to the labyrinth if we run into anyone.” A faint smile eased her worry as August crouched, pointing his wrist holo to take a picture of a pair of ducks sleeping beside an engineered stream. “He’s a little overwhelmed. If nothing else, he’ll have some great pictures for his show-and-tell Nextdoor.”

			“I told you she had this,” Will said faintly, and Jackson sighed heavily.

			“Renee, I can’t keep pulling your ass out of the fire if you insist on sitting in it,” Jackson complained. “How did you even get in there?”

			“Climbed the wall,” she said shortly, and he groaned. “Did you not just hear me say he can snap home if there’s any problem? Chill out. We’re in the aviary. No one can see us.”

			“Next time answer your phone,” he said tersely. “We missed Gorman. Witnesses say he was headed for the installation, and that was two days ago. Stay where you are. I’m coming to get you.”

			Renee’s smile faded, and August turned, his eyes glowing in the dark to make her shiver. “Are you sure?”

			“Stay where you are,” Jackson said again, his voice breathy as his footsteps on the hard tile sounded. “If he’s been watching the installation, he might have followed you to the zoo. Send August home now.”

			“Okay,” she said, but he had disconnected and she was looking at the stoic-faced picture she’d snapped of Jackson last week at the lunch table, staring at an untouched salad. “Hey, ah, August?” Her voice quavered as she joined him on the little bridge over the fake river. “Jackson says you need to snap home.”

			August shook his head as he peered at the understory trees and scrubby bushes, seemingly at home in the moist, muggy air and dim light. “I will stay until Jackson comes. You may be in danger from Gorman.”

			Wow, he heard every word. Renee’s brow furrowed. “No. Jackson is right. You need to leave.” She hesitated, cringing at the thought of Jackson finding her, yelling at her without raising his voice, telling her she had made a bad decision by his silence. “Can you snap us both, maybe?”

			His gaze went to the ceiling and the soft fluttering. A single feather drifted down, and he watched it spiral as if it was gold. “I snap me. I fling you,” he said, pointing out the subtle distinction. “I can’t fling you. Not enough creation energy. Nextdoor, sure. Here, no.”

			She took his hand to lead him off the bridge and into a more certain dark. “I’ll be okay. Gorman might have followed us here. This was a mistake. You need to go.”

			August took a breath, but his words faltered as he squinted up into the canopy. “Someone is here,” he whispered. “Not Jackson.”

			She shrank deeper into August’s shadow. The scent of almonds rose between them, and she shivered. His wings were no longer politely down his back. They were slightly extended in a show of aggression. “Is it Gorman? Do you feel him?” she whispered.

			August nodded, eyes nictitating at the small squeak of the door shutting. “I feel someone. Maybe Gorman. Maybe a zoo doctor.”

			“That’s a handy trick,” a low, masculine voice said, and they both stiffened as an average-size man scuffed to a halt on the far side of the footbridge, his silhouette indistinct. “Do all of you have the ability to sense auras, or just you special ones who can do magic?”

			Crap on a cracker, it’s Gorman, Renee thought as she recognized his voice from the video. Panic iced through her, fueled by the memory of him ogling the eviscerated, mutilated remains of Han and Raphael. “August, go,” she whispered, putting him behind her when Gorman took a step onto the bridge. Damn it all to hell, he had a phone camera aimed at them.

			“Say hi to the world, Dr. Caisson,” Gorman said, then frowned, his eyes shifting to his phone. “Huh,” he added, fiddling with it for a few seconds before his aim steadied again. “I’ll give Yasmin credit. She’s fast. I’d rather do a live broadcast, but delayed works.”

			“August, go!” she said, trying to get him to leave. Jackson is coming, she thought, her fear easing as the chance to find something good here showed itself. “You followed me?” she said to keep him talking. “Good for you. I have a few questions.” Then to August: “I said go!”

			August touched her shoulder, and then, with the suddenness of a snapped flag…he was gone.

			“Holy shit, they really can translocate,” Gorman said.

			Renee tensed as Gorman came closer. He had lowered his phone, but his toothy, not-nice smile was ugly. His jeans and pullover shirt were marked with dirt, and his hair was too long from a shower. The faint scent of motor oil drifted from him.

			“So, I’m curious,” she said as anger began to push out her fear now that August was safe. Please, may August be safe…“Did Tayler give you the bodies to plant in that farmer’s field before or after they were cut up?”

			His grin widened. “You’ll never know,” he said as he backed toward the exit. “Thanks for the video. It’s dark, but with a little tweaking, it will do. I never thought I’d see one of them snap like that.”

			“Snap?” she whispered, the familiar word lighting through her. “Hey!” She took a step after him. How would he know it was even possible if he hadn’t been in communication with someone from the installation? Someone, she realized, was working with him. Tayler…

			“Gorman!” She started after him, pulse fast. “Do you know where Mikail is? Hey! Is he alive?”

			But Gorman never turned, and she lunged for him, desperate to stop him as he reached for the door.

			Gorman grunted in surprise as she hit—and then they both went down. Swearing, he shoved her off. Renee struck the soggy, bird-crap-coated ground with a thump, and she lurched to grab him again.

			“Give me your phone,” she said, yelping when he smacked her. Birds twittered, and she fumbled for his phone, gasping when something slammed into her gut. “Give it!”

			But he had at least fifty pounds on her, and she cried out in anger when he kicked her off him and got to his feet and ran for the door.

			“Give me your phone!” she shouted again as she snagged his foot and gave it a yank. Bellowing in anger, he fell, twisting to land on her. Eyes wide, she rolled clear, then scrambled for a handhold, her grip slipping when he flung out a hand and caught her on the face.

			Pain shocked through her. She gasped in surprise, her butt on the wet earth as Gorman got to his feet again. “I tried to be nice,” he said. “You made me hit you,” he added as he brushed at his jeans and the black stain.

			“You won’t get out of here,” she vowed. “You’re going to have to do more than hit me.”

			“Don’t tempt me.” Gorman sniffed in derision as he turned to leave—only to stumble back, suddenly terrified.

			August hadn’t snapped to the installation. He was there, blocking the door, his wings extended and eyes glowing in the faint light.

			No, Renee thought as she scrambled up. He hadn’t been there a second ago. He looked like the devil incarnate, his arms over his chest to make his biceps bulge. His wing knuckles were high, and with his eyes and little horns catching the faint light…Damn!

			“You will not hit Renee again,” August said. He took a step forward, and Gorman yelped, turning to run right into her. She cried out as they both fell, Gorman’s elbow smacking into her solar plexus when they went down.

			Tears spotted her eyes, but she fumbled for his phone, taking another hit as Gorman thrashed wildly to get up, his only thought to flee. His palm ground into her shoulder and his knee jammed her gut; the man was clearly panicked.

			“Don’t touch me!” he shrieked, giving her a shove as she found his phone. Her head hit the hard walk. Stars danced, and she curled into a ball, trying to breathe.

			And then Gorman was gone, his frightened shout pulling her head up as he was suddenly thirty feet away, having been flung into the foggy glass wall of the aviary. “You will not hurt Renee!” August shouted as Gorman slid down to hit the dirt. And then August turned to her, his eyes a brilliant gold. “Run.”

			She froze, shocked at his strength. He had thrown Gorman as if he were a pillow.

			“Run!” August said again, hand extended, and she put her fingers into his.

			She gasped as he yanked her upright. And then she found her feet, August pushing her to the door as Gorman groaned. “August, go,” she panted, vision swimming as she stumbled, hands reaching for anything. It was dark. She could hardly see as they went through the twin air lock doors and the night air revived her. “You shouldn’t be caught here.”

			Because now there were lights playing over the zoo, making the howler monkeys hoot and a big cat roar. Men shouted in the distance, and furtively moving shapes darted from shadow to shadow. “Go!” she said again, pushing at him. “Snap out of here!”

			And then she spun, swallowing back her fear when Gorman burst from the aviary, slumped and staggering. “You took my phone!” he shouted.

			“Go together,” August said, grabbing her about the waist and yanking her close.

			“August!” she exclaimed when his wings pushed down and her feet left the earth. “What— Look out!” she shrieked, her arms covering her face as they crashed upward through the tree. August half jumped, half flew from limb to limb, his wings somehow never tangling as they sought the top.

			“You are heavy for your size,” he gasped as he jumped, his wings making a ponderous push on the air as they were suddenly free of the upper branches.

			“Oh nooo!” she let out as their brief, upward trajectory faltered and they fell. Holy crap on a cracker, they were going to land in one of the enclosures!

			A fast, whistling click exploded from August, and then they hit. August wrapped them both in his wings as they rolled and tumbled to a halt at the bottom of one of the moats.

			Please not the lions. Please not the lions, she thought as August’s arm slipped from her. Her elbow was in agony, and she sat up, holding it close as her breath hissed in through her teeth. Squinting, she looked up at the enclosure, then the railing. There was no furry face peering down at them through the dark.

			“August. Are you okay?” she whispered as he rolled to a kneel, bent low with his forehead almost touching the dirty cement and his wings draped awkwardly. “Oh no. You’re bleeding.”

			Men were shouting. She thought she heard Gorman. Lights played over the trees, but so far, no one knew they were down here. Her head hurt, and she felt as if she might throw up. August still hadn’t moved, and she touched his shoulder.

			“August?”

			And then her hand spasmed at a sudden wash of warmth filling her. August jerked, his eyes wide and golden as they found hers. Something tingling slipped from him to her. Breathless, she wavered where she sat, lips parting. Everything looked thin, the shadows sharper, the colors deeper. The feeling of an abacus ticking off sums racked through her, stiffening her spine as she felt the answer total and a satisfaction not hers suffuse her and vanish back the way it had come—taking every last twinge of pain with it.

			Lips parted, she blinked at August. “What was that?” she warbled, and August whistled in pain. “August?” she cried out as his head drooped and he seemed to collapse. Amid a smattering of calls, lights arrowed down to them before shouts for rope rose high. Someone said that the bears were inside, and she heaved a sigh of relief.

			Until the swinging lights steadied on them and she realized that August’s wings were scraped and raw, road rash making his beautifully smooth hide rough and oozing.

			“Renee, are you okay?” he rasped, and she cupped his face, leaning close to look in his eyes for any sign of a concussion. His eyes were nictitated and it was hard to tell.

			“I’m fine,” she said, not knowing how her skin could be unmarked when her clothes were torn up. Her elbow didn’t hurt at all. Her ribs, either. Even that come-and-go headache that had been plaguing her since she had talked to Vaughn was gone. “But I wasn’t,” she whispered, helping him to his feet. Crap on a cracker, he was hurt bad, blood sheening his wings. “Thank you. I don’t hurt anymore.” She was hungry, though, she realized, her stomach suddenly pained. “You should have healed yourself.”

			August looked up at the lights and lifted a hand to shadow his eyes. “It was creation spark, not me,” he said, head down again. “Neighbors use it to snap and understand new language,” he added, wincing as he shifted his wings closed. “Nix used it to trick the mind. Sometime see the future and past. Piers use it to heal.” His eyes found hers. “You felt it heal you?” he said, and she nodded, so hungry it hurt. “My spark…” He touched his chest. “Don’t tell Noel. She will poke-and-prod.”

			Renee flexed her hand, wondering at the incongruity of it not hurting when there was blood all over it. Even the scrapes were gone. “Don’t tell Jackson, either,” she said, jumping when a rope snaked down, quickly followed by Jackson himself. He was in full combat gear, looking bulkier and heavier than usual right down to his dull brown boots. His dark eyes held a heavy anger.

			“You are lucky they put the bears in tonight for tomorrow’s health check,” he said, and she shifted to put her shoulder under August’s arm. “What were you thinking? No, that’s right. You weren’t.”

			“How was I supposed to know Gorman was here!” she exclaimed, and a laugh filtered down, quickly stifled.

			“You would have if you had answered your phone!” Jackson shot back, and August sighed heavily.

			“Yeah.” Renee frowned, head going down. “You’re right. I should have answered your call. I’m sorry. August needs help. He didn’t appreciate Gorman manhandling me and tried to fly me out.”

			Jackson jerked. “He hit you?” he said, and Renee stiffened when he leaned close to see. “Are you okay?”

			She backed up a step, not liking that August was whistling in pain. “I’m fine. Can we please get out of here?”

			“Jackson,” August wheezed. “This was my error, not Renee’s. She told me to go many times. I tried to fly her to safe spot. Made everything worse.”

			Jackson’s expression shifted, worry pinching his brow as he noticed the blood oozing from him. “Shit. August, can you snap to the embassy like that?”

			“Get Renee safe first,” he rasped, but Renee shook her head. He could hardly stand on his own.

			“I’m not the one hurting,” she said.

			“I need a ladder or a sling!” Jackson shouted up, and an acknowledgment sounded. “Of all the foolhardy stunts…” he began, his shoulder slipping under August’s other arm to help him stand.

			“Okay, okay!” she admitted, shifting to take more of August’s weight. “Going to the zoo after hours was dumb,” she said. “I don’t know why I did it. Blame Vaughn. It was his idea.”

			“You used my Jeep.” He was almost pleading now as he looked past August’s shaggy head between them. “Do you have any idea how much trouble I’m in?”

			Her shoulders slumped. “I said I’m sorry, and I’m sorry! None of this was supposed to happen.”

			“That’s the truth,” he muttered, looking up at the railing and the loud voices. Apparently they had gotten Gorman. “I suppose I should thank you.”

			She brightened. “Because if not for us, you never would have caught Gorman?”

			He shook his head, hand going to the ladder when it rolled down. “No. You were up for promotion. Now I don’t have to give it to you. Actually, I think I’m going to have to confine you to quarters.”

			“Wait. What?” Shit, if she was confined, she’d never get the dirt on Tayler.

			August sighed as she held his weight. “I’m sorry, Renee.”

			“This is not your fault,” she said hotly, and Jackson grimaced as he held the ladder steady. “You can’t confine me to quarters. How am I supposed to find Mikail and nail Tayler’s ass to a judge’s courtroom?”

			“I ought to do worse,” Jackson said. “You left the installation with a Neighbor. Snuck him out.” He turned to August. “I can’t confine you, but I have to inform Noel.”

			August peered up at the railing, eyes nictitating at the flashing lights. “This is not Renee’s fault. It’s mine.”

			“She should have known better.” Jackson hesitated. “One of you needs to get up this ladder. Now.”

			“August, you first,” Renee said, and the battered mer nodded, disentangling himself from her for a brief instant before vanishing. There was a cry of surprise from the railing, and then he was there, looking down at her.

			“Neat trick,” Jackson muttered, gesturing for her to go up. “Are you sure you’re not hurt? He’s a mess.”

			“I’m fine. Hungry,” she admitted, hand on her middle. “He wrapped his wings around me and took most of the scrapes.” But that was both the truth and a lie, and, embarrassed, she grabbed the ladder and started up. It was supposed to have been a nice, after-hours visit to the zoo with no crowds, then back home for a laugh.

			“Good,” he said as she started up. “Because I would hate to think you were hurt before I confine you to quarters.”

			“Yeah?” she muttered. “If it wasn’t for us, you never would have gotten Gorman. I’m telling Hancock that we were flushing him out for you. You can either go along with it or look dumb when I say you are lying to avoid getting in trouble for when things went sideways.”

			“That’s not going to fly, Renee,” Jackson said sourly from the bottom of the moat. But friendly arms in camouflage green were there to pull her over the side. Even with their help, she almost fell. Stumbling, she made her way to August as Jackson scrambled up. The mer was sitting on a wall a little apart and alone, his eyes glowing red in the flashing lights as Gorman was led away. Again, hunger pinched her middle. From the healing? she wondered. For everything, there was a price, and she was starving. He won’t really lock me in my room, will he?

			“Okay, pack it up!” Jackson said as he pulled himself up and over. “Simon, check in with the front about our presence. I’m taking the doctor and August with me.”

			“Yes, sir,” came out of the dark, and Jackson slipped an arm under August’s to help him rise.

			“Not very heavy, are you,” Jackson said in surprise, then started for the gate.

			“Hollow bones,” August said, looking odd as Jackson supported his much taller frame.

			Feeling left behind, Renee lurched to catch up. “You got Gorman because of us,” she said again, then blanched at the glare Jackson shot at her.

			“Which is rubbed out by the fifteen seconds of live feed he got of you and August in the aviary before Yasmin crashed the tower.” Annoyed, Jackson waved off one of his men, struggling. August wasn’t heavy, but he kept craning his neck to try to see the passing exhibits, throwing them both off-balance.

			Renee paced along beside them in the dark, the soft jingling of combat gear and casual conversation making her feel alone. “You, ah, want Gorman’s phone?” she offered, and Jackson seemed to start. “It might not work. I’m pretty sure I landed on it.” She took it from her pocket, wincing at the spiderweb of lines, but smiling as it lit up. Password protected. Of course. “Works,” she said as she held it up, and August winced, eyes nictitating at the bright light.

			“This doesn’t change anything,” Jackson grumped as she shoved it into one of his jacket pockets.

			Confined to quarters, my ass…

			The lights were up at the gates to make a bright line between two puddles of black. Three vans waited at the curb, and Gorman began to shout as they pulled him toward one. Even as she watched, Jackson’s Jeep pulled up, a private getting out to help force Gorman into the van. A light was on in one of the offices, and the woman inside looked frazzled as she talked to a man in combat gear with a rifle. She never saw them as they filed through the gates.

			“See, the zoo was closed,” Renee said, and Jackson grunted, his pace even as he helped August. “It was a quick trip in and out. This was the last night before Yasmin took over our lives. Damn it, Jackson, the zoo was closed!”

			“And yet, Gorman was able to follow you,” he said.

			He followed me, she thought as she passed under the gate and the comforting dark took her again. “He followed me,” she said aloud, focus blurring. “But how did he know the Neighbors were here? At this installation? How did he know to come here?” she added, and Jackson frowned at her. “No, listen. How did he know to come here looking for them? He wasn’t surprised when August snapped. He even called it that. Snapped.”

			“Yeah?” Jackson slowed, then angled his path to his Jeep.

			“Yeah,” she echoed. “How would he know that unless someone here fed him the information?”

			Jackson halted six steps from his Jeep. His face was hard to read in the dark, but Renee shivered all the same. Tayler…

			“It’s Tayler,” she said, voice hushed as his team loaded up around them. “Let me talk to her. If Mikail is alive…”

			Jackson looked her up and down, August whistling in pain as he stood there, awkward and uneven. “That’s funny,” Jackson finally said. “Gorman says his contact is you. That you told him you would be here and to meet you here with his video ready for some…what was it? Sweet-ass footage.”

			“What!” Renee shouted, but Jackson shook his head and turned to help August into the Jeep. “Me?” She pushed forward, tucking under August’s shoulder when Jackson opened the tailgate. August’s wings were too damaged to sit on, and this was the best option. “I never met the guy until tonight,” she said as she helped August slowly, painfully get in and stretch out along the open back. “Dude, I just broke a rib trying to get his phone and keep him occupied until you got here!”

			“You okay, August?” Jackson said softly, and when the Neighbor clicked that he was, Jackson gently shut the tailgate. “Renee, I believe you,” he said, and her shoulders fell. “But you can see my problem. I can’t accuse Tayler until I have proof. I have to find out who Gorman’s contact is and how far up it goes first. And until that, you are in your room. Not your lab. Not the embassy. It’s for your benefit, not mine.”

			“I can’t clear my name if I’m in my room,” she complained, then jerked, eyes widening when Jackson suddenly stepped forward, getting into her space.

			“You are confined to your room until I say different,” he said loudly, and then his mood and voice softened. “This goes higher than Tayler, and if I accuse her, whoever is helping her will twist it back on me. Do you understand? Do this for me, Renee.”

			Pulse fast, Renee inched sideways down the Jeep to get out from under him. “He’s lying. They both are. You know it.” He was going to promote me?

			“Maybe, but if you’re locked up, you can’t be blamed for whatever they do next.”

			They turned when August tapped on the window, clearly overhearing them. “I am sorry,” he said loudly. “I apologize very much.”

			Flustered, Renee yanked open the front passenger door. “It’s not your fault,” she said as she got in, then put a hand to her face, not liking that she was flushed, as Jackson got in as well, sighed, then held his hand out for his keys. There was a set already in the ignition, and, frowning, she handed them over.

			“Thank you,” he said crisply. “For once, I agree with Renee. It’s not your fault, August. It’s hers. She knew better.”

			Renee settled back in the seat and glowered. The thing was, he was right. This had been a really dumb idea. What was I thinking?

			“But she’s also right that we got Gorman and his phone.” Jackson started his Jeep, pulling out slowly to serve as vanguard to the small caravan back to the installation. “The video that he put out didn’t have you in a bad light. Yasmin can use it. Unfortunately I can’t promote Renee thanks to Gorman saying you’re his contact. That leaves Tayler in a position of power. Damn it, Renee, I had this all set.”

			Renee put a knuckle to her mouth, staring out at the passing light. Good and bad, but mostly bad.

			“I can get you out of your lockdown for the interview, but that’s it. August, I can’t limit your movement, but I will inform Noel of what happened tonight.”

			“Okay,” came drifting out from the shadowed back.

			“Aren’t you lucky that you’re both too valuable to put in jail,” he muttered as they pulled to a halt at a red light. “Honestly, Renee. What if Gorman had been planning on killing you and blaming August for it?”

			“I would fling him to sun,” August said, and Renee twisted to put a hand on his, not feeling the alien length and thinness of his fingers, but the warmth of his grip. That ought to keep Jackson up at night, she thought sourly.

			But it brought the truth of the situation into stark relief. Despite the screwup, one thing was perfectly clear. They could not control the Neighbors. When in enough numbers, they were dangerous, held in check by traditions and morals she knew nothing about.

			Sort of like humans.

		

	
		
			Three

			“It’s not on yet, is it?” Renee asked. The corded mic between her shirt and skin was cold, and she stifled a shiver.

			“No.” The kid in fatigues smiled faintly as he clipped it to her collar. “You turn it on at the side here, but don’t do that until you sit down, okay?”

			“Okay,” she echoed, and he turned to August, the private visibly blanching at the tall, imposing Neighbor holding his mic between two long, red fingers, clearly unsure what to do with it. August always had presence, but today, wearing his black ring uniform, it was kind of scary.

			“Ah, do you require assistance, sir?” the kid asked, and August whistled a soft, breathy “No.” Fingers slow, August pulled his pleated shirt aside one row at a time to feed the mic’s tail down to his waist. His sport uniform was skintight, making what should be an easy task anything but, and when he began to wheeze in consternation, Renee smiled and turned away.

			The installation’s recording studio was outfitted with the expected cameras, light towers, acoustic walls, and two raised stages. Nothing relieved the stark utilitarian look but a few fake plants that had interested August until he’d realized they were plastic. Jackson stood in the corner, his full military dress making him camera-ready. He was still angry with her about the zoo incident, if his frown was any indication. Vaughn, in jeans and pullover shirt, was clearly not going on camera. Will was with him, clearly uncomfortable in his jeans and sport coat. He, too, would be remaining on the sidelines. Noel, though…

			Renee glanced at Noel placidly waiting with an unfamiliar Neighbor squinting painfully from the bright lights, both of them taking turns at sipping moist air from the canister at their feet. Noel’s outfit was amazingly detailed, the many folds making something both snug and billowy. Hidden bells tingled with a sound so pure it almost hurt to hear it. The effect was singularly beautiful, angelic even if Jackson’s sunglasses ruined the look.

			The roan Neighbor with her was male judging by his height and small horns. Clearly uncomfortable, he stood beside Noel, his eyes almost clamped shut as he sucked on the moist air.

			But it was August where her gaze lingered, smiling as the studio aide tried to help him fix the mic to his collar without touching him. August seemed taller in his ring uniform, the pleats far more numerous and narrow to give him free movement but probably grating on his scrapes gained at the zoo. The fabric was the same color as his curling hair and horns to make a monochromatic, severe look. His wing tape was welcomingly less obvious, and when she had asked him about wanting to wait until he healed, he said the adhesive strips made his outfit more authentic. There was Neighbor writing on his armband, repeated again on the pronged, wrist-thick, six-foot-tall staff he’d brought with him. A thin flute was tucked into one of his shirt’s pleats. It looked out of place, and she hoped he’d play it before the taping was done.

			“I think that’s good,” the private said as he backed up, clearly flustered. “Ah, have Dr. Caisson turn it on for you when you’re ready.” He hesitated. “Understand?”

			“I understand,” August said, and the kid fled.

			“Renee? Mic will record my words?” August said softly.

			“Yep.” Her gaze went to the roan Neighbor. “Who is that with Noel?”

			August’s wing knuckles rose behind his head. “Master Donya. He has a surprise for you. Jackson knows.”

			Eyebrows high, she turned to Jackson halfway across the studio talking to the man in charge of taping. “A surprise? What is it? Your baby pictures?”

			August thought about that for a moment, his eyes nictitating briefly. “Jackson said to not tell you. That when the watchers see you like your surprise, that they will like it as well.”

			“Not your baby pictures. Okay.” Renee glanced at Jackson, thinking he looked really good in that uniform, frown or not. “Hey, how much trouble did you get into for the zoo?” she asked as her gaze shifted from Jackson to Noel.

			August froze, his wing hem curling. “Chrrr…Noel almost made me go home,” he said, voice low as he leaned closer. “She said I was…selfish and insufficiently smart. Maybe she’s right.” His eyes nictitated, and Renee caught back her protest. “I made a mistake last night.”

			“Me too.” Renee sighed, not knowing why she had allowed Vaughn to sway her. It had gotten August hurt and Jackson mad at her. Not to mention her stuck in her room, and she frowned at the two MPs at the outskirts waiting for Gorman…whenever he showed up.

			Jackson looked up as he finished giving the MPs instructions, then ambled over to her and August. “I think we’re set,” he said as the two MPs left. “I’m bringing in Gorman now.”

			“Do we have to?” Renee asked, and from beside her, August seemed to growl. “Why do we need him?”

			“He will bring the conspiracists along.” Jackson’s shoulders shifted on a sigh. “He’s been reasonably cooperative.”

			“If he’s been cooperative, it’s because he wants something,” she muttered.

			“Agreed.” Jackson extended the back of his hand to August, and the dark red mer met it. Admiration was obvious in Jackson’s eyes as he ogled the athletic uniform. “Damn, August. That’s one hell of a frog sticker.”

			August looked at the staff he’d brought. “Not a frog sticker. It’s to catch the ring.”

			“Can I see it?”

			Renee’s arms crept up around her middle as August handed it over and the two began discussing the intricacies of catching a three-inch stone ring on a four-inch prong. Worried, she watched the door for Gorman. Sure, the distasteful man had given the government the keys to his electronic legacy, but he’d done it so he wouldn’t get any more locked up than he already was.

			Bringing Gorman in hadn’t been a unanimous decision. Yasmin, especially, had protested. Hancock believed that including him in the release would slow the panic down, that the nutcases who followed Gorman would support him even as everyone else would understandably think it was an attention-getting hoax. The outliers would be a buffer when additional evidence came to light through more trustworthy outlets, allowing a slow realization of the masses instead of the sudden panic that utilizing a nationwide TV outlet first would cause.

			It was stupid to think that Gorman was entirely on board. He was working with Tayler. Renee just had to find a way to prove it—which wouldn’t be easy with her stuck in her room for everything right down to her meals.

			“You look great, by the way,” Jackson said suddenly, and Renee felt herself warm, her hand dropping to the business dress that Mimi had gotten for her at the installation’s PX. Its cream color helped to dilute the military cut, and the lab coat she’d draped over it did the rest.

			“Thanks. You look good, too.” She eyed the line of ribbons on his chest. “Someday you’ll have to tell me what all of these mean,” she added, then stiffened when the two MPs returned, Gorman between them.

			August whistled plaintively. “Do I have to greet him?”

			“No,” Renee said, frowning at the man. “I’m not going to.”

			“Excuse me.” August inclined his head, then quickly moved to Noel, the jin clearly having noticed Gorman’s entrance as well. Her wing knuckles had risen over her head, turning her from an angel into an avenging warrior. All she needed was the sword. The mer with her, Master Donya, backed away, his wings clamped tight in what Renee had come to understand was fear or submission.

			“Mmmm.” Jackson set August’s pike aside, his brow furrowed as August whistled and clicked, clearly trying to distract Noel. “This might be a problem,” Jackson added. “Noel told me she wanted to be here to take an accurate record back to her people, but this looks like more.”

			Renee’s brow furrowed. “Can you blame her?”

			But August’s words seemed to calm Noel, the tight grip on her wing hem the only indication of her foul mood as she stood between August and Donya. A surprise, Renee thought sourly. Just what we need.

			Two more MPs settled beside the door at Jackson’s gesture. The station manager began to bark out requests, and everyone got twice as busy. Gorman, she decided, looked uncomfortable as he glanced around the room, hemmed in by his escorts. Someone had found him a suit and he’d shaved. The tracker on his ankle was obvious, and a mean smile curved her lips up.

			“Holy shit,” Gorman said as he saw the three waiting Neighbors looking like a dilution experiment, red on one end, white on the other, and a roan in between. “Just how many of them do you have?”

			“Watch the language,” Jackson said, annoyed. “We don’t have to do this with you. You’re here on sufferance.”

			A whisper of Gorman’s crass attitude filtered back, and he shook his ankle to make his pant cuff settle right. “If I don’t swear, they won’t believe it’s me.”

			Jackson eased forward, settling squarely before Gorman. “Are we clear what’s going to happen?”

			Gorman’s attention flicked over Jackson’s shoulder and back. “We talk. You edit out the truth. I post it.” His chin rose. “It stays exclusively on my feed for six hours.”

			“We can’t stop it from being shared,” Jackson said, and Gorman’s eyes narrowed. “But yes.” Jackson’s attention went to the sudden activity between the cameras and the high stools set in a small arc. “We refrain from making any statement for six hours. That’s all you get.”

			“That’s enough.” Gorman grinned and bobbed his head and turned to Renee. “How’s the head? I heard you hit the bottom of the bear moat.”

			She stiffened. “How’s yours? I heard you hit the butt of a rifle.”

			Gorman’s smile faded, and Jackson pushed in between them. “All right. That’s enough. Get him on a chair. Turn on his mic.”

			The MPs gestured for him to move, and Renee scowled as Gorman strutted to the stage. “I do not like that man,” she muttered.

			“No one does,” Jackson said. “Can you play nice for fifteen minutes?”

			Worried, Renee turned to him. “He knows how Han and Raphael got in that farmer’s field,” she said harshly. “Why don’t you just pump him full of truth drugs and find out? I’m the one stuck in my room for his lies. Where’s the justice in that?”

			Jackson’s smile widened into something a little wicked. “Renee, you and I both know using chemical inducement is illegal,” he said loudly. “And then he wouldn’t look right in front of the camera,” he added. “If you are stuck in your room, they can’t do anything without implicating themselves. Do this for me. Okay?”

			“Yeah, okay,” she said sourly. “And then later you pump him full of truth drugs.”

			“One step at a time,” he said as she gestured for August to escort Noel to the high stools.

			“You gave Gorman a badge?” Renee blurted as the station manager drew it from behind Gorman’s shirt and made sure it was visible to the camera.

			“Renee, sit here with me,” Jackson directed as he put himself between her and Gorman. August and Noel were even farther from the distasteful man.

			“You gave him a badge,” she accused as she settled herself, and Jackson’s smile widened.

			“Yep. He’s part of the team,” he said in satisfaction. “And with that, I have the authority to restrict his movements.” His eyes crinkled, and Renee’s breath came in with understanding. “Same way it gives me the ability to restrict yours,” he added. “Only he’s going to have an ankle bracelet and two MPs following him around.” Jackson adjusted her mic and flicked it on. “You’re not going to make me sorry you don’t have two MPs following you around, are you? Be careful, now. You’re on tape.”

			Renee glanced at August using his staff to ease himself down on the stool beside her. His scrapes were hidden under colorful tape, but it was obvious he was still hurting. “No,” she said, and Jackson nodded once before making a greeting gesture to Noel at the end, the elegant Neighbor squinting now that she’d put her sunglasses away.

			“Gorman,” the station manager said loudly as his aide went down the row to make sure everyone’s mic was on. “Colonel Hancock wants to keep Mikail out of the conversation to prevent a manhunt. Here’s a list of suggested questions for you.”

			Gorman took the extended paper, eyebrows high. “Seriously?”

			Jackson cleared his throat, and the blogger sighed, his foot going up on the stool’s footrest as he looked it over.

			“Are you okay?” Renee whispered to August, and he shrugged, clicking his wing knuckles together over his head. Will gave her a thumbs-up from off camera, ready if a translation question came up, but that still left Master Donya as a big question mark. “Hey, can we do this with less light?” she asked as she noticed him squinting.

			A shadowy silhouette at the edges jerked. “Oh, God. I forgot. I am so sorry,” the station manager said, then hastened to the sound room. Renee watched him talk, then argue with someone sitting at a panel of slides and knobs, and then August sighed in relief as the lights dimmed.

			Noel, too, relaxed, leaning past August to blink her nictitated eyes at her. “Thankoo, Renee,” she said slowly, and Renee smiled.

			“Your pronunciation has really improved,” Renee said, and the imposing Neighbor inclined her head.

			Jackson leaned in on her other side. “Yes, thank you,” he murmured. “My dress doesn’t breathe as well as my fatigues.”

			The station manager came out, his fluster easy to see in the now-balanced light in the room. “Madam Noel, I hope that is better,” he said, and the white jin nodded, though it was obvious it was still too bright. “We don’t do many low-light tapings, but we’ve got the gear. Gorman, you ready?”

			“I need a minute,” he said, his attention on his “suggested questions.”

			A quiver rose through Renee, unstoppable and surprising. If this went well, August could go to the zoo whenever he wanted. There was so much she wanted to show him.

			Noel twittered and clicked something to August. Wings drooping, he answered her before tucking his pike into a fold of his wing, almost hiding it. It looked like a practiced move, and her eyebrows rose as she noticed a protuberance on his wing bone held it in place. August focused on his flute, his fingers spaced awkwardly as he tried to play it, managing a few lonely notes.

			His fingers aren’t long enough anymore, Renee suddenly realized as he whistled to Noel and placed it into that fold of his uniform, just the top third sticking up. Renee’s attention went from Donya talking to Will off camera to Noel adjusting the bells on the collar of her elaborate outfit. August’s fingers were markedly smaller. He was adapting, adapting to the point where he couldn’t play the clearly Nextdoor-manufactured flute.

			“Do you want the one you made in quarantine?” she whispered, and August slumped.

			“No. It’s fine,” he said. “If I make mistakes, it will make humans less afraid.” Eyes unnictitated, he leaned to look past Renee and Jackson to Gorman. “Humans are tumbled and mixed up.”

			“Tell me about it,” Renee said with a sigh. The two MPs at the door had come in, making a total of four. It would have made her nervous, but she was sure that almost everyone in the room had minored in production right after their major in kicking ass.

			“You ready, Gorman?” Jackson said tiredly. “I’ve other things to do today.”

			Gorman wadded up the paper and tossed it to the floor out of the camera’s sight. “Shoot.”

			Jackson leaned forward to look past Renee and August. “Madam Noel? August?”

			August clicked, and Noel nodded, hiding her air canister behind a fold of her wing.

			“Great!” The station manager came front and center. “Gorman, we’re going to start close in on you, and move out as you introduce everyone. Good?”

			“Swell,” he muttered, his frown worrying Renee.

			“And…go,” the manager prompted.

			But Gorman visibly brightened as the camera’s light lit. His expression was still bitterly annoyed, but it was Gorman’s usual smile, and his patrons would know it was him and that he was not under too much duress. Even so, Renee’s gut tightened in worry.

			“Gorman here,” the man said, shifting his voice deeper and taking care to pronounce his words. “I’m at an undisclosed military installation in North America. If you saw my last show, you’ll know I found a living, breathing…I don’t know what to call them, actually.” He hesitated, eyebrow raised mockingly. “But you know who I mean. I also found our very own national government, right at the center of the cover-up.”

			“Okay…” Jackson sighed. “Stop right there.”

			Renee shifted uneasily at the general exhalation of breath and muttered complaints behind the camera.

			Gorman squinted at Jackson. “You want me to be Tom Brokaw? Yeah, that will convince them.” He snickered, voice dropping as he added in a creditable mimicry, “Aliens have landed in Middle America. Film at eleven.”

			Jackson rubbed at his forehead. “Are we still taping?”

			“Pixels are free. Keep going,” the manager said. “We’ll edit it out.”

			Jackson turned to Gorman. “Watch it. We don’t need you that bad.”

			“Looks to me as if you do.” Gorman turned to the camera and tugged his ill-fitting suit straight. He hesitated, then started again. “It’s true, and I brought it to you first despite the removed videos and blocked content. The creatures that appeared last July following the eclipse across our nation are real. I’m sitting beside two of them. Don’t believe me? I don’t blame you. I hardly believe it myself.”

			“Maybe you should introduce us, Gorman,” Jackson said dryly.

			“Sure.” Gorman shifted as the camera pulled back. “Let’s go down the proverbial couch and meet the people behind the lies. First is Major Jackson, who organized their capture and is now my…host? Beside him is Dr. Caisson, and if we all die of a new virus, you can blame her.”

			“Gorman,” Jackson warned as Renee tried to smile.

			“Beside Dr. Caisson is August, who, according to the notes I was given, is an environment impact specialist when he’s not gallivanting from world to world.”

			“Good morning, Gorman,” August said, and Noel made an annoyed-sounding click.

			“Beside August is the boss of this…”

			Don’t say “invasion,” Renee thought as Jackson tensed.

			“…interplanetary meeting,” Gorman finished, smile obviously fake as Jackson eased back down. “Noel.”

			“Gooo…mooring, Gorman,” Noel said slowly, a faint flush rising on her pale wings.

			“Her name is Madam Noel,” August corrected immediately. “I will translate for her,” he said, adding, “She wishes you strong updrafts to good deeds,” when Noel whistled and nodded to Gorman.

			“Intros done.” Gorman took a breath, his eyes flicking to the crumpled suggestions on the floor. “Who the hell are you?”

			Jackson took a breath, but August was faster. “We are Neighbors,” August said. “We are not from hell, but Nextdoor. We’ve come to Earth wishing a deeper connection, not harm.”

			Close enough, Renee thought, hoping Noel didn’t try to smile. It was atrocious.

			Gorman arched his eyebrows. “Right,” he said dryly. “And why are you really here?”

			Jackson shifted on his stool, cutting August off with a Neighbor gesture of “wait” that Renee didn’t realize he knew. “As you say correctly, Gorman, over two dozen Neighbors arrived during the eclipse, an entrance that we did try to cover up until we knew their intentions. I can’t stress enough that it wasn’t the eclipse that opened the door between our worlds. It was our own combined psychic upwelling caused from a shared experience running from one end of our country to the next that did it. It was a natural event, and there’s good evidence in our literature and our biology that the Neighbors have been here before. This is not an isolated incident. Merely the latest one that we remember.”

			“Okay, I agree the literature sanctions your previous visits,” Gorman said as he leaned forward, an elbow on a knee for support. “Seeing as you look like demons and angels. But biologically? I’m not buying it.”

			Renee’s expression fixed as she looked at August and Noel, deciding that he was right, especially in their current attire. Crap on a cracker, they do…

			“Um, I can answer that,” she said, quashing a minor freak-out when the camera aimed at her lit up. “Until recently, we’ve had the Neighbors in a strict quarantine undergoing a multitude of tests from their gut flora to their DNA. If anyone should be concerned about contamination, it’s them. We’ve already been exposed to everything they have, from smallpox to the common cold.”

			Gorman took a breath. “I see.” He hesitated, arching an eyebrow at his listeners. “I feel so much better having your word on that.”

			Jackson cleared his throat. “If we weren’t sure, you’d be in quarantine for coming in contact with them, Gorman,” he said tightly. “The world’s population is in no danger. Dr. Caisson’s findings have been verified in-house, by WHO, and several independent labs both here and abroad.”

			“Great.” Gorman put his foot on the rest, raising his knee in an “I’m graduating” pose. “Which doesn’t explain why you are here.”

			His statement hung for a moment, the tension rising. There were so many reasons, but none of them sounded good when you blurted them out.

			“We are here for the same reason humans go to your moon,” August said, and from the shadows, a soft sound of disbelief whispered out.

			“No way.” Gorman’s foot slipped down, and the MPs tensed. “I’m not buying into this anymore. There’s no way you know we went to the moon unless you’re really humans with some major work done. This is a pig-in-dress party.”

			I don’t even know what that means and it still sounds ugly, Renee thought, as August’s eyes nictitated in anger. “Humans going to your moon is on holo,” August said, wings shifting. “Renee showed me on her phone.” He hesitated, turning to Renee. “He thinks I’m lying?”

			Renee leaned forward. “They have their own version of the internet, Gorman. Using ours has been a step down for them.”

			Jackson sighed, and she flushed, realizing that their superior technology might be viewed as a threat. “Can we move on?” Jackson prompted, and Will stifled a chuckle. “I’d like to hear August’s answer.”

			“We didn’t go to our moons,” August said. “But we have the portal, and we explore. We search to know if we are alone.” August glanced at Noel, and she made a click of support. “Once, we knew many worlds,” he said, gesturing widely. “Many…people. Now we know only one. The people Nextdoor are happy to find Earth. To not be alone is good.”

			Gorman’s expression stiffened. “They know about us?” he blurted, and Jackson nodded. “An entire world of you knows about us? My God, you are fools.”

			Jackson grimaced. “Can you edit that last out?” he said, getting a distant “Got it!” back.

			From the end of the row, Noel twittered and whistled, and August nodded.

			“Neighbors…happy,” Noel said slowly. “Errth hoth. Pain of eyes. Pain of…lungs, but happy not alone.”

			“Ah, can I interject something here?” Jackson said as Gorman stared, processing it. “August was in the first group of Neighbors to cross. He works for the portal authority Nextdoor. Madam Noel is the managing CEO and the one who oiled the gears and found the backing to make this possible. We owe her a great debt for her tenacity and belief in her people’s abilities.”

			Noel clicked and whistled, clearly able to follow the conversation if not easily partake.

			August clicked and turned to the camera. “Madam Noel says that the question of sending her people through portal was hard to make. We didn’t know if the portal opened because of an eclipse or Earth disaster. Many such world greetings in the past made the risk a good one. The first mers and jins through were…brave?”

			Renee nodded, and August added, “Especially those who did not come home.”

			“Her eyes are like lizard eyes,” Gorman said, the comment completely at odds with what Noel was trying to say. It struck Renee like a slap, pissing her off. Wasn’t he even listening to the answers to his own questions?

			“Neighbors have built-in sunglasses,” Renee said, annoyed. “It’s called a nictitating membrane. August has gotten used to our light and doesn’t use his much unless he’s outside.” She hesitated. “You want to show them?” she asked August, and when he nodded, she beckoned to the camera. “Can we get a close-up as he closes them?”

			Gorman fidgeted as August became the center of attention, closing and opening his second eyelids several times.

			“That would be handy,” Jackson said with just the right amount of envy, and Renee’s breath eased out.

			“I bet you can see really well in the dark,” Gorman said to bring the camera back to him. “Can you fly with those wings of yours, or are they only decorative?”

			“Decorative?” August questioned.

			From the shadows Will said, “Pretty for no use other than to look pretty.”

			August smiled, getting it perfect, and Renee relaxed even more. “Wings are not decorative. I can fly at home,” he said, wings high. “On Earth, I can fly in strong wind, maybe. You want to see?”

			Gorman hesitated, leaning back on his stool. “Yes,” he finally said, a hint of fear in him. “I want to see.”

			Renee frowned at the insult to August’s truncated speech, but August seemed okay with it as he slipped from the stool and handed Renee his pike. There was a soft sound of awe from the camera crew as the dark red mer carefully extended his wings, and then, after assuring himself nothing was in the way, pushed down once, hard enough to make his feet lift from the floor. More swearing came from the shadows, and Renee smiled as she pulled the hair from her mouth. He put out an impressive force even with the bandages limiting his movement.

			Gorman’s face went white. “Why are you here?” he said, having slipped off his stool to put it between them.

			August carefully folded his wings politely against his back and hid the pike within them again. “To share thoughts. Trade goods.”

			“Yeah?” Gorman wouldn’t get back on his stool, and a wrinkle of warning creased Jackson’s brow. “That looks like a military uniform,” he added, gaze on the tip of the pike showing. “You’ve got an internet, right? I bet all your technology is better than ours.”

			Dangerous, Renee thought, and Jackson cleared his throat.

			“I am wearing a uniform, yes.” August rolled his shoulders. “Required to play, chrrr, sports. I played rings as a child,” he added, leaning to hold a hand at his knee. “I played rings when in school learning stresses on ecosystem. I haven’t played for a long time, but the uniform still fit.” His smile was a little slow, but it worked as a few technicians chuckled in understanding.

			“Sit down, Gorman,” Jackson muttered, then added, “We have footage of that, right? Can we put that in here?”

			“Ring footage, mark!” the station manager called. “August, can you tell us something about the game that we can dub in over it?”

			August nodded. “Rings is hard on wings,” he offered. “There are many special movements. Risky. One game I broke my wing when throwing a player with the ring over the line.” He grinned. “Not against the rules, but close. Now I play the flute and make holo records of Earth flowers. Rings are for the young.”

			Gorman snickered to find his courage, but Renee thought he still looked pale as he settled again on his stool. “You collect pictures of flowers?” he asked in disbelief.

			“Nextdoor has many leaves in the holo record,” August said. “Flowers are better.”

			“Well, you’re just an all-around nice guy, aren’t you,” Gorman said snidely, and Renee stared at him.

			“Can we take that out,” Jackson said, and the station manager called a preoccupied “Mark!”

			Gorman smirked, not upset. “Okay, so, August, you’re what we’d call male. Noel is female. Is that why one looks like a demon and the other an angel?” Jackson made a noise of annoyance, and Gorman arched his eyebrows in challenge. “Are you telling me they don’t look like angels and demons? He’s even got a pitchfork.”

			Renee winced. He did. Noel, in her extra finery and bells, white billowing about her feet, was very close to a biblical version of an angel, and August…

			“We are the same,” August said. “I’m a mer. A male. Madam Noel is a jin, or female. Red and white shading come from our…diet.”

			“Dr. Caisson, you want to take this one?” Jackson suggested, and she stiffened.

			“Um, sure. Hair and skin color is not an indication of gender,” she said, wondering why Jackson had thought the “Doctor” attached to her name made her the best choice for this. “Males are generally taller and have vestigial horns that they engrave about the time of sexual maturity. Female Neighbors like to decorate their wings with tattoos about the same time as a sign of independence and maturity. The range of color is caused by their diet, like we see in flamingos. It was one of the first surprises we got when we were getting to know them. Madam Noel prefers a diet low in or absent of plant protein, while August prefers a great deal more. The color shift is more pronounced the longer the diet is maintained, and most Neighbors eat a large variety and are a middling roan.”

			Noel twittered, and August’s wings tightened about himself. “Horns are not vestigial,” he said softly, and someone chuckled from the dark. “Madam Noel would like to say that jins decorate their wings and mers engrave their horns to show…pride? Individuality?” August hesitated until Will gestured yes from the dark. “Noel and I chose to show less individuality. It’s easier in portal building to blend in.”

			Jackson bobbed his head. “Can we insert a few images of Neighbors with the tattoos and rings? The Neighbor woman, ah, jin at the portal desk yesterday was absolutely stunning.”

			Noel made a twittering click, and August nodded. “Ruriel has many tattoos. Kane has traditional horn engravings.”

			Gorman frowned. “Yeah. It’s harder to become CEO when you have purple hair and a nose ring. August, what were you doing in the zoo?”

			“Careful, Gorman,” Jackson intoned, but Renee thought it telling that he called August by his name. He was identifying them as people, and that was the entire point of this.

			August, though, was clearly distressed, and his eyes briefly nictitated. “That was not Renee’s fault,” he said, and Jackson made a small noise deep in his throat. “I like Earth animals. The zoo was closed. I thought it safe. I didn’t know you would be there,” he added, looking at Gorman. “The quarantine was ended, and I wanted to see more than a tree in the courtyard.”

			“Yeah, well, I was there,” Gorman said. “Next question. What did your people think about two of you being dissected by that farmer? Are you mad, or do you just not care?”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jackson called out as Renee stiffened and Noel’s wing knuckles rose high over her head. “All right,” the major said as he held out a hand to August and Noel, both of them clearly upset. “That’s enough. We’re done here.”

			“No, I will answer. It’s okay.” August’s wings drooped. “Han and Raphael were slung to the sun. Madam Noel told their family and the world what happened. Many, many Neighbors are sad, but that is small compared to the possible big.”

			“Yeah, a couple of lives for an entire world at your feet isn’t much,” Gorman said, and both Renee and Jackson turned to him. From the shadows, someone called Gorman an ass. It was soft, but she was sure it landed on tape.

			“Gorman…” Jackson warned. “You need to start thinking about the sounds coming out of your mouth.”

			But then Jackson settled back on his stool, hiding his anger with a somewhat disturbing ease. “Part of the reason we’re having this conversation today is to prevent any other such tragedies and misunderstandings such as what happened in that farmer’s field,” Jackson said to the camera. “If I may, we are looking for volunteers to donate their bodies to Nextdoor science upon their natural death. The government has agreed to pay for an inclusive genetic screening and a genealogical ancestry trace with every signed agreement, which of course the volunteer will have immediate access to before their eventual, natural, and hopefully distant death. We’re taking the first thousand applicants that meet a range of ages and ancestry.”

			At the end of the row, Noel inclined her head, wing knuckles high in thanks. Clearly this had been discussed in advance, and even if Hancock had disagreed, it was now going to happen.

			“You’re kidding me,” Gorman said. “You’re going to give them access to our dead?”

			“I am,” Jackson said pleasantly, at odds with his clenched hands just outside the camera’s range. “Two of their people were unfortunately killed and dissected, left in a field to hide the blame of responsibility. The least we can do beyond returning them to their families with our apologies is to offer the Neighbors a look at our biology as well.”

			“Yeah.” Gorman brought his knee up again. “That will probably cut down on the abductions.”

			“Mark!” the station manager shouted, and Gorman chuckled. He had known his words wouldn’t make it through production. This was for his ego.

			“August?” Jackson turned to look past Renee. “You enjoy the diversity of Earth. I understand you brought one of your Nextdoor animals to show us.”

			Renee jerked, her eyes following August’s to the Neighbor off camera. Oh, God. Has he brought a pixy?

			August smiled, getting it perfect. “Yes. We wanted to show the Earth that we come with only good things. Master Donya?” He beckoned to the darkness, and the roan mer came forward as August rose from his stool to meet him.

			“Does it bite?” Gorman said, but Renee had slid off her stool as well, sure it was nothing that would hurt her. Not if Jackson was smiling.

			“Basilisk bites only food,” August said, and Renee’s lips parted.

			“You brought one of your winged snakes?” she said, delighted. “You said they were too precious to risk.” Not to mention the health risk hadn’t been assessed.

			“Noel wants to show that Neighbors care for animals like humans do,” August said as Donya took a fold of cloth from his ribbon shirt. “Neighbors have…empathy for others.”

			Gorman recoiled. “You brought a snake?”

			“It’s not a snake.” Renee pushed forward, the cameras forgotten in her zeal. It was a new animal. Something she’d never seen. Suddenly she felt like August at the zoo.

			“Renee, can you…” Jackson prompted, and she shifted so the camera could see as well as Donya unfolded the cloth and a pencil-thick snake uncurled and blinked up at them.

			“Oh my God. It is a snake,” Gorman exclaimed.

			“No, it isn’t.” Renee reached for the snake, flushed, then pulled her hand back. “He’s got wings.” Enraptured, she looked at the handler. “He’s beautiful. August, tell him I said he is beautiful.”

			“I will,” August said, and she smiled, even as she saw Jackson’s plotting. Her enchantment couldn’t be faked. He’d been right not to tell her.

			“Can you show me his wings?” she asked plaintively, and August whistle-clicked.

			Clucking and clicking, Donya gently handled the snake, dripping him from finger to finger until the basilisk opened his wings for balance. Bright red and gold, they caught the dim light, reflecting it like a pair of eyes.

			“Oh, he’s beautiful,” she said again, wistfully.

			“You want to hold him?” August asked.

			“Can I?”

			“Camera, Renee,” Jackson reminded her, and she turned, awkwardly holding out her hand until the little snake, no more than a foot long, spilled coolly into her fingers. He twined and coiled, and then, as if only now noticing who was holding him, he reared back, eyeing her as he flared his wings to look bigger.

			“You are so beautiful,” she crooned, spooning him from hand to hand until he settled in a cool puddle in her palm.

			Donya whistled and clicked, hovering close but not reaching for him.

			“Donya says he’s a young animal. He still sleeps at his home nest, but he will find a new home soon. He’s a pet, and like a cat, he will keep home free of miceandrat.”

			Gorman peered over Jackson’s shoulder, his lip curled in disgust. “You have mice and rats?” he said, and Renee cupped her hands protectively about the snake.

			“Sorry.” August smiled. “Not miceandrat. Piscy. Small. Winged. Eats spilled food or stored meals.”

			“So it’s like a weird cat,” Gorman said, clearly not liking having lost the spotlight to a snake. Noel, too, seemed uninterested, but honestly, this one thing might endear the Neighbors to the general population when fear would drive them away. “Does everything on your world have wings?” Gorman grumped.

			“No,” August said, and Renee’s shoulders rose when Master Donya reached for the basilisk. Reluctantly, Renee spilled the winged snake into the mer’s hand, shooting Jackson a rueful grin. He had known.

			“Neighbors keep pets, just like us,” Jackson said, clearly satisfied, and August nodded.

			“Neighbors like animals,” August said. “We are kind to them. Pets are rare.”

			Gorman snorted, making August’s last word into a threat somehow.

			Jackson took a breath to say something, but they all jumped when Donya made a sharp whistle of alarm. Hands patting, he searched himself and the fold of cloth, wing knuckles rising as his distress grew.

			“What’s wrong?” she whispered, then started when her hand, reaching to rub out a tickle at her neck, touched the cool, smooth feel of a snake. “Ah, August?” she warbled, eyes widening as she wound the snake on her fingers and brought him down. “He snapped to me?” she added, shocked. “They can snap?”

			Donya’s wings collapsed in relief, but his reach for the basilisk jerked back when the little snake hissed at him, wings opening to beat the air before he settled back down.

			“Hold up!” Gorman pushed forward, blocking the camera. “That snake snapped?”

			Renee’s eyes jerked to Jackson’s, seeing his satisfaction. They’d agreed to not bring up the translocating abilities, and Gorman clearly knew about snapping. The word had spilled off his tongue too easily to not be familiar. Someone had been feeding him information all right.

			Jackson searched the dark for the station manager. “Okay, I think we have enough,” he said loudly.

			“That’s a wrap!” the station manager shouted. “Get everything on my desk. Susan, I want to see that ring game footage first.”

			Renee backed up as the shadowed room was suddenly full of motion and sound. Donya was tight to her, his long-fingered hand reaching even as he dared not take the snake away. Yep, Gorman was a nasty idiot of a man, but she had a completely new animal puddled around her fingers. “August, what’s his name?”

			August turned from his conversation with Noel. “He’s not named yet. Too young.”

			She nodded, beaming when Will came forward to see. “Look, Will. Have you seen anything more beautiful?”

			Will’s gaze was fixed on the basilisk, his eyes squinting even as he reached out a single finger in greeting. “I generally don’t like snakes,” he said, halting his motion when the snake flicked an overly long, sinuous tongue at him, little gill-like flaps by his head vibrating in warning. “But I could make an exception for a winged one.”

			“I think he’s gorgeous.” Renee beamed as Donya inched closer, clearly wanting his snake back. “Vaughn? Do you want to see?”

			“He left when they started taping,” Will said, hands in his pockets. “Hey, good show. I’m going to check on Vaughn. He looked a little ill.”

			“Sure.”

			Will put a hand on her shoulder in farewell, eyeing the snake as the reptile bobbed his head at Donya. The Neighbor was clearly nervous, and as Will strode out of the studio, she relented, pouring the snake back into Donya’s hand. He was ready with a little treat, distracting the animal until he settled and was tucked safely back in a fold of cloth.

			Renee watched with disappointment, surprised when Donya clicked and made a half bow of thanks to her. Flustered, she returned the gesture, warming when she realized Noel was watching the entire exchange. The angelic-looking jin was standing alone with her canister of moist air, sunglasses on again as she studied Gorman being led away between the four MPs.

			“That was so cool,” Renee said, breathing a sigh of relief when the door shut behind Gorman. “August, I’m beginning to realize why you risked everything to go to the zoo.” She glanced over the room for Jackson. “We’ll hit the petting zoo next time,” she whispered. “I bet you’d love a goat. They are so sweet.”

			August stood beside Donya, his wing hem curling in consternation. “Small cow?” he asked.

			“No, nothing like a cow. I’ll show you some videos at lunch if you have the time to come to my room and eat.” She leaned to see around August. “Jackson, do I have to go back to my room right away, or can I have lunch at the cafeteria?”

			“Room,” Jackson said absently, his gaze on the production manager now approaching with quick steps. “Definitely room. We need your mic…”

			“God, you are worse than my mom was,” Renee griped as she fiddled with her mic, turning it off before pulling it through her shirt and handing it over. August, though, was slow, handing his pike to Renee before dropping his head down to work his mic past each fold of the tight ribbon shirt. Seeing Jackson try to help him, she was again struck by how unalike and yet similar they both were, August with his stubby horns and his snug ring uniform, and Jackson in his military dress and unusually clean-shaven face.

			An odd feeling pulled through her as she waited, as if she was breathing in sparkles and moonbeams, and then she started at a sudden, heavy cool weight about her neck. Stiffening, she raised a hand, emotion plinking through her when her fingertips touched the smooth snake skin.

			“You’re back?” she said, delighted as she drew the basilisk from around her neck and the little snake flicked his tongue, clearly annoyed until she allowed him to wrap around her wrist and coil in her fingers. “Master Donya?”

			August’s wings drooped and Donya touched his pocket, his eyes widening when Noel made a tired-sounding whistle. Jackson, though, was grinning, clearly thinking it funny.

			“August, tell him I’m sorry.” Renee took a step forward, sighing in regret as she unwound the snake and spilled him into Donya’s grip. The anxious Neighbor clicked and whistled, clearly admonishing the little snake now flapping his wings in defiance, but the mer went silent when their fingers touched, his wide eyes unnictitating for a brief moment to stare at her hands. Renee flushed and hid them, not knowing why.

			August’s head was down as he worked his mic free and handed it to Jackson. “Donya says this is not your fault,” August said as Donya wrapped the snake up and tucked him away again. “Basilisk likes you because you’re warmer than Neighbors.”

			“A degree or two is all.” Renee’s gaze went to Jackson struggling to keep the mics from tangling as they hung from his hands.

			“Enough of a difference to matter.” August smiled. “Donya is not his usual keeper. He belongs to a Pier, but Noel won’t let a Pier come to this side of portal. Heath concerns.”

			“Oh.” Renee looked longingly at the pocket where the snake lay. “Well, thank you. It was the best part of the interview. How is it he can snap without a spark?”

			“He borrowed the energy,” August said as Jackson continued to tangle the mics. “He doesn’t have his own. Piers, either, but there are nearly a hundred mers and jins here. It’s easy. Nextdoor there are not so many creation sparks in one spot, so it’s harder. He won’t snap unless afraid.”

			“Piers don’t have sparks, huh?” Renee watched the station manager come forward to help Jackson with the mics, annoyance pinching his brow.

			“Maybe the basilisk likes you because you don’t have a spark, either,” August said, cracking his knuckles in mirth as the manager pointedly took the cords away from Jackson and walked off.

			“Phew, that shouldn’t have been that hard,” Jackson said, flustered. “August, Madam Noel.” He smiled at Donya. “Master Donya. Thank you for your time today. I’d like to invite you to join us for lunch at the officers’ table.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Renee said, smile faltering when Jackson shook his head.

			“Sorry, Renee, but you are grounded.”

			“Jackson…” she complained, but he was beckoning one of the technicians forward. Noel, too, was twittering and whistling, making August’s wings curl in tight around himself.

			“Chrrr, Donya wishes to take the basilisk home. Noel would like to try blueberries and see a holo of a goat, but would appreciate changing clothes first,” August said. “She wants to discuss me going home to do a holo circuit, but I will tell her over lunch that I’m staying,” he added, his toes gripping his wing hem in worry.

			“Jackson, you have to let me go,” Renee tried again. “I have to talk to Noel, too. August can’t leave. He’s half my lab.”

			“All the more reason for me to say no.” Jackson’s lips quirked. “You are not starting an interworld war over staffing. If August wants to stay, he’ll have to fight that battle on his own. Room. Now. Let’s go.”

			“I can find my own room,” Renee grumped.

			“I’m sure you can,” Jackson said, winking at August. “But you have a tendency to stray, and this way, you will have an alibi if Gorman tries to implicate you in something else.”

			“August?” Renee turned to the mer, thinking he looked amazing in his ring uniform as she raised her hand to fist-bump his wing knuckle. “You’re not going to leave, are you?”

			August met her fist with a soft tap, then took her hands in his. “No.” Eyes nictitated, he looked at Noel chatting with Master Donya holding the basilisk under the hot lights. “I will explain.” His hands fell from hers. “See you later.”

			“Later, August,” Jackson said, casually knocking his fist into August’s proffered wing knuckle. “Renee…” he drawled, gesturing to the door. “Let’s move. I have a lunch meeting.”

			“You are a real jerk, you know that?” Renee made a last, sour wave to August, then gave Noel and Donya a more formal, distant gesture of farewell, which they both returned.

			“I’m not the one sneaking top-secret aliens off installation,” Jackson said, gesturing at the door. “You’re lucky you’re in your room and not next to Gorman.”

			“Yeah?” She headed for the door, not happy. “August isn’t in embassy jail.”

			“And that’s why Noel is requesting he leave to do a holo circuit?” Jackson lurched to get the door for her, and she went into the hall, more worried yet. August could handle himself. They wouldn’t force him to leave, would they? Could they? she wondered, deciding that if they could sling two silk-draped bodies home, they could probably do the same for a stubborn mer.

			“Ah, Jackson…”

			“No,” he said, and she lurched to keep up with his suddenly fast pace. “How about that winged snake, huh? He was cool. A basilisk…”

			She grimaced, the thumps of her heels hitting the floor going all the way up her spine. “I loved him. Thank you. It was wonderful. Is there anything you can do to keep August here? It was my fault, not his.”

			Jackson glanced at her as they walked. “No. Let this go. It was a bad choice, on both your parts. Frankly I’m surprised they even let him do the interview before yanking him home. What were you thinking?”

			Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t know,” she whispered, remembering sitting on the bleachers with Vaughn and deciding it was a good idea when it clearly wasn’t. Instead of showing August the beauty of her world, she had landed herself under suspicion for working with Gorman, and August was in danger of being sent home.

			It couldn’t be worse even if someone had planned it.

		

	
		
			Four

			Noel stepped into the dry desert that was Earth, her wing hem curling at the assault right on the tail of this afternoon’s. It has to be a punishment, she mused. No sooner had she gotten home than Sidriel’s reminder that she was to bring August back immediately had landed on her desk. That August had refused to cross the portal, even for a holo tour, held no sway with the old jin. But there were ways to force the issue, all of them working best when undiscovered.

			An unpleasant sensation rippled over her wings, and she drew them close. She’d timed her arrival for dusk, and still it was painfully bright; the lights at the embassy’s portal floor were more intense than at home. Her people here were adapting, their comfort levels shifting until Earth’s natural light was tolerable. Which was irritating in itself. Welcome to your new hell, Noel, she thought, hating the idea that her body would change: her fingers shorten, her eyes thicken, her wings become useless. This wasn’t Puck’s paradise. This was Puck’s hell.

			“Madam Noel,” the portal agent said as he handed her a moist-air canister. “I didn’t realize you were returning. What may I assist you with?”

			Eyes nictitated, she reached for the canister and took a sip of air. “This is appreciated,” she said, relieved. “I need to speak to August.”

			The agent’s wing hem curled in a soft hush of sound. The Earth-side interview had been hours ago. The portal floor was almost abandoned. It was obvious that no one had expected her return. “I think he’s in his room. May I escort you to the receiving desk?” the aide said, and Noel shook her head. It was only a few steps, and the young jin waiting there had already stood. Pulling her basket of blok fruit tighter, Noel gave the agent a wing-knuckle crack and headed over.

			The fruit had been tainted with a toxin that acted too fast for their spark-assisted metabolism to negate. Undetectable, it would make August ill enough to force a return home. And once there, he would remain. And I will be forced to abide here, she thought, worried for him. Worried for herself. It was a bad situation, but if she didn’t have a reason for him to stay other than that he could tell when they lied, she had no way of saying no to the old jin.

			Guilt pricked at her as she imagined his distress, and her wing knuckles rose over her head until she noticed and forced them down. You never should have come here, August, she thought as she glanced through several panes of glass to the courtyard and its tree. Leaving the embassy had been a huge error in the mer’s judgment. It had been born of his desire to explore what Earth had to offer, and now neither of them would get what they wanted, him sent home and her forced to take his place. Puck take it, she thought as she reached the desk and the flustered jin clamped her wings closed in respect.

			“I’m here to go over a few things with August,” Noel said pleasantly as the red jin almost bowed. “Is he in his quarters?” True, her people didn’t lie, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t. It was simply so easy to tell that they seldom did.

			“Madam Noel. Of course. I’ll alert him of your arrival and arrange for an escort.”

			Her eyes were on the basket, and Noel flicked aside the silken covering to show her. “An escort isn’t necessary,” Noel said, not liking her subservient attitude. “I know the floor plan. Just tell me where I can find him.”

			“Yes, madam. He’s in one of the private residences reserved for the permanent Earth-side employees. It’s directly across the courtyard in the new annex.” Her multitude of wing rings jingled as she pointed through the courtyard. “You can go through the observation lounge, or round through the barracks. A new door has been installed to connect both sides.”

			Through the barracks? Not even on a day with no wind. “I’ll go through the lounge,” she said, glancing at the hall-like room. It had been from here that the humans had watched her kin, and a dry humor took her in that the glass hadn’t been replaced, leaving an awkward three-foot-high wall and a useless air lock.

			Her steps were silent as she passed through the hall toward the newly opened area of the embassy, raising her wing knuckles to those who noticed her but not pausing for conversation. A group of mers and jins clustered about a human in one of the common areas. Will? she wondered, unable to tell. Apart from height, hair, and skin color, they all looked alike, especially when they kept changing their clothes. August, though, didn’t seem to have a problem.

			Whispers filtered into the passageway from open doors. They were muted and dull, hard to understand through the dry air. The medical reports claimed that the distortion lasted a week, something she wasn’t looking forward to. Puck take you, Sidriel.

			She glanced at the courtyard as she made her way around it, her sure pace faltering when she realized that the dark sky wasn’t a layer of cloud, but open air, dark from a lack of light. She was looking at space, and it was unsettling.

			The abnormality of it struck her more certainly and deeper than even the air she couldn’t breathe as she passed into a small, deserted lounge and even the soft sounds of distant conversation abated. The six private rooms, medical lab, and the small waiting room had recently been given to their use. It had been designed for a human medical staff, and as one of the eleven permanently Earth-side agents, August ranked a large private room.

			“Paranoid,” Noel whispered, shaking her head at the amount of space the humans had reserved for medical emergencies. It was extravagant, even for a facility designed to quarantine the potentially ill. But the longer she studied them, the more obvious it became that humans had a lot of issues. They were a middling species. They couldn’t fly and were not very durable, being neither exceptionally strong nor possessing a large range of tolerances, if their constantly changing attire was any indication. And though they were long-lived and could procreate in sufficient numbers, their maturation to that point was slow.

			Taking the Earth in a leisurely conquest would not be difficult. Humans had so little to stop a subjugation, and their own desire for the more and the better would make them willing accomplices. And you want me here, why? she mused. Was she that difficult to work through? Had the truth of her original press release posed that much of a threat?

			“August?” Noel called, surprised when she found the dark mer not at rest in a repair sling, but standing at a raised table, his battered wings held at an awkward angle. The colorful patches of tape gave him an almost feminine look now that he wasn’t in his ring uniform, at odds with the new scrape on his horn. He’d never etched them, and the new rough-and-tumble scruff made him appear…unexpectedly attractive.

			“Madam Noel.” He turned, his eyes nictitating briefly in pain as his wings shifted. “I didn’t know you were coming,” he added, glancing at his wrist holo as it dinged to announce her presence. Clearly befuddled, he touched his casual body wrap. It was loose for ease of movement, more aligned with sleeping than meeting the woman signing your pay release.

			“I wanted to assure myself of your condition after such a trying day,” she said as she came forward, the back of her hand extended for a low greeting. “Why are you still working?”

			“It keeps my mind occupied. It’s good to see you,” he said, somewhat wary as he touched her hand with his. “Strong updrafts.”

			“Strong updrafts,” she repeated as she set her basket on the desk. Guilt twitched through her as his eyes went to the basket. They were completely unnictitated in the bright light, filling her with envy and dread both. I don’t want to change. I don’t. “You will be pleased that after I consulted with my team, they have agreed that you can do your holo tour remotely,” she lied, stifling a wing twitch.

			Immediately his shoulders drooped in relief. “Thank you, Noel. Renee will be pleased.”

			“Mmmm.” She couldn’t look at him, and Noel reluctantly pulled the drape from the basket. She didn’t want to sicken him, but she could see no other way. If she didn’t get him across the portal, Sidriel would find another way to steal his updraft. Permanently. “I brought you a blok fruit,” she said, glad he had turned his attention to the dull purple orb the size of two fists. “You could use the extra protein to heal your wings.”

			“Privilege bestows gracious gifts.” August flipped his tablet over to close out his session. “Thank you. They’re beginning to itch already. The peanut butter this afternoon was tasty after I got past the texture, but it took me all day to get it out of my teeth.”

			Does he know I’m lying? How can he not tell? “Are you sure it’s from a plant?” Noel asked to cover her unease, and August grimaced.

			“If Renee says it is, it is.” He pulled the basket closer. “This lifts my wings,” he added. “They call it butter because of the consistency. Which is awful.”

			Truer words have not been spoken, Noel thought, taking the fruit from him. “I’ll fix it for you,” she said, flustered. “If I take the skin back, no one will be the wiser. They haven’t officially been cleared, and I probably won’t allow it. The Piers go through any excess we might have.”

			August glanced at the archway to the empty common hall. “There are glasses in the medical lab.”

			But his motions were slow and pained as he turned to get them, and Noel winced. “One is fine,” she said loudly as he vanished into a back room. Her raised voice sounded wrong in her ears. “I brought it for you, and you’re working. No need to get your hands sticky.”

			August hesitated in the open doorway, two beakers in his hands. “I can’t ask you to squeeze my blok fruit,” he said, then his eyes nictitated at the unintended innuendo.

			“Sit,” Noel said, her wing knuckles dropping in mirth. “Or, ah, stand. You’re…” Her words faltered as her mood crashed. “…compromised,” she finally finished, when the reality was he looked as if he had been flung up against a cliff and battered himself all the way to the bottom. “August. You need to come home. If only for a Pier to heal your wings.”

			Gaze down, he shook his head. He set the beakers beside the basket, then retreated to a stool where he could sit without folding his wings. “I’m learning too much to leave, even for a day. Just yesterday I settled the question of if we can fly here.” He wryly looked at his scraped arm. “It’s only a few scratches. I gained worse playing rings.”

			“I don’t like seeing you like this, and I didn’t like Earth seeing you like this even more.”

			“It’s done, and I am not leaving,” he said firmly, and Noel cracked her toes in annoyance. “So what if they see us vulnerable? I’d think it would reassure them.”

			“Perhaps.” Guilt made her slow as she nicked the end of the oval fruit and a juice so dark as to be almost black stained her finger.

			“You’re like Little Red Riding Hood,” August said, and she looked up in question. “Bringing a basket of goodies to her ailing grandmother,” he added, pointing to an open book on the desk.

			Her long fingers still encircling the unsqueezed fruit, Noel leaned to look. The human print was ridiculously plain and somewhat ugly, but the accompanying image was truly captivating with its tall, thick-topped trees and flowers growing in a preposterous profusion. There was a small human with a basket, but Noel did a double take at the malevolent figure watching the child from behind a tree. “That looks like a Hirwofa,” Noel said.

			“It does, doesn’t it.” August winced in pain as he came closer. “It’s a book of children’s stories, and I think it curious that it tells of Nix, piscys, and Hirwofas.” His eyes met hers. “Renee gave it to me. I think the Nix might have managed a gate during the portal wars and some escaped here, using the creation energy they brought to appear human. Look at this.”

			A cold feeling took her as he flipped through the pages, and images of piscys, Nix, and other fantastical beings she’d never seen spilled forth, large and fearsome, breathing fire while on the wing.

			“I’ve seen other stories like this in their holo records, too,” August said, attention on the book as well. “All to entertain. And not just children, but adults.”

			“Truly.” Her pulse was fast, and Noel returned to the blok fruit. “How long do you think they survived here?” Hands steady, she squeezed the juice out, and a musky, coppery sent rose as she filled the glass and turned the plump fruit into a rag of skin. “Many generations surely if they made stories about them.”

			“Perhaps not.” August took a step back and stretched his wings. “Humans make stories as quickly as a piscy lays eggs. Humans might not know of creation energy or sparks, but they have clearly been exposed to what they can do.”

			“Have you seen any indication if they are still sensitive to it?” she asked, profoundly glad that August wasn’t looking at her but at that book.

			“No,” he said, his eyes nictitated.

			He’s hiding something. Suspicious, she dropped the skin into the basket and wiped her hands clean on the silk covering. “August, are you sure you won’t come back?”

			“I can’t leave Renee.” He closed the book and pulled himself to a pained, straight stiffness. “She’s been confined because Gorman claims that Renee was the one who told him I’d be at the zoo.” He looked at the juice but made no move toward it.

			“Renee would not do that,” she said, and August clicked in relief. “She has been nothing but helpful. If I had thought otherwise, I wouldn’t have allowed you to make that recording with her.”

			August’s head bobbed. “It steals my updraft that Gorman’s lies have damaged her credibility. I’m worried that if I leave, he will be a continuing problem, restrained or not.”

			“Because he lies?” Noel pushed the beaker of juice closer. The sooner he took it, the sooner she could leave with him. And the sooner I have to take his place. Piscy piss…

			“No. Because he tells just enough truth for others to believe his lies.”

			He had taken up the glass, staring at nothing, and Noel forced her wing knuckles down. Is he going to drink it or not? Her own throat was like dust. Once she got August home, she would petition Sidriel to allow her to remain at home as well. Beg her. She’d rather live in the mountain wilds than here.

			“You will keep me informed of any developments if it’s found who is responsible?” she prompted as she took the basket in hand as if to leave, and August seemed to rally.

			“I will.” He set the glass down. “I know Gorman lies, but on the whole, humans are worthy of knowing. They live in such a chaotic world holding so much that it makes them equally good and bad. They need both traits to survive here.”

			She hesitated, her basket looped over her arm. “Their world is that savage? Perhaps we can tame it for them.”

			“As we have tamed ours?” August’s wings rose high in distress, colorful tape pulling to make him grip his wing hem. “Yes, they have learned to lie in order to survive, but I’ve gotten better in telling when they do, which helps negate the annoyance. I think they do it sometimes to make their world easier to live in. Noel, I know you want me to come home, but I like the variety. The zoo…” His breath came fast, a rush of blood darkening his wings. “I walked within an enclosure of animals called birds, not just one kind, but many, all able to fly and eat and nest at will. Living ambassadors, Renee called them.”

			“As are we,” she said, but he wasn’t listening.

			“The colors and shapes I saw,” he gushed, coming closer in his zeal. “Each bird suited to a small slice of needs so that all may partake and survive in a small system. It’s ingenious, actually, all their individual needs so precise that they minimize friction. The animals here evolved to share the world even as they strive to overwhelm it. Not like us, who have striven so deeply and so long that nothing survives but us.”

			“Us?” Noel lifted her wings in annoyance. “It was the Nix who destroyed our world, decimating it with their pest species.”

			August’s eyes nictitated briefly. “I don’t want to argue,” he said as he eased back onto the stool. “I only wanted to tell you what I see in them and why I want to stay. “They’re curious about everything. Renee…sometimes her thoughts are not viable, but they lead to others that are inspiringly creative. Just last week—”

			“Tell me how those who excel at lying can be good at protecting anything but themselves,” Noel interrupted as she took up the beaker and handed it to him. Is he waiting for me to leave?

			August stared into the black juice as if able to see the future. “I can’t,” he said. “Empathy is their defining characteristic, Noel. Empathy even as they struggle. Protect even as they harm. It’s their very fragility that gives them strength.”

			Fragile…she thought, her annoyance that he had yet to drink faltering. “You were together when Gorman found you?” Her gaze darted to his scraped wings. “She looked well at the holo taping. How did she escape damage? You were carrying her. Fell ten wingspans through a web of natural wood fibers and onto engineered rock.”

			“Chrrr…” August’s eyes nictitated, and Noel’s suspicion deepened. “I was. She was hurt. The sound she made. I’ll never forget it.”

			“Then how…” Noel felt the blood drain from her wings as August turned away. “They can use creation energy,” she whispered, fear and excitement making her ill. “They can use creation energy as do the Piers to heal themselves and others. Why did she not heal you?”

			“She didn’t heal herself. She didn’t heal anything.” August’s wings clamped. “Noel…”

			Noel stood before August, seeing the truth of it. Puck take it, this was what they were afraid of. Humans could use creation energy. And when they found out, it would be disaster again. But her people couldn’t abandon Earth. Not now. She might not agree with Sidriel’s methods, but on this they were united. “Are you sure Renee did nothing?” she asked, and August’s jaw tightened.

			“No,” he said, his small voice making him sound unsure. “Possibly?” he added, head rising. “I may have been knocked unconscious for a time. She was odd afterward. I wrapped my wings around her and protected her from the worst.”

			He is lying. Humans still retained the capacity to use creation energy. Being able to heal was not a huge obstacle to overcome. It hadn’t helped the Piers. But Sidriel said the hidden histories claimed humans could snap, and glamour, and see the past and future—everything all at once. And with that, they could drive her kind away.

			Not this time…

			“You saved her from damage,” Noel said in agreement, suddenly alarmed at the glass in his hand. He had to stay here. August was their best tool to find out how far this went. No one else had noticed. Perhaps Renee could only use his spark. If so, this could be contained.

			“By wrapping my wings about her.” August winced, his lie obvious, and Noel bobbed her head, willing to let him think she believed him.

			As if feeling her suspicion, August stood unmoving, glass in hand. “It happened so fast. I don’t know.”

			But he did.

			An easy-to-read lie is as good as hearing the truth. “Mmmm.” She inched closer, intent on the glass of juice. If he drank it now, he’d have to go home. Sidriel would take things into her own hands. As long as he was here, she had control. I have control as long as he’s here. That’s why Sidriel wants him home.

			“August, if they have a larger affinity to the spark than do the Piers, we need to know.” She reached to put a hand on his shoulder, intentionally tripping and knocking into him.

			August yelped, the fast movement to catch his balance making his wings flash open. The glass of black juice tipped, and Noel gave it a smack, her wings snapping open to pull her back. August caught his weight, gasping at the pain as the beaker fell to send black juice like blood across the matted floor.

			“I’m so sorry, are you okay?” Noel reached for his shoulder, holding it as he shuddered in pain.

			“I’m fine,” he wheezed, head still down. “Give me a moment…”

			“It’s going to stain. I’m so sorry. I’m so clumsy here.” But inside, fear tripped down to her wing tips. August would stay. She would retain a fingerhold of control. Sidriel would let him remain if she claimed August, and August alone, could give her a definitive answer to whether humans could use spark energy. They needed to know how far and how close the affinity was between humans and creation sparks. If the stories were true or just stories. “And I’ve ruined your treat. I’ll have an entire box sent.”

			“I’m fine.” August straightened, his wings held apart from his body as he tried to catch his breath. “I need to bathe, anyway. The showers here are amazing.”

			She dropped to her knees, wings spread behind her as she tried to mop it up with the silken cloth she had brought, not because she was worried about stains, but to hide her lies. “August, I want you to question Renee in greater detail. Do your best to find out how deep their affinity goes, if they have one, but do it in a way that she doesn’t know what you’re asking.”

			Noel looked up from the floor. He’d backed away, the distance making her suspicious. In a smooth movement, she got to her feet and dropped the rag into her basket with the blok fruit rind. “Until we know, it may be better not to explain what spark energy is. No need to dangle abilities they will never be able to have in front of them. It might create bad feelings.”

			“I understand.”

			“It’s not as if they will ever get creation sparks of their own,” she said, and his wings finally began to ease. “I’m going to have a sleeping pod sent over,” she added. “You are a mer, August, and they are humans. Celebrate our differences. Use them to create a bridge, not a wall.” She shook her wings to ease her tension, and her hem rings chimed. “I should go. You’re tired.” And I have a jin’s mind to change.

			“I’ll walk you to the labyrinth.”

			Noel shook her head and began to move toward the door. Sidriel must be told. “No. I know the way.”

			He looked down, bandaged hand touching his chest. “Strong updraft, Madam Noel.”

			“Steady wings, August,” she said in turn, then left, not liking that the juice from the tainted blok fruit was staining her fingers like blood. She could tell Sidriel without any trace of falsehood that August had seen hints that humans could use creation energy, but that he wasn’t sure of their abilities or, more importantly, if humans could use any spark or only one belonging to a mer or jin they were familiar with. August had the best chance of finding out. That he was lying about it made no difference when the truth was so easy to see.

			Noel sighed in relief, her steps easy now as she made her way to the labyrinth. The truth behind the lie made August’s position here immutable, and with that, she could remain where she belonged, on the right side of the portal and away from this hellhole of Puck’s inferno.

			She’d feel guilty about it if the mer hadn’t made it obvious he liked it here.

		

	
		
			Five

			Renee fumbled for her phone, sleep fogging her brain and slowing her fingers. It wasn’t until her phone hit the tile floor that she realized it wasn’t ringing, but that someone was knocking on her door.

			“Crap on a cracker,” she whispered, blankets shifting to let in a draft of cooler air as she leaned to find her phone. The muffled thumping continued. Fingers searching, she got a hold of the slippery plastic, falling back against her pillow as she looked at it. Six thirty? she thought, grumpy. If she was under house arrest, shouldn’t she be able to sleep as long as she wanted?

			“Give me a minute!” Renee sat up, then frowned at the head-size indent on the unused pillow beside hers.

			“Renee?” came a faint voice from the other side of the door. “I need to talk to you. I brought doughnuts.”

			Tired, she put her elbows on her knees and stared at the floor. “Ooooh, doughnuts,” she muttered sarcastically, but her frown deepened as she felt the divot. It was warm. A faint scent of herbs lingered, and she brought the pillow to her nose, taking a long sniff. Her eyes widened at the distinctive scent. Yep. That Nextdoor snake had been here. “But you’re not here now,” she whispered as she scanned her room to find it empty of wings and tail.

			“Renee?” Jackson called again, and she stood, wincing at the cool tile.

			“I’m not dressed. Give me a sec!” she yelled as she padded into the small bathroom and tugged her robe on. “What did Gorman do now?” she muttered as she caught sight of herself in the mirror and sighed. It is what it is…

			Slumped, she tied her robe shut and returned to the tiny room, cluttered as it tried to be a bedroom and office both. Papers, books, and research materials were stacked everywhere, almost hiding the desk and matching blah-brown chair. Welcome to my mess, Jackson. I hope you brought something to sit on.

			And then she jerked, yelping when her foot landed on something small, hard, and sharp.

			“You okay?” she heard faintly from behind the door, and she bent down, nudging a tiny, nut-shaped something with a finger before picking it up. It was mostly smooth with a couple of holes to show it was hollow. Her nose wrinkled as she squinted at it. It was gooey inside. WTF? she thought, then blanched. It was a skull. A tiny little piscy skull.

			“Renee?”

			“Stubbed my toe!” Wide awake, she set the skull on a stack of books before opening her door. Jackson was there with a guard, and she pulled herself deeper behind the door when the kid in uniform eyed her robe and grinned. “Ah. Good morning?” she offered, wondering what was up. Dang, Jackson looked good, clean-shaven and his cheeks still holding a hint of moisturizing aftershave. His fatigues weren’t wrinkled yet, and there were two take-out coffees wedged into a tray along with a plate of pastries from the officer’s mess. Seeing her in a robe and messy hair, he grinned as well.

			“Wow, you weren’t kidding. Sorry for getting you out of bed.”

			She ran a hand over her head to try to arrange her hair. “I don’t have a reason to set an alarm.” Fixated on the coffee, she stepped back. “Come on in.”

			“Thanks.” He lurched forward, and she retreated to her bed, absently tugging the blankets straight. “Sorry about the early hour. I need to talk to you,” he said, then jerked to a halt, hands full as he stared at the mess.

			Renee reached for a coffee. “One of those for me?” she half sang as she worked a cup free.

			“Ah…yes.” He blinked at her, seeming to not know what to do. “I, ah. Wow. You keep a Spartan room.”

			Renee made a small, disinterested noise as she stood at his shoulder and looked at it as if through his eyes. “Sarcasm. And so early in the morning. I knew there was more to you than a uniform.” Setting her coffee on a stack of books, she moved a pile of records from her chair to a box. “Have a seat. Gorman couldn’t have done anything worth knocking on my door at six thirty in the morning.”

			Jackson sat and extended the plate of pastries. “Doughnut?”

			“If it’s not about Mikail or Tayler, I’m kicking you out.” Renee took one, but her motion to sit on the edge of the bed faltered when, with a flash of color and sudden whoosh, the air was full of wings, and a sinuous shape almost fell on her.

			“Hey!” she yelped as Jackson rose, but it was the basilisk, and her shock melted into elation. “There you are, you little devil. What are you doing here?” she cooed, a hand up to corral him. Silky, warm, and smelling faintly of damp herbs, he twined in her fingers, his eyes fixed to the pastry in her hand in obvious want.

			“Renee…” Jackson looked from the new coffee stain on his pants to her. “I can’t pretend I don’t know he’s here. He’s got to go back.”

			“No argument.” Beaming, she brought the little snake in close, letting him slither through her fingers as she kept the doughnut out of his reach. “But I’d be lying if I said I was upset. No, I can’t give you this. Settle down,” she cooed, and the snake hesitated, eyeing her as if he understood. “Besides, I think you already had your breakfast.” Her gaze flicked to the tiny skull the snake had probably hawked up. Gross.

			“He must have snapped in sometime last night. I found a sleeping divot on the pillow.” She beamed at the snake, curling him into a ball as he gazed lovingly at her. “Did you like my pillow, little guy? I need to give you a name if you’re just going to show up when you want.” Her gaze went to Jackson, pulled by his accusing silence. “Dude, I didn’t know he was here until just now. And what are you going to do? Demote me? I don’t work for you.”

			“You do, and I’m not here because of a winged snake.” Jackson tugged the chair closer to the bed, leaning over his knees as he fiddled with his phone. “I want you to hear this from me so you don’t go off half-cocked and do something requiring your accommodations to have bars.”

			Renee’s fond smile vanished. “Is it Mikail?” Worried, she spilled the snake from hand to hand until he settled into a happy puddle of smoothness. “Gorman?” she guessed again. “Did he escape?”

			“No, he’s locked up. Take a squint.”

			She leaned to look at his tablet, a part of her enjoying the sharp, clean scent of his aftershave. It was a newscast. Somewhere in Chicago. No, Seattle, Detroit, Atlanta. The location kept shifting, but the people did not, people ugly with anger shouting outside of churches and synagogues. I have a soul, she read off one of the signs. Say no to soulless aliens. No deal with the devil. Satan lies.

			“Crap on a cracker,” Renee whispered. “Is this because of yesterday? I thought it went great.”

			“There was a hot mic.”

			“Oh.” She thought for a moment. “How do you go from that to this?”

			“Through Gorman.” Head down, Jackson scrolled. “I could strangle the man. Look.”

			Her pulse quickened, and she inched closer as Jackson held his phone between them. It was Gorman in a room identical to hers minus the clutter. “That’s not yesterday’s video,” she said, and Jackson unmuted it.

			“Nope. Someone gave him access to the web.”

			“Tayler,” Renee guessed bitterly as Gorman’s voice became obvious.

			“…from my tiny, locked-door room at the base,” Gorman said, and she gripped her arms around her middle in worry. “Dr. Caisson was very cagey in our interview yesterday, but she managed to get me a little something extra that might bring the Neighbors’ invasion to light.”

			“Me!” she exclaimed, and Jackson grimaced at her to be quiet. “I didn’t give him anything and certainly not about an invasion.”

			“I’m not saying you did. Listen.”

			Renee inched closer, tightening her grip on her robe. “From a comment between Dr. Caisson and the red mer taken after the interview, it’s obvious that the Neighbors believe that the soul isn’t something that we are born with but that it’s obtained, and not everyone has one. Listen to this unscripted, hot-mic comment. I was not in the room at the time. Dr. Caisson waited until I was gone so the Neighbors would talk freely, but I’m sure she meant it for my ears, knowing I would pass the warning on to you.”

			“Oh no,” Renee whispered, eyes closing when August’s voice came, scratchy and soft: “He borrowed the energy. He doesn’t have his own. Piers, either, but there are nearly a hundred mers and jins here. It’s easy. Nextdoor there are not so many creation sparks in one spot, so it’s harder. He won’t snap unless afraid.”

			“Piers don’t have sparks, huh?” Renee heard herself say, and then August’s answer, “Maybe the basilisk likes you because you don’t have a spark, either.”

			Even with the phone’s tiny screen, she could see Gorman’s satisfaction. “Creation spark,” he said, making it a threat. “That sounds like a soul to me. And they don’t think we have one.”

			Jackson leaned back and closed down the screen. “It’s a lot of crap after that.”

			“Creation sparks are energy sources, not souls,” Renee protested.

			“And coming out and telling everyone what creation sparks are would open an entirely new can of ugliness as we explained they can translocate.” Jackson tucked his phone away. “He’s crediting you for the leak.”

			Flustered, Renee stood, but there wasn’t anywhere to go, and she sat back down, shooing the little snake from her doughnut. “How? I don’t have access to the internet.” Her gaze came up. “How come he does?”

			Jackson smiled a tight-lipped smile. “Good question. After Gorman implicated you at the zoo, I shifted Tayler’s online access to a different server.”

			Chewing fast, Renee swallowed. Damn it, I’m stress eating. “And that proves my innocence how?”

			Smug, Jackson put an ankle on a knee. “Later in the video, Gorman says you gave him access to the hot mic’s audio and then the password to access the web to post it.”

			Renee put a hand to her mouth. “Which I couldn’t have done.”

			Inclining his head, Jackson sat up. “Actually, you did. The hot-mic audio files were accessed through your account, and he used your password to get off the installation’s server.”

			“Jackson, I don’t even know how to do that—”

			“Relax,” he said as he held up a hand. “Like I said, everything Tayler does goes through an outdated server. I’m surprised she hasn’t been bitching at me about the slow speed, but she’s the only one on it, so…Anyway, she may have used your account and password, but it went through her private server, one that you would have no access to even if you could access the net.”

			Relief spilled through her. “Thank you.”

			“So we know it was her,” he said, then paused. “Want to come to this morning’s meeting and ask her about it?”

			Renee’s pulse hammered. Got you, Dr. Bitch. “Here, hold Digit,” she said, spilling the suddenly disgruntled snake into his fumbling hands as she stood. “I have to get dressed.”

			“Renee…” he complained, but she was already in her closet. “I don’t like snakes.”

			Don’t I have anything black that’s clean? she thought, finally settling on a pair of black jeans, a dark blue top, and a black jacket. “Technically he’s not a snake,” she said as she pulled everything from the hangers and slipped into her bathroom. She left the door open a crack when she heard Jackson sigh.

			“You’re calling him Digit?” he questioned loudly.

			“Because he doesn’t have any,” she said as she leaned against the wall to put on her socks. No time to shower, but I took one last night.

			“He’s got to go back.”

			Jackson’s voice had lost its stress, and Renee threw on her jeans and shirt. “Yeah, I know.” Her teeth could wait, but she did a quick rinse with the mouthwash as she brushed her hair. It was still a mess, and she ran a little gloss over her lips to try to make up for it.

			“He smells nice,” Jackson said, and Renee shoved her arms into the jacket on her way out. “Sweet mother of Mary, that was fast,” he said and she did a little spin, thinking she probably still looked like crap on a cracker, but she wasn’t going to miss Tayler watching her lies crumble around her. And then you and I are going to have a nice one-on-one with Noel.

			“And with some caffeine, I’m good to go,” she said as she lifted the to-go cup he’d brought and gulped it. “Snake, please.”

			“He’s all yours.” Jackson stood, and the little snake spread his wings, making the gliding jump to her, where he curled around her neck before slithering down to hide in her jacket’s front pocket.

			“I wish he was.” Pensive, she grabbed her nearly useless phone before scuffing on her shoes and following Jackson out into the hall.

			“Hang on a sec.” Jackson glanced at the guard on her door before wrangling his buzzing phone out of his back pocket. “This might be about the meeting. Mind if I take it?”

			“Not at all.” Renee smiled at her guard, then Jackson. It felt good to be out of her room.

			“Yo,” Jackson said, then frowned. “No. I’m with Renee. We’re on our way. She should be allowed to accuse the woman of lying to her face.”

			Renee looked up at him. “Problem?”

			“Son of a—” Jackson glanced at her, his anger cutting through her like a cold wind.

			And then his expression shifted. “You believe him?”

			Renee pressed close, trying to hear. “Who?”

			“Agreed. Keep him talking. I’ll be right there.” Jackson ended the call, a new, angry slant to his eyes. “Tayler is gone. Left early this morning. Cleared out her files and left.”

			“Why am I not surprised.” Renee frowned, not liking his reach for her door. “I guess that settles the question of who helped Gorman, huh?”

			“Aah,” Jackson said, his gaze flicking to the guard. “Renee, I need you to return to your room.”

			“Absolutely not,” she protested as he pushed her door open. “I want to talk to Gorman. He probably knows where Tayler went.”

			“He does. And now we do, too.” One hand on her shoulder, he pointed at her room. “Gorman is singing like a bird. Room, please. I have things to do.”

			“So do I. Let’s go.”

			“Room.”

			“Nuh-uh!” She ducked out of his reach.

			“You’re staying,” he said again, motioning for the nervous guard to keep out of it. “That badge you accepted means I pretty much own you from nine to five and the time outside of it. If I want you sitting on your cot for three months, you will sit on your cot for three months.”

			Eyes narrowed, she stared at him. “I told Noel I’d find Mikail. I promised her she would be able to confront the people who mutilated her kin. You told me you would help. That you’d drive the car, if I remember. If Tayler isn’t there, if Gorman is lying, she’s gone and Mikail with her. I’ll never find him.”

			“You are not military, and you will stay!” he shouted, shocking her. The little snake in her front pocket made a startled chirp—and then his weight vanished.

			Gosh darn it. Sullen, she rocked back, arms over her middle.

			Jackson sighed, his outstretched hand dropping. “This is not your job. You are not trained for this. Let me hear you say it.”

			“I’m not trained for this,” she said. “Can I talk to Gorman?”

			“No.” Jackson sighed, his brow pinched in worry. “I’ll bring Tayler back, and you can be there when I put her and Noel in a room, okay?”

			Renee’s chin lifted. “How about August? Can I at least talk to August?” She could tell Jackson was impatient to be gone. Distracted. So what if she didn’t wear combat boots or carry a rifle. She could wait in the car.

			Jackson hesitated, an odd look on his face as he took a step backward, leaving her in her room as he moved to the hall. “No. I trust you, but there’s a devil on your shoulder.”

			“You won’t let me talk to August?” she ground out from between her teeth.

			He shook his head, motioning for the guard to press forward. “You do too many things without thinking. Start with one intention and then end up somewhere else. Stay here. Just for a few hours.”

			“Jackson, don’t you shut that door,” she warned as the guard reached for the door. “I can’t fix this if you won’t let me out of this room!” she shouted, eyes widening as he shut it. “Damn it, Jackson. If you lock me in here, I quit!” Frustrated, she gave in and slammed her fist on it. Once.

			“You can’t quit. You were drafted!” he said, words muffled.

			“The hell I can’t! Damn it, Jackson!” She stood at the door, wanting to pound on it, but her hand hurt. “I promised Noel I’d find Mikail.”

			“Don’t take this personally,” came his voice, the very calmness of it irritating her. “I’m revoking the Neighbors’ expanded range as well. No one moves until we find her.”

			“Yeah?!” she shot back. “You’re just a modern-day King Arthur, aren’t you!”

			He was silent, and she gave the door a sharp kick before sitting back on the bed and stewing. She was stuck. And even her snake had left her.

			Make a promise, keep a promise.

		

	
		
			Six

			Noel draped her wings across the top of the long bench, the outright display of freedom unusual as her head lolled against the headrest and her eyes nictitated. She breathed slowly, pulling the unusually warm, salted air deep into her lungs. A salt sauna was a luxury some might question, but it was more than soothing her lungs and skin that drew her here. The mist and steam had always eased her rigorous thought patterns, allowing for new, inventive ideas that might enable her to pull the coming fiasco back from the cliff.

			Sighing, she felt her wide wing muscles finally let go and relax. The very air thrummed with a low tone, like underground waves. It vibrated through her hindmost brain, the salt carrying it to the primitive center where fight and flight were stored, stimulating thoughts that had yet to be shackled by thousands of years of civilization. Even the motions of her breath within her lungs felt different and odd. Primeval.

			All of which made her glad she was alone in the large, dimly lit room full of mist and subliminal sound.

			Her wings dripped with a salty moisture to make her tattoo scars stand out, but seeing as there was no one here but her, it didn’t matter. It had taken almost an entire twenty-four hours to arrange a private room, one that could hold ten bored professionals, or one CEO with Earth-scarred lungs. Being after hours had helped.

			Somehow Gorman had turned the entire planet against them with a misunderstanding over a comment he shouldn’t have even had access to. August had gotten himself scraped to Puck’s table visiting a “zoo,” and Tayler had disappeared after Gorman pointed all evidence toward Renee. But what had Noel seeking refuge amid the humid salt was having let August remain there. Her new aide, presumably, had told Sidriel of her opinion that to bring him home now might add years to answering the question of whether humans could still use creation energy…and how.

			Humans are liars and tricksters. Noel dug her feet into the sandy floor in agitation, breathing deep until the salt began a warming buzz in her center. Images of the human protesters floated up through her mind, August’s genuine distress when he told her, Jackson’s anger that Dr. Tayler had vanished.

			Perhaps I should talk with one of our own religious stewards? she wondered. The words to show Earth that their beliefs didn’t clash with their own were probably already written down—if indeed Earth’s beliefs weren’t born from their own, right next to their fairy tales and internal gut flora.

			Blood humming, Noel touched her wrist holo. “Danail?” she said, quickly muting the visual as she was in no more than a draped cloth. Her borrowed aide from Sidriel kept her desk orderly and got her morning drink right, but she had a suspicion that he wasn’t the one actually preparing it. The attractive mer was a threat and a bodyguard all in one, and she wasn’t sure which would win out if she couldn’t fix this.

			“Yes, Noel?” Danail’s voice seemed to crackle in the high-salt air.

			“Will you see if Master Amos is available to meet with me tomorrow? He might have some insight I’m not aware of in dealing with the Earth’s holy stewards.”

			“Yes, Noel,” he said, tone assertive this time.

			Again Noel closed her eyes, letting the salty breath fill her lungs, healing them from the damage wrought by just a few hours in Earth’s air. My job was a lot easier when all I had to do was get a handful of agents through the portal, she thought. Never had she imagined they would ever come back.

			But her eyes flashed open, wings instinctively curving to cover herself, when an old jin came in, her hunched form wrapped in a loose, wide ribbon to allow free movement.

			“Excuse me,” Noel said as she pulled her own ribbon towel more securely. “I have the room for the night.”

			“An excellent idea,” Sidriel said, and Noel jerked, only now recognizing the reclusive Neighbor without her usual elaborate bangles and charms. Puck take it. She’s so thin…

			“You don’t mind that I join you?” Sidriel said, but it really wasn’t a question. “I so seldom have the opportunity to indulge in a sauna with the chance for a meaningful conversation.”

			“Madam Sidriel.” Noel sat up, her wings pulled tight in a show of respect. She hesitated, not sure if a more traditional greeting could be forgone since they were both two towels from being naked. Guilt for having disobeyed Sidriel in allowing August to stay rippled over her, and she practically clamped her wings shut. The thought to blurt out her reasoning rose, stifled immediately.

			Sidriel took the bench across from her, shaking her wings out and spreading them fully along the top of the wide seat as Noel’s had been. “Please,” she said when she saw Noel’s wings. “There’s no formality here.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, vulnerable. “Not here,” she said, almost drowsy as the salts began to do their work. “I, too, do my best thinking in the bath.”

			Sidriel’s eyes opened. “Go on,” she encouraged. “Don’t make me feel as if I’m intruding.”

			It went against all her instincts, but Noel shook her wings, spreading them slowly and only half as much as they had been. I should have flung August home, suspicions or not. She’s going to kill me and use my blood to water the stones.

			“Good.” Sidriel looked at the faint lines of the removed tattoos, cracking her toes in amusement. “You sent for Amos. Tell me what you need from him.”

			She’s not here about my decision to leave August…Noel warmed in relief. Sending for him had apparently been the right thing to do. “His advice on the spiritual angle may provide insight on how to turn this latest downdraft to our advantage.” She stared at the ceiling instead of Sidriel, flustered. The protests and information leaks were not her fault, but they were still at her feet.

			“He will be helpful, yes.” Sidriel exhaled slow and long, breathing in the heavy salt air. “This conversation can’t wait until tomorrow. I have invited him to join us.”

			“A holy steward?” Noel sat up, alarmed. “Here?” Wings closing, she wrapped her short towel tighter about herself.

			Sidriel, though, only seemed to become more drowsy. “Tell me,” she said as her eyes closed. “I want to hear how you found evidence that they can both use and not use a creation spark.”

			Noel seemed to freeze. “August isn’t sure, Madam Sidriel,” she said, but the salt and heat betrayed her, and her wings drooped, showing her lie.

			One golden eye focused on her, and Noel was envious. She’d always wanted to learn how to nictitate one eye at a time. Sidriel’s head angled to stare her down. “Who may or may not have used a spark? And how? Jackson?”

			A thread of self-preservation wound through her salt stupor, bringing her awake. “Renee. August’s spark might have healed her.”

			Sidriel’s eyes slipped shut in thought, then opened. “Continue.”

			“Answers will come faster if August is left to find them. Renee’s lack of injury at the zoo could have been because August wrapped her in his wings, taking the brunt of it all. He’s unsure himself what happened,” she said, tensing at the near falsehood. August clearly knew. “He spends much of his time with her, and it might be that close connection that allowed it if it indeed happened.” Relax your jaw, Noel. If humans can lie convincingly, so can you. “It would be advantageous to know if simply rotating out personnel would prevent humans from learning how to bond with spark energy.” And interspersing it with the truth helps. “August will find an answer with trust long before I can with guile.”

			“And keep you out of that hellhole,” Sidriel muttered, her eyes slowly nictitating shut. “But agreed. We can’t afford to lose Earth again.” The old jin pulled her ribbon towel over herself more surely. “What an ugly, fickle species. I can’t think of anything they are good at apart from withstanding their brutal sun. And we will have them there, too, in a generation, if I understand August’s adaptations correctly.”

			Noel forced herself to relax as her mix of truth and lies was accepted. “Yes, madam,” she said, spilling a little more salt onto the atomizer. “His latest physical indicates that his body is making great strides in adapting to the heavy solar radiation. His increasingly varied diet is a minor, easily handled issue. We’re seeing substantial shortening in the fingers and toes, but we’re not sure yet if our wings will become vestigial or strengthen to handle the thinner air.” Noel hesitated, remembering August trying to play his flute. “There’s the potential for complete adaptation in several years if he remains where he is.”

			“Mmmm.” Sidriel glanced at her wrist holo. “This specter of religion is threatening our smooth transition to Earth, as it did before. The Puck-ridden disaster can’t be allowed to repeat. There aren’t enough resources left here to sustain us until we find another viable world. We were lucky the last time.”

			“Yes, Madam Sidriel,” Noel said, eyes averted. “I’m hoping Amos will have some ideas to help correct their misunderstanding.” But asking him while she was all but naked hadn’t been her first choice.

			“That…Gorman. He’s a problem,” Sidriel said as if not having heard her.

			“Yes, madam.” Noel felt her wings droop despite her effort to maintain her usual posture. “He’s contained at the installation, but the damage has been done.”

			Sidriel gave her wings a little shake in amusement. “Downdrafts can always become an updraft. But I agree, the professionally applied twin tools of fear and misinformation have made a problem. Someone feels they are being left out. That’s where we need to apply a focused, soothing balm. But well done with the tools you have.” Sidriel sighed as a soft knock sounded at the door. “I’m going to give you some new ones.”

			“Madam?” Noel questioned as Sidriel stood, wings shushing wetly as she gentled them around her body and her towel puddled at her feet.

			Puck help me, she’s stark naked behind her wings, Noel thought as she stood as well, one hand gripping her towel tightly to herself.

			“Perfect timing as always, Danail,” Sidriel said as the mer came in followed by an older, pale mer in heavy, ornate dress, clearly uncomfortable. “Amos.” Wing knuckles high, Sidriel came forward, the back of her hand extended low for him to touch with his own. “So good of you to come. I hope you don’t mind meeting here, but we are trying to keep the gossipy updrafts to a minimum.”

			Amos shifted, his wings beading up in the wet air. “Always a pleasure,” he said, his whistles breathy as he looked everywhere but at Sidriel. “I’ve never been in a salt sauna. It’s rather warm, is it not?”

			Sidriel nictitated one eye, almost mocking him. “You’re welcome to disrobe,” she said, and Noel held her towel tighter, peeved at Sidriel. Clearly the holy steward was uncomfortable, and not just because of the heat. The heavy salt was tranquilizing, especially when one was unused to it.

			“Yes, Madam Sidriel,” Amos said, and by the door, Danail’s wings drooped at the salt buzz.

			“You should meet Noel.” Sidriel gestured to her, and Noel stepped forward, a hand extended. “She’s been instrumental in getting us to Earth again and is proving invaluable in keeping our foothold there.”

			“Amos.” Noel managed to click her wing knuckles together as the backs of their hands touched.

			“Excuse me a moment?” Sidriel said, and then, without waiting for an answer, paced shakily to Danail, her wings threatening to flash open and expose her as she bobbled.

			Noel turned to Amos. “Strong updrafts,” she said, and the uneasy mer bobbed his head. Puck help me. A salt sauna with a religious steward?

			“Steady winds,” he responded. “I received your message just before Danail arrived. I’m flattered you’d include me in the chance to help educate a new world on our beliefs, and I’m honored you have asked for my advice.”

			Sidriel turned as Danail left, the flush of cooler air refreshing as it eddied about Noel’s bare feet. “That’s not why you are here, Amos,” she said dryly.

			Amos’s wings rose. “Why then, Madam Sidriel?”

			Sidriel wobbled back, the sharp look in her eyes at odds with her salt-clumsy motion. “Is that the lodestone I asked you to bring?”

			Amos stiffened, and the water that had beaded up on his wing hem drained in an ugly sound. Wings tight to his back, he dropped his gaze to his amulet.

			Silent, Sidriel held out her hand, and Noel watched, not knowing why Amos’s motions were so reluctant as he pulled it from his neck and let it settle in her grip.

			A shudder rippled over Sidriel, a glimpse of smooth, tattooed skin showing before she pulled her wings back up. “I’ve never held one before,” Sidriel said, her words almost slurred. “It’s substantial.”

			“It is.” Amos didn’t take his eyes from her.

			“What is it?” Noel inched closer, curious.

			“It’s a tool.” Sidriel grabbed Noel’s free hand, and Noel gasped, her knees threatening to buckle when the amulet dropped into her palm.

			“Madam Sidriel!” Amos called sharply, and the grizzled jin grabbed Noel, yanking her out of his reach. Stumbling, Noel caught her balance. Sidriel’s old fingers were band-tight against her skin, and she pushed them off, backing up as an overwhelming sensation of fullness spiked through her, bringing her creation spark alive.

			“Let her adjust!” Sidriel demanded, and Amos’s hands fell to his sides. He stood, water dripping from his clothes and wings, clearly upset as Noel slowly drew her wings about herself again, glad that she hadn’t trusted her modesty to her wings as Sidriel had.

			“Well?” the older jin asked, and Noel stared at the amulet, her pulse slowing. It held creation sparks. They slumbered, but they were there.

			“H-how many?” she stammered. “How did you get them all in one place?”

			Amos inched possessively closer. “It’s said this one holds fifty,” he said, and she blinked in shock. “The jin or mer who carries it has enough energy to snap freely in a world devoid of creation sparks. They were gathered over several generations. Some are said to be over three thousand years old.”

			Noel forced her wings down. It was becoming easier. “This is a tool?” she questioned. It was a fortune, certainly. Was it to pay back the portal authority for the sparks she had promised?

			“I would think its uses obvious,” Sidriel said, eyes closing as she breathed in the heavy air. “With that in your grasp, you will be able to snap freely while on Earth, to places you’ve never been but can see on a holo. It will allow you to move undetected and, more importantly, unexpectedly and unexplained as you settle questions and soothe fears to further our foothold.”

			I can go past the boundaries of the safe-snap zone. But not only that, she could do it with the plausible deniability that she was even there. Noel sent a thought into the amulet, shocked at the responsive surge. Numb, she sat down, focus slack. Sidriel was right. With this, she could go anywhere undetected, move between the worlds with impunity, and take anyone she wanted with her whether they resisted or not. “Thank you,” she whispered, grateful even as she wondered what Sidriel wanted her to do with it.

			Noel looked up, surprised when Sidriel shuffled to stand before her, the old female’s long fingers adjusting her towel more surely about her as if she were a child. “This is not yours,” Sidriel warned, and by the door Amos seemed to cringe. “It is a tool. Use it, then bury it under an Earth-side labyrinth so that if we need to abandon Earth, the portal can be reinstated at our will and not the sun and moon’s.”

			Feeling overly full, Noel nodded. They’d never lose the Earth again.

			Seeing her understanding, Sidriel stepped back, her grip falling from Noel. “Thank you, Amos. Your generosity will not be unremembered.”

			Amos started at the obvious dismissal. “Madam Sidriel…”

			His eyes were fixed to the amulet in Noel’s hands, and Sidriel stepped in front of it.

			“Thank you, Amos,” Sidriel said again, her wings slipping to show more body than was prudent. “You are no longer needed.”

			“Madam…” he tried again, stammering to nothing when Sidriel dropped her wings, baring herself completely. He fled, the gust of cool wind he let in washing through Noel to clear her mind.

			“Fool.” Sidriel laughed as she went to her towel and wrapped it about herself.

			“Thank you, Madam Sidriel,” Noel said softly, staring down at her hands cramped possessively about the amulet. She could feel the energy there. It slumbered but was accessible nevertheless. It would bother her that she was going to bury it in a hidden place on Earth if not for it guaranteeing they would not lose Earth even if they had to abandon it.

			“There’s nothing to thank me for,” Sidriel said as her long fingers tucked the end of the wrap within itself. “Amos’s counsel is valuable. If you wish, avail yourself of it to assist you in ridding Earth’s populace of their misunderstanding. But I’ve been studying their history. Logic will not move their religious leaders. Greed and offered power will. I suggest you find what their most influential holy steward wants. Give it to him. Gorman and Tayler, too. Humans are greedy, and that is what will save us.”

			Noel nodded as a soft knock came at the door, and Sidriel crossed the room, not a bobble or waver to her sure pace. Noel slowly tucked the amulet behind her towel to hide it, shuddering as her aura took it in. The salt air tickled its way through her, bringing her baser thoughts to the surface and making everything seem possible. She could find Tayler with the power of the combined sparks. Gorman she might consider moving with wealth, but not Tayler. She would offer the human Earth woman something other than power. Justice, maybe.

			Thoughts of revenge were thick in Noel’s mind as Sidriel opened the door to show Danail waiting with a winding ribbon of red to wrap around Sidriel. She was leaving.

			“Thank you, Madam Sidriel.” Noel stood, the creation sparks making her unsteady.

			“Of course.” Sidriel stood in the center of the room, her wings lifted slightly as Danail dipped and wove, expertly dressing the old Neighbor as if he’d done it a thousand times before. “To be clear, use the lodestone to open our way, then bury it at a secret labyrinth so if you fail, we do not lose the Earth. Understand?”

			Noel nodded, her thoughts clearing as the cool air from the open door caressed her.

			“I see I’ve chosen wisely in giving you the tools to achieve the needed ends.” Sidriel’s bare feet dug deep into the sand floor. “But if there’s any further indication that humans have retained the ability to commune with a creation spark, you will bring them here for further study. It might be something we can pluck from them.”

			“Yes, madam. Thank you, Madam Sidriel,” Noel said, but when she looked up, Sidriel was gone.

		

	
		
			Seven

			Renee squinted at her ceiling, wondering if anyone would notice if she used a marker to play connect the water spots to make a face. Today had been hard. Jackson’s promised “few hours” had turned into five, then twelve, then eighteen, until now, she lay on her bed, listening with a dull apathy to the people passing in the hall. From the sound of it, she now had two guards outside her door. Jackson was apparently taking her seriously.

			Too seriously, she thought sourly as she rolled to her side and pulled her phone from the end table to check the time. It was all it was good for, at the moment. How everyone thought she could give Gorman access to the internet when she herself didn’t have any was a frustrating mystery. Him singing like a bird was a small comfort when she couldn’t even video surf.

			That Tayler was blaming her was beginning to really piss her off. That Jackson thought he was helping by keeping Renee securely tucked away was even worse. The woman was cruel, not stupid. Chances were good that she’d gone to eliminate the evidence that she’d done anything wrong—as in killing Mikail. Tayler had taken ownership and apologized for torturing her original twelve. Mikail might know if Tayler had killed Han and Raphael—a different situation entirely—if Renee could get to him in time.

			She had to get out of here. There was a way, but it was as scary as all hell, and she needed a working phone to do it. Peeved, she tossed her cell to the bedside table only to hesitate, listening. Will? In the hall? Okay. He wasn’t a phone, but he could get a message to August, and with that, the mer might be willing to snap to her room. August might not even know that Tayler was gone.

			“Thanks. Much appreciated,” she heard Will say, and she sat up, swinging her legs to the tile floor, excitement tingling all the way to her toes. “Can I stay while she eats?”

			Renee lurched to her feet as her door opened to show Will with a tray, the guard replacing the cover after his inspection. The soldier eyed her suspiciously and she dampened her excitement. “Hey, thanks. Is that my dinner? Come in.” She looked at the guard. “He can come in, right?”

			“Yeah, Jackson cleared me to visit.” Will glanced at the guard and inched in. “And I can stay while you eat, too,” he said, standing in the middle of her room, probably looking for somewhere to set the tray.

			She lurched forward, taking it before retreating to sit on the edge of the bed. “Have a seat,” she said, nodding to the empty chair. “Thanks for this. Lunch was a peanut butter sandwich and a salad. I think they’re trying to starve me.”

			But when the guard shut the door, she set the tray aside, the cover unlifted.

			“Thank God you’re here,” she whispered, and Will’s smile grew wider. “Can you get a message to August? I have to get out of here. He’s been to my room before. He can snap here, and then snap me out, maybe.” Her pulse hammered. Snap her out. No human had ever been snapped before. She didn’t even know if it was possible.

			“I can do better than that.” Expression cocky, Will lifted the domed lid off the plate to show an enormous wad of sauce-covered spaghetti with grated cheese and little bread medallions. A tiny wine bottle said he’d gotten it from the officers’ mess and not the commons, and it was more than she could eat in two days.

			“I don’t have time to eat,” she said, impatient. “If August can snap into my room, maybe he can fling me out of here. Jackson is waiting for Tayler to make a mistake, and she is too smart for that. She’ll kill Mikail to cover her ass, and that’s if he’s not already dead.”

			“Maybe you should have some dinner first,” he said, almost laughing, and then he jumped when a little snake snapped in out of nowhere, red and gold wings flapping madly to stay in the air.

			“Holy smokes!” Will exclaimed as Renee offered her hand to the little reptile and he landed on it. “Is that the same one from the interview?”

			Renee nodded as she wove him in and around her fingers to stall the snake’s intent slither for her tray. “Yep. He showed for lunch, too. I’m calling him Digit because he doesn’t have any.” She beamed at the little guy, then offered him a tiny chunk of sauce-dipped bread. “Will, I appreciate you bringing me dinner, but I really need you to ask August if he would risk jumping to my room. I’ll clear the floor and hide in the bathroom so he doesn’t materialize in me.”

			“Great minds think alike,” he said, warily eyeing Digit as he used the plastic fork they’d given her to shift the pasta. Underneath in a sauce-stained plastic bag was a phone.

			Renee’s lips parted. Waving Digit off, she used two fingers to delicately tease the bagged phone out. “You are a genius!” she whispered, and the man grinned.

			“It’s an embassy phone they keep on hand for visitors. It only works on the installation,” Will said, but she was loath to let it go when he held his hand out for it. “August isn’t happy about you being locked up. He says that if he can see that your floor is clear, he can snap here.”

			“And then we can all snap out,” she said, elated.

			“The correct term is ‘fling,’ and you are half-right,” he said as he took the phone from the sauce-coated bag and threw it in the trash. Digit launched himself from her fingers, almost knocking over the bin as he enthusiastically dove into it. “I’m staying here to run interference.”

			She couldn’t stop smiling. “August heard about Tayler, huh?”

			“Yep. This was his idea.” Chin high to look down through his glasses, Will sat beside her on the bed and punched in a number. “Jackson has been back for about three hours, all of them spent with Gorman. Gorman claims Tayler went to her old lab. The one where she’d been holding the missing Neighbors? He found it empty. If you thought Gorman was singing before, now he’s dancing.”

			“Well, that’s good,” she whispered, and Will nodded, head down over the phone.

			“Which brings me to August. He wants to look at Tayler’s secret lab himself and Jackson is refusing. August says if Mikail died there, his creation spark might still be present. If there is no sign of one, Mikail might still be alive. He wants you to come with him and see.”

			“And you?”

			“No. I’ve got the dangerous part of this plan.” Will sighed. “I’m staying here to keep Jackson out of your room. Soon as he knows you and August are gone, he’ll be on you like a stink on a skunk. I’m going to push that time out as long as I can.” His eyes rose to hers. “Jackson will put me in jail. I hope you know that.”

			“Look at you, all ‘let’s break Renee out,’ ” she teased as she reached for her shoes and slipped them on. “And I think you overestimated Jackson’s response. He’s going to be mad, sure, but he won’t lock you up.” Her thoughts went to the guard outside her door. “He thinks I’m a joke, or I wouldn’t be under house arrest.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short.” Will put the phone on speaker as it rang. “You broke me out of the psych ward with a cupcake. Bullied yourself into a quarantine zone where they didn’t dare come after you. You successfully snuck August onto the roof and then to the zoo by borrowing Jackson’s Jeep. If he wasn’t taking you seriously, he wouldn’t have locked you up. Sneaking out of here is going to be…a snap,” he finished dramatically, and she stood, her good mood faltering.

			August is going to snap me. The thought fell through her, becoming real for the first time. Lying on her bed, staring at the ceiling, and imagining it was one thing. Knowing it was really going to happen was another. What if she couldn’t do it and she just…vanished?

			The embassy’s phone connected, and her eyes darted down as Will held it between them. “August?” he whispered, and Renee’s breath caught as the mer’s face filled the screen, his wings high behind his head in worry. “I’m with her. We’re good for you to snap in.”

			“Is Renee okay?” he asked, his voice sounding odd through the small speaker.

			Will glanced at Renee. “She looks a little green, even if she had the same idea as you. I think she’s having second thoughts.”

			“I am not,” she said, and August pulled the phone closer to his face.

			“Show me the room,” he said, and Will went to put his back to the door and panned the room.

			He’s going to snap me, she thought, quashing a sudden angst. Make me vanish.

			And then she started as an odd sensation of stars and moonbeams pulled through her. A little squeak came from the trash can, and Digit’s head lifted, his tongue flicking as August was suddenly standing in the middle of her room, one of their old survival bags in his grip. A practiced smile came over his triangular face, and he reached out. “Renee…”

			Eyes wide, she extended the back of her hand in greeting, but he took it, pulling her up and into almost a hug as his wings curved halfway around her. “We are going to get in so much trouble,” she said. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

			Will chuckled as he closed out the phone.

			“Sure.” August winced as he stretched his taped wings. “We go to Tayler’s lab. If Mikail is there, I’ll feel his spark. We bring him back. Mikail tells Jackson truth about Tayler, and you will be free from blame. Get a raise maybe? Jackson won’t care how you do it once done.”

			Jackson not caring was questionable, but she nodded, pulse fast. “What about Noel? I don’t want to get you into trouble for snapping me.”

			August’s wings drooped. “Gorman turned my words into a lie,” he said. “Once I fix that, Noel will…get on it.”

			“Over it,” Will corrected, and August seemed to shrug.

			“And I don’t snap you.” August set a hand on her shoulder. “I snap myself. I fling you.”

			Like a sack of dirty clothes or a box of perishables. Renee took a slow breath. “I’m going AWOL with an alien,” she whispered, then steadied herself. “Let’s do this.”

			“Okay.” Will tucked the phone in a back pocket. “I’m out of here. I’ll try to keep Jackson out of your room for as long as I can. I’ll tell him you’re really mad at him.”

			“I am,” she said, then added, “Sure you don’t want to come? Might be safer.”

			“We will go to the zoo,” August said as he handed his visitor-use phone to Will. “Outside the walls where we left Jackson’s Jeep. Should be okay.”

			“There won’t be anyone back there this time of night,” Will said. “There’s a car rental a couple of blocks from there. I’ve had a car sitting for about a week and never picked it up. They left the keys under the mat. Blue SUV.” Will paused, his brow furrowed in worry. “Find him, Renee,” he said softly. “And Dr. Tayler. Someone told her to mutilate August’s people. We will never find out who until we have her and offer her a deal for a name.”

			“We’ll find them both,” Renee said, and Will’s brow furrowed.

			“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said. “Be careful. Pick up a phone when you can. You should be able to call in. It’s calling out that they block. August, I’ll drop yours in the old observation lounge. You know my number?”

			Renee nodded, a sliver of worry finding her. There were a lot of ifs.

			“I’m good at flinging,” August said. “I was first pick in the ring games. You’ll be okay. Promise.”

			She wasn’t sure how the ring games related to all of this, but she smiled, not wanting him to think she didn’t trust him. I’m going to be the first human ever to fling, she thought as she wiped her palms off on her jeans. Well, at least in this century.

			“Okay, then.” Resolute and worried, Will headed for the door. “See you on the other side.”

			“Other side of what?” August asked, then went to stand where the guard wouldn’t see him.

			Will gave them both one last look, squared his shoulders, and then opened the door, the covered tray balanced in one hand. “Hey, thanks,” Will said casually to the guards as he went out. “Will either of you be here in the morning? Princess there has already put in her order. I can add a coffee for you.”

			Princess, she thought, annoyed, but it did get the wide-eyed panic off her face.

			“Yes, sir,” one guard said, adding, “No thank you, sir, for the coffee,” as the door shut.

			August slumped, and Renee put a hand to her middle as he came out of the corner. “August,” she whispered, feeling ill as she sat on her bed. “What if I can’t do this?”

			“You aren’t doing anything,” he said. “I’m good at flinging, but it will be easier if you shhh your thoughts.”

			“I’m too wound up to shhh my thoughts,” she said, and August pulled the chair across the room to sit before her, his wings draped down over the back. “I mean, you’re like disintegrating me, right? What if you can’t get me back together?”

			“Disintegrating…?” he asked, and she met his eyes, started at how close he was.

			“Like sugar in coffee,” she said, and he shook his head.

			“No. It’s not like sugar in coffee. Space touches. You step through. I will teach you how, even if you can’t do it.” He reached to take her hands, and she noticed how different they were from hers. “Quiet thoughts fling easy. Noisy thoughts, not so much.”

			The modern phrase sounded odd coming from him, and she managed a nervous smile. “Okay,” she said when he let go of her hands to draw a pad of paper and pencil from her desk.

			“Labyrinths start and end at the same place,” he said as he began to draw a spiral. “Just as Renee starts and ends at same place when flinging. You walk the pattern when going world to world, but when going place to place on same world, you only need to think the pattern.”

			“So…” She looked down as he continued his switchback pattern. “You don’t need to walk a labyrinth to snap.”

			“Most times, no, but it’s always good to walk the pattern in head to shhh mind. The pattern shows thoughts how to go.” He turned the pad so it was upright for her. “Go from inside out, and then outside back in. If calm inside and out, the door opens and you walk from one to the other place.” He leaned back as she took the tablet onto her lap. “But I can only snap to where I’ve been before or can see, and only if the way is clear.”

			“Or wait for an eclipse,” she added.

			“Eclipse works only if a big population on other side opens door first.” He was silent for a moment. “Ready to try?”

			Her head bobbed, and he smiled, his bandaged wings draped oddly behind him. “Like this,” he said as he took the pad and ran his finger between the lines, going in an ever-larger spiral. “Think quiet mind,” he continued as he reached the outside of the spiral, then started back in. “Outside calm.” His expression was placid as he followed the path to the center, right where he’d started. “Inside calm.”

			“Sure.” She reached for the pad, nervous as she settled it on her knees. Slowly she traced a path between the lines, focusing on them and the meaning. August hunched closer over his knees. They were almost touching hers as she began the return to the center. When looked at in total, the figure appeared as a tree, the path beginning and ending at nearly the same place to create a two-dimensional line like a Möbius strip.

			“Calm outside,” August said as he tucked his bag between his feet. “Calm inside. Sky is white. Ground is black. Do it again.”

			His words were soothing and monotone, and her shoulders slumped as she finished one circuit and immediately started in on a second, eyelids drooping. She had meditated before, searching for peace from her chaotic thoughts, and she felt herself settle, ease.

			“See the thin line of impossibility at the end where they join,” he said as both his hands touched her shoulders, and she shivered at the warmth rising from them. “Once more,” he said, and she began a third time. “See it in your mind,” he added. “See it on paper, see it in your soul. Reach the end—and step through the thin line.”

			“Thin line?” she said as she finished her spiral and looked up. Her lassitude hesitated. August’s eyes were almost golden, as warm and liquid as the feeling that suddenly flashed. Like a molten river, it flowed, tingling and sparkling to her extremities. A drop of awareness fell through her, whispers of thoughts she’d never had, visions of places she had never seen, low clouds, a desert sand, trees with odd leaves, and sounds she’d never heard but knew had to be birds. An ache filled her, of someone she’d lost. It wasn’t her. It wasn’t August. It was the spark, and it almost hurt, it was so desperate to find them again.

			“You are already there,” August said, and then…

			…she gasped as she dropped, her butt landing on the hard street.

			“August!” she shrieked as his grip pulled from her. She looked up. August stood over her, his survival pack in his hand, his wings high in mirth. Her room was gone. There was dark sky behind him, and the wind shifted his wing hem.

			They were in the alley outside the back of the zoo.

			Dumbfounded, she scrambled up, her mind trying to figure it out. She knew what had happened, but her body refused to believe it. It was easier to think that she’d passed out and someone had moved her.

			“August?” she warbled, reaching for him, and then she froze, panicking. “Oh, God, I think I’m going to be sick,” she added before she spun, putting a shaky hand against the zoo wall to steady herself.

			“You are fine. You are fine!” August exclaimed as he gripped her shoulder. “You didn’t yell. Much better than my first fling. Give your body time. It’s confused.”

			Confused is right, she thought as she held her breath to forestall the dry heaves, the acidic bite of her bile making everything seem sharper. But she had done it. She had escaped! She was outside the effing zoo.

			“Water?” August said as he let go and began to rummage in his pack.

			Shaking, she pushed from the wall to find August quietly waiting with a bottled water and what might be pride. She wasn’t sure why. She hadn’t done anything.

			“You did good,” he said, and Renee gratefully took the bottle.

			“You did good,” she corrected him, and August shook his head.

			“No. You’re not a sack of blok fruit,” he insisted. “You calmed your mind and made it easy. Next time, it will be more easy.”

			“Let’s just hope there isn’t a next time,” she said.

			He reached out, not the usual way with the back of his hand facing her, but as if to take hers. “Okay?” he said, and she slipped her hand in his, feeling his warmth and the tingling sensation of his creation spark slowly fading. “Let’s find Will’s car.”

			“Okay,” she said, not letting go as she wobbled forward. She could feel the energy from his spark swirling in little eddies though her, soothing her middle and mind, bringing her back to peace. Familiar now, yet it was different. This was just energy. But when they’d jumped, she could have sworn that she’d felt anger, frustration, and regret.

			And they hadn’t been August’s emotions, or hers.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Fatigue pulled at Renee, the sedate pace of the SUV that Will had rented weaving through the turns of the industrial park seeming to make it all the worse. Worried the linguist wouldn’t be able to keep Jackson from her room, she’d driven all night, making good time on empty roads. It was only now when the sun was well up that she’d begun to see more than the occasional car. If it were a weekday, the interstate would have been a nightmare. But as it was, she had the road almost to herself after leaving the expressway.

			August was lying across the back, claiming it was more comfortable with his scraped-up wings. His slow breathing told her he was still asleep under the car blanket she’d bought at the first gas station they’d stopped at. That felt like a lifetime ago, and she wistfully glanced at her empty mega mug-o-coffee in the console and the crumpled wrappers of fast food and protein bars. The fries had been a big hit, almost enough to convince him to try a burger.

			“August?” she said softly as she pulled into a wood flooring factory that matched the address Will had given her. She was pretty sure it was the right place. There was a wide swath of flattened grass, and the bedraggled plants lining the building in an unimaginative row had been trampled. It wasn’t the expected shiny building with security, but it was in the middle of basically nowhere, allowing more dangerous levels of protection. “I think we’re here.”

			He woke with a whistle and click, his dark eyes meeting hers widening as his nictitating membrane slid away.

			“Forgot where I am,” he said as he stretched and shifted, careful to keep under the blanket. He was silent as she turned into the parking spot beside the faded blue parking lines. “Tayler worked from here? It’s a…What is it?”

			She followed his gaze to the faded sign. “A factory to make wood flooring, I guess. But that’s probably not what’s inside.” Renee gathered the spent wrappers, her stomach rumbling as she thought of the fast-food place she’d passed just off the expressway. A breakfast burrito and coffee would have been nice, she thought as she opened the last protein bar.

			“You use trees for flooring?” August popped his finger knuckles in shock. “How does that even happen?”

			She broke the bar and handed half to August. “You cut them into sheets so they are thin and flat, and then…fasten them down.”

			August cautiously took the bar between two fingers. “You walk on wood?” he said, then took a nibble.

			She smiled as his eyes met hers. He liked it. “In the nicer places,” she said. “Homes and some businesses. You won’t find it in a military installation.” She thought a moment, then added, “Actually, the gym has a wood floor.”

			“That is wood?” he said, then reached for the wrapper, eyes squinting to read the small print of what was in the bar. “It’s so hard.”

			“I’m pretty sure this is the right place.” Renee put the last bite in her mouth and wiped her fingers on her jeans. Her new phone sat on the dash. She had texted Will her new number but had yet to actually talk to him. “If they wanted to keep this place a secret, putting it in a big shiny building wouldn’t work. What does your spider sense tell you?”

			August cautiously nibbled the bar. “Spiders have sense?”

			She smiled. “Sorry. It’s a metaphor. Can you feel Mikail’s creation spark?”

			August pulled the blanket up higher over his head and wiggled himself almost into the front seat. “No. Maybe if closer.” He squinted at the building, then expanded his gaze, taking in the abandoned factories in the distance. “We can go in. I spider sense no one inside.”

			“Right.” She reached for the door, her muscles protesting after being still for so long. “Let me check it out first anyway,” she said as she brushed the fry crumbs off her and got out. “There might be cameras or motion sensors. If we’re lucky, Jackson turned them all off.”

			But she didn’t see any cameras as she dropped her new phone into her pocket and shut the door without slamming it. A sudden urge for the bathroom took her, and she quashed it. The interstate was far enough away that no one would notice them. It was quiet, and she worked the last of the protein bar out of her teeth as she went up the walk to the front door. The building was set apart from the rest of the industrial park. Empty parking lots and build to suit signs were to both sides, making it a lonely place in the morning sun.

			Her feet scuffed as she stopped at the glass front door, hand over her eyes to peer in at an empty office. Nothing but a copier in the corner and a bare desk by the only window. A dried-up spider plant sat on the dusty sill, and the office chair was across the room beside a plastic trash can. A gray fire door with employees only painted on it went to the left, and an open, wood-paneled door at the back presumably led deeper into the facility.

			Renee shook her sleeve down to cover her hand before trying the door. Locked.

			She sighed, then spun at the thump of the car door closing. August stood by the SUV, the blanket billowing as he shifted it to cover his head. “What are you doing!” she whispered loudly.

			“I can open the door,” he said as he hustled up the walk. That was, until he saw the crushed bushes and jerked to a halt, hand outstretched as if in pain. Sighing, he reluctantly continued on.

			“How?” she said as he came up beside her, her eyes widening when he grasped the handle and simply…broke it off.

			“Dude!” she exclaimed, shocked at the reminder of how strong he was as he set it on the cement walk by the door. He never showed it. Hollow bones did not make one weak, apparently.

			“I’m too far from the labyrinth to snap inside to open it,” he said, and Renee glanced at the empty buildings. He was taking a huge risk coming here, making himself vulnerable to find his kin. “We spider sense if Mikail is or was here, then call Will.”

			“Sounds good,” she said as his long fingers went into the broken fixture and manually shifted the internal lever to open it.

			August bolted inside when the door shifted, his blanket furling dramatically. Renee followed, giving Will’s rented car a last look before easing the door shut behind her.

			The hush of August’s bare feet seemed loud against the empty walls and scratched floor. It was dim, and his eyes had unnictitated in the light from the single window. She jumped at August’s whistle-click. Then he made another, louder this time. Clearly it was a hail, though he had said that no one was here. For a long moment he listened, and then he sighed, his wings drooping until their hem brushed the floor. Clearly disappointed, he let the blanket fall from his head to pool about his shoulders.

			Renee came deeper into the room, peeking past the panel door to the dirt-caked, narrow hallway and more offices. “It looks cleared out,” she said, nose wrinkling at what was probably fingerprint dust on just about everything: the desk, the doors, the walls beside the doors…Small numbered dots were scattered about where things had been removed, more evidence of Jackson’s crew.

			August’s head snapped up. “This way,” he said, fixated on the fire door.

			She lurched to follow, pulse quickening. “Do you feel a creation spark?” she asked, and he shook his head as they passed from the front office into the manufacturing floor.

			“No.” The fire door slammed behind them, and they both jumped. “But they were here,” he said as he looked up at the tall ceilings and the high windows letting in the light. “All of them. I can…spider sense their pain.”

			A worried smile found her. He’d gotten the metaphor perfectly. But it quickly faded as they wove past silent, dusty machines and open floors. The place seemed to have been fallow a long time, and she had to hustle to keep up as August strode forward, his wings and blanket furling to make him look like an avenging demon.

			Until he stopped short at a blank wall.

			“Well?” she said, glancing right and left.

			August spun to look behind them, arm reaching to yank a length of pipe off the nearby forklift. Focused, he raised it high over his head and brought it down against the wall.

			“August!” she cried out, covering her face as the painted, dusty concrete cracked and flaked, bits of sharp rock flinging everywhere. He shifted, bringing the pipe down at a new angle, continuing to hammer against the wall in an ever-expanding circle until he punched entirely through. The blanket fell away, and he moved closer, spreading his wings for balance as he jabbed the butt end of the pipe against the edges, widening it from shoulder to knee until he was satisfied and let the pipe hit the concrete floor with a shocking clang.

			“Wait,” she said, but he’d already stepped through into the dark.

			Renee peered in after him, then followed, breath held against the dust.

			It was dark, and she shifted from the opening to let some light in. Slowly her eyes adjusted, and she put a hand to her mouth in worry. It was an ugly room with observation lights hanging from the ceiling over a surgery table. The straps made it obvious that it hadn’t been used for anything good.

			Uneasy, she felt her way to the door and flicked on the light.

			August clicked in annoyance as his eyes nictitated to an eerie red. He stood over the table, wings held apart from his body in a show of anger. Fingerprint dust said Jackson had been here. There were lots of empty plugs in the wall and scrapes on the floor to show where things had been removed. What had been left was singularly unremarkable. Mikail was gone—if he had ever been here.

			“I am so sorry,” Renee whispered. “We will find a way to prove it was her and make her accountable for this. We will find him.”

			August yanked one of the restraining straps, bringing it closer as his eyes unnictitated. “Mikail,” he said softly. “He was alive. See?”

			She felt sick as she imagined being under these lights, restrained while someone cut off her hand. Or worse. “God, August,” she rasped. “We will make her accountable.”

			“He was here! See?” he said again, shaking the strap. “Mikail wrote his name.”

			Surprise stiffened through her and she came closer. “I don’t see anything.”

			“I do,” he said, wings clamped tight to his back. “It has been washed off, but he wrote his name with his blood…” His eyes shifted from the strap to her. “You don’t see it,” he whispered, thoughts distant. “Humans can’t see it,” he said again, jolting into motion as he dropped the strap and headed for the room’s only door.

			“August?” Renee followed, pulling up short as she stepped into a pitch-dark hallway. “Wait for me,” she called, but he was lost to the shadows. She stumbled forward, following the sound of his bare feet on the floor, her hands outstretched in the hopes of finding another light switch. “August?” she called again, gasping when her shin and gut found an abandoned gurney. “Ow!”

			The lights came on with a shocking snap. Squinting, she spotted him at the end of the hall beside a control panel, and she hustled to join him, passing open doors to more offices. “Can you feel them?” she said as he stiff-armed a pair of swinging doors and vanished into a new dark.

			“Damn it, will you wait for me?” she called as she followed, only to jerk to a halt.

			Foreboding washed over her, heady and thick. She could see nothing, and still the feeling of wrongness seeped into her, hitting her like fear, but deeper, almost on a psychological level.

			“Where are you?” she whispered as she turned to the sound of his breathing. Hand outstretched, she inched forward, relief almost painful when she found the wall and then a door, and then, blessedly, a light switch. “Lights coming on,” she warned him, then flicked it up.

			Her eyes widened, even as they struggled to adapt to the sudden flash of electric light. It was a long hall, cells to either side consisting of three cement-block walls and one glass that faced the walkway. August was in the first.

			“My God,” she whispered, hand holding her middle. They were clearly isolation cells, all empty. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she came to the door, but she wouldn’t go in. “This is barbaric.”

			“Mikail is alive,” he said, his voice breathy with a hint of a whistle.

			“Are you sure?”

			He continued to stare at the blank wall. “If he was dead, his creation spark would be here. I feel nothing. And here…” He reached above his head and touched the wall. “Mikail says that they are trying to keep him alive. That Raphael’s heart stopped while under their mistreatment and they started it again.”

			Renee’s lips parted. “I can’t see anything.”

			“Is residue.” August didn’t turn from the wall, reading words she couldn’t even see. “They cleaned the wall, but the residue is there.”

			A residue that Jackson never bothered to check for, she thought, touching her new phone.

			“Mikail says that after twelve of them were taken away, the humans gave him blok fruit. He knew the portal was open, but he thinks we are at war because Han and Raphael didn’t come back. He was the only one left. He thinks he’s a war hostage.”

			He was alive a few weeks ago, she thought as August moved to stand before another wall. Damn that woman and whoever was backing her. Hancock? Monroe? “Is there more?”

			August’s long-fingered hand traced words she couldn’t see. “Jumbled mess,” he said softly. “New words overlap old words.”

			She came closer, reluctant to enter the cell. “Does he say who held them?”

			His eyes rose to a high corner. “He names them, but he doesn’t speak English, so they are only descriptive. Angry Female, Shy Male, Large Male, and Males One, Two, Three…Six.” His wing hem curled in anger. “Angry Female is the team leader. He says she isn’t here often after Han and Raphael leave.”

			“Tayler,” she almost spit.

			“Probably.” He studied the wall, his attention shifting from side to side. “He learned some English by listening, but not names.” August’s wing knuckles rose high over his head. “I see words, but what I understand is small.”

			“That’s okay.” Shaking, she leaned against the doorframe. August had his back to her, his hand running under nothing she could see.

			“Shy Male brings food,” he said. “Large Male makes him move with…a fall-down noise. Angry Female shouts many times. Makes needless pain.” His voice became thready. “There was a…show-and-tell? A man in a uniform looked at everyone, and picked three to stay. The rest left. Then Han and Raphael leave. Mikail think they are all prisoners.”

			“Does it say where Mikail is now?” Renee felt ill, a hand to her middle.

			“No. Maybe when Jackson asked for fifteen, they gave him twelve hoping he would stop asking.”

			Renee’s lips pressed as she remembered Tayler’s anger when the twelve went home. She’d thought the woman had been hiding guilt, not…malice?

			“Something happened,” August read aloud, voice distant. “Angry Female is gone, but they pack fast, as if Puck is coming to fight a war. They don’t give him food for a long time, and he thinks they want to see how long he can survive without it. He says, ‘These are not people. They are monsters. If anyone reads this—’ ”

			Renee’s expression blanked at his sudden silence. “What does he say?”

			August’s wings shifted uneasily. “ ‘Tell Noel humans are predators, like the Nix.’ ”

			Renee bowed her head. They hadn’t made a very good first impression. Or second. Or third, for that matter. Her stomach hurt, and worry was making her feel sick. I am so not cut out for this.

			“I need to call Will,” she whispered. “He might be able to make sense of this.”

			August stiffened. “I will fast look at the other rooms. Then we go.”

			Renee nodded as she stepped back into the hall out of his way, head down as she took out her phone. Crap on a cracker, I really need to find a bathroom.

			“Will, it’s me,” she said when the connection clicked open.

			“Raphael,” August said from the cell across the hall, his voice intent as he touched the floor. “She leaves her name.”

			Tayler, there’s no cell foul enough for you. “Listen,” she said when Will took a breath to say something. “August found a hall of holding cells and a surgical suite. There’s a good chance Mikail is still alive, but they moved him.”

			“Good to get your expert opinion on that,” Jackson interrupted, his voice holding an obvious anger.

			She flushed, glancing at August as he came out of Raphael’s cell. Damn it, not again.

			“Hi. Hey. Just the person I wanted to talk to.” Wincing, she followed August down the row of cells, hesitating as he gave each one a cursory look. “Don’t get mad at Will. I made him do it.”

			“Hi?” Jackson said acerbically. “You go AWOL with a Neighbor—again—and you say hi? What the hell are you doing at that lab?”

			Her back stiffened in resolve. “Investigating,” she said bluntly. “We found a room—”

			“The surgery suite and cells at the back of the building,” he interrupted. “We found them, too. Stay where you are. I’m sending a chopper. How the hell did you get a car?”

			“Chopper. Good.” Worry plinked through her, and she wrapped an arm around her middle as August continued on. What had taken her all night to drive would be hours in a chopper.

			“Do you have any idea the trouble you are in? That you put me in?” he said. “I’ll be lucky to keep you out of a real cell and me clear of a dishonorable discharge. I trusted you.”

			“No, you locked me in my room,” she said, refusing to feel guilty. “Your guys never wanded the cell walls with a black light, did they,” she said, and Jackson’s breath to ream her out hesitated. “There’s Neighbor writing everywhere,” she continued. “It’s in blood, and though someone washed it off, August can see and read the residue. We have proof that Han, Raphael, and Mikail were here. Mikail saw Tayler’s contact. Someone in a uniform. If we find him, we have the person responsible.”

			“Son of a bitch…” Jackson swore softly. “Just…stay there,” he said again, the anger beginning to fade from his voice, replaced with intent. “I’ll be there in three hours.”

			Three hours, she thought, gazing at the wall as if she could see through it to their rented SUV. That wasn’t much time, especially if they had put an APB on their rental. “Sure,” she said flatly, and she heard him snapping his fingers for someone’s attention.

			“Renee, I’m begging you to sit there and wait. I’ll have someone there in three hours.”

			“Yes, you’re welcome,” she said sourly. “You know, if you would have brought August in the first place, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

			“You are unbelievable,” he said, but in the background, she heard him writing something down, and a faint “Yes, sir,” followed by clicking shoes. “Has anyone seen August?”

			“Yeah. We rented a convertible and drove all the way with the top down,” she said dryly. “No. No one has seen him. Jackson, you can be as angry at me as you want, but if not for August, you would have no chance to find out who gave Tayler the orders.”

			Jackson was silent, then almost whispered, “We are going to talk about how you got out of your room and off the installation. You, me, August, and Noel. And then I’m throwing you into the deepest hole I can find.”

			“Don’t threaten me, Jackson,” she said loudly as her bravado began to collapse. She wasn’t a secret agent or special ops. She was a biologist. And August and I got further in half an hour than they did in six. “Right now, it’s just me and August out on an ill-advised walkabout looking for his missing kin, and I’d like to keep it that way. Noel doesn’t even have to know about it unless you force Will into seeking asylum at the embassy and he has to tell her why. Just send someone out here to pick us up,” she said, wishing her voice hadn’t gotten squeaky. Hearing it, August turned and started back.

			Jackson was silent, but she could hear hallway sounds in the background and his breathing—fast as if he was in transit to a chopper. Her grip on her phone tightened. “August asked for your help, and you said no,” she said, her eyes locked to August’s as he halted before her. “Don’t get pissy with me because I said yes. It would have been easier and safer if you had escorted him out here instead of me.”

			“It would have, eh?” he said, angry.

			“But now we’re here,” she said, “and if you’re lucky, Will and I will pick it all apart and give you a transcript of what Mikail wrote so you don’t have to take pictures and ask Noel,” she added, antsy as she and August began to make their way back to the surgical room.

			“I could not let August go out there,” Jackson said. “Tayler might have still been on-site. Do you know how dangerous she is? Renee…” he started, and her jaw clenched. “Someone here is working with her, and if I don’t find out who, anything I do is going to be twisted back against me. Gorman is talking, but he doesn’t know everything. We’ll be lucky if Tayler’s accomplice doesn’t kill him and anyone else who threatens Tayler’s lie before the week’s end.”

			Renee took a slow breath, worry settling deep in her gut. Threaten Tayler’s lie, as in finding Mikail and exposing her? “Well, it’s a good thing she’s not here,” Renee said, her shoes making a hissing whisper as she scuffed to a halt in the dark surgical room. Three hours? she thought, her nose wrinkling at a rank smell. “Maybe we should start back. You could meet us halfway at a burger joint. This place is foul.”

			“Stay there,” he said bitterly, and the phone clicked off.

			She grimaced in annoyance as she lowered her phone. No one had seen them. She had done the right thing. So why do I feel as if I made a mistake?

			“Good God,” a high voice said from the shadows beside the hole in the wall. “I thought he’d never hang up.”

			Renee jerked, her back hitting the surgical table. In a smooth move, August stepped close, his wings lifted in threat.

			“Lights, full!” the woman said, and Renee cowered as the enormous lights over the surgery table thumped on. August cried out, wings rising to shade himself as his eyes flashed red behind his nictitating membrane.

			“Aww, shit,” Renee whispered, her gaze fixed to the two figures standing to either side of the hole August had hammered into existence. Blinking the glare away, she felt her lip curl: Tayler and Monroe, the latter pointing a handgun at them.

			“Dr. Caisson,” the lieutenant general said, his posture a weird mix of tense confidence. “Make one move to that phone, and I will shoot you both dead.” His gaze flicked to August as he pulled himself straight, hands gripping his wing hem. “Easy, August. Let go of your wing, or I will shoot Dr. Caisson.”

			“How did I not feel you?” the angry mer rasped, and Monroe patted his wire-decked vest.

			“Neural inhibitor.” Monroe flicked his gun’s muzzle, motioning for them to move from the table. “Dr. Tayler put it together after she realized Neighbors were sensitive to brain activity. I don’t actually enjoy hurting them, Dr. Caisson, but you have to admit that it is the fastest way from point A to point B.”

			August’s wing knuckles cracked together over his head. His wings flashed open, and he lunged forward.

			“August, no!” Renee cried…and then she gasped, her hand extended as he collapsed into a little ball and slid to Monroe’s feet. “What did you do to him?” she demanded, enraged as Tayler gleefully aimed what looked like a bullhorn at him. Renee could hear nothing, but that obviously wasn’t the case with August.

			“Stop! He’s down!” she exclaimed as he began to convulse.

			She ran to him, skidding to a halt at the loud pop of Monroe’s gun firing into the air.

			“Tayler, knock it off. I need him fit for travel, not drooling,” Monroe said, and the woman flicked a switch on the side of the bulky-looking transceiver.

			Immediately August sagged, his breath whistling as he sucked in the air.

			“They really aren’t that durable for all their strength,” Tayler said as August tried to get up and failed. “But we’re learning.”

			Renee’s pulse hammered. “Learning what?” she said bitterly, afraid to move.

			Monroe holstered his gun and strode forward. “How to kill them, of course.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Jackson is going to be so mad at me. The thought circled Renee’s mind as Monroe propelled her down the hallway. His grip was heavy on her biceps, and his pace had her almost jogging. Tayler and a heavy man named Eric had gotten August onto a gurney. The woman was clearly in a good mood, another one of those vests in her hand as they pushed him down the hall behind Renee. August was still wheezing, his body in shock from whatever Tayler had hit him with. Even so, they had taken the time to strap him in—and Renee felt sick.

			“Jackson knows you’re working with Tayler,” she said, breathless at the pace. “He only needed the proof. And now he has it. You and Tayler are going to be nailed to an investigation committee, and from there, Guantánamo—if you’re lucky. You’re not going to slip this.”

			“I already have.” Jerking her to a halt, Monroe waved his badge at an entry pad beside a door. The heavy panel slid open, and he gave her a shove, propelling her into a small room.

			Renee caught herself against a table and turned. Two chairs and the table were fastened to the floor. There was a second, closed door opposite the one they had come in. The walls went up two stories, but they became glass near the ceiling, and she could see an observation area where people could watch what happened below. Cameras were everywhere, embedded in the walls and behind cracked plastic. An odd smell permeated the stale air, and she stiffened when August was rolled past the open door, continuing on down the hall.

			“Where are you taking him?” she said, and Dr. Tayler gave Eric some direction before coming in and closing the door behind her.

			“I want her seated,” the woman said as she dropped the vest on the table.

			“Sit, or I will make you sit,” the lieutenant general said, pointing.

			Renee hesitated, eyes on the door they had come in. Unlike the other, this one had a little window. It was scratched and pitted. Someone tried to get out, she thought, chilled.

			“Sit!” Monroe shouted, and she fumbled for the back of the chair and sat. It was just the three of them, and after seeing her unmoving, the large man sidled over to where Dr. Tayler stood, rummaging in the satchel she had set on the far end of the table beside the vest. “A little explanation as to your thought processes would be helpful, Tayler. We have a firm deadline.”

			Tayler had a wide smile on her face. “Relax, Renee,” she said as she flipped the vest over. “I’m going to give you exactly what you came here for.”

			Monroe frowned, clearly wanting to leave. “God, Tayler. You sound like a dime-store comic villain.”

			“Patience, patience.” Tayler ran a finger over the wires on the vest to a control node at the back. “See, this is why I don’t like working with the military. There are other ways to deal with a problem than kill it. All I need is five minutes.” Head down, the woman studied the motherboard. “And the benefits will be bountiful.”

			There’s blood on that vest, Renee thought, suddenly unsure. “Jackson is—”

			“Three hours away,” Monroe said as he looked up at the empty observation ring. “You have an hour, Tayler. Then I leave without you.”

			“More than I need.” Head tilted, she pulled a wire from the circuitry. “It will take longer to prep this than get the footage, and I’m almost done. Don’t leave. I will need your help.”

			Monroe shifted his weight, eyebrows high. “With her? I thought you were…” He pantomimed giving someone an injection. “You aren’t bringing her?”

			Tayler pulled a second wire free from the vest. “No. We don’t need her. Just what she can give us.” Smirking, she replaced the panel cover. “Thank you, Renee. I’m about to get exactly what I need. Again.” She pushed the modified vest across the table. “Put it on.”

			Renee shook her head, her fingers curving under into a fist.

			“We only have one Neighbor harness,” Tayler said, looking at Monroe now. “A2 and August are about the same size, and August knows English.” She smiled. “Upgrade,” she almost sang.

			Monroe glanced at his watch. “If I wanted them to understand English, I would have hired a tutor. I am leaving in fifty-nine minutes whether you have your footage or not. If we are not two hours ahead of Jackson, we will not make it.”

			Footage? Of what? Renee thought.

			“I said put on the vest,” Tayler said, then sighed, brow furrowed as if she were dealing with a petulant child. “Put it on or Monroe will shoot you.” She hesitated. “Or maybe he’ll shoot August. They heal remarkably quickly, but pain is still pain.”

			Renee drew the vest from the table. It was surprisingly lightweight. Feeling sick, she shoved her arms through the holes.

			“Zip it,” Tayler prompted, and Renee did, not liking how it felt even if Tayler, Eric, and Monroe were wearing one exactly the same. Not the same, she mused as she fingered the hem. Tayler had broken this one.

			“What is the point to this?” Monroe asked, sounding tired.

			“I think it’s amazing how A2 and August look alike,” Tayler said smugly. “But I suppose that we all look alike to them.”

			Monroe’s eyes went to the defunct cameras, and a smile quirked his lips. “What a wonderful idea.”

			A chill took Renee. “Whatever it is you’re doing, it’s not going to work,” she said, chin lifting when her voice shook. “Gorman is talking.”

			“Gorman is an idiot.” Tayler calmly filled a syringe from her satchel, tapping it to get a bubble of air at the tip, where she pushed it out. “He won’t live past the week. I must admit that I was angry when you showed up with August. But this will work better than Monroe’s original idea. Though watching you deal with your world crumbling and being unable to stop it would have been extremely satisfying.” The woman dropped the vial back into her bag. “A dead scapegoat can’t talk.”

			“Dead?” Renee stood. Monroe’s heavy hand slammed her back into the chair, and she cried out when Tayler jammed the needle into her shoulder. Pressure throbbed, and then both of them let go.

			Renee sprang to her feet, heart pounding. “What did you give me?” she said, and then she sank down when vertigo spun the room.

			“Relax,” Tayler said, and Renee shoved the woman’s hand off her when she tilted her head up to look at her eyes. “It will only slow you down. I’m not going to kill you. A2 is.”

			“You mean Mikail?” Renee rose, gasping when her knees gave way and she collapsed. Panic hit her when Monroe lifted her up and plunked her back into her chair.

			“You gave her too much,” Monroe said, clearly disgusted as he held her upright.

			“No, she’s a drama queen.” Tayler put her foot next to Renee’s, nodding. “Close enough,” she said softly, then louder, “This is just shock. Get my scissors, will you? They’re in my bag.”

			Monroe made a grunt of understanding, his grip leaving her as Tayler scuffed off her shoes. “So help me, if you kick me, I will give you enough to knock you out,” the woman said. “I’d rather they see you struggle.”

			“What are you doing?” Renee whispered as Tayler took off her shoes as well. The cooler air almost hurt under whatever it was she’d been shot up with, and she tried to pull her foot away when Tayler reached for it.

			“Hold still!” Tayler shouted, gripping her ankle like a vise and jamming her soft-soled lab sneakers on Renee’s feet. “Are you blind, Monroe? They are in there,” she griped, and Renee heard him shuffle through the bag again.

			“Scissors,” Monroe said, and Renee’s eyes widened.

			“Hey, no!” Renee protested, gasping when Monroe pinned her to the chair and forced her arms to her sides.

			“You want to hurry up?” he complained as Renee shrieked, drugged and woozy as the metallic sound of the scissors rasped. Chunks of her hair were falling to the floor, and she felt as if school bullies were holding her down, tormenting her.

			“S-stop it!” she stuttered, unable to move. Nausea clenched her gut, and she was afraid to move. Tayler might cut off her ear.

			“You tree-hugging idiots will not be allowed to bring about our end through stupidity and wishful thinking. You of all people know that everything is fighting to survive,” Tayler said, her cuts more precise now that Renee had stopped thrashing. “I shouldn’t have to hide in an abandoned factory to find their weaknesses.”

			Snip, snip, snip. More hair hit the floor, and Renee’s heart pounded when she realized what Tayler was doing.

			“Hollow bones, highly intelligent,” the woman mused, her gaze focused on Renee’s new bangs, taking a little more off to match her own. “They eat just about anything, though they have worked themselves down to what, three plant species? Adaptable right down to the cellular level.” Snip, snip, snip. “It wasn’t until we realized how susceptible they are to electromagnetic waves that we had any way other than electrocuting them to get their compliance.” Tayler tilted her head, studying her work. “They are the perfect colonizers, and I won’t lose our world to them because you want to be friends. I’m sure the Native Americans wanted to be friends, help the filthy white people who didn’t know how to farm or hunt. Starving and diseased.”

			“S-stop this,” Renee slurred as the drug coursing through her took a stronger hold.

			“Keep her still,” the woman breathed, and Renee felt helpless as Monroe held her head and Tayler used her fingers to part Renee’s hair to match her own.

			“I suppose I should thank you, though,” Tayler said as she studied her work. “Once I surrendered twelve, I was able to do some amazing things with the three remaining.”

			Monroe let go and Renee took a huge breath of air. “You butchered her,” she rasped, feeling her breath slow in her lungs. “You took Raphael’s wings off. You cut off Han’s hand.”

			The woman shrugged. “How else would I know if they could regrow complex tissue?”

			“Do you need me anymore?” Monroe said, and Tayler scrutinized Renee, sitting unbound and helpless in her chair.

			“Almost done,” the woman said as she shrugged out of her lab coat. “Hold her up.”

			Oh, God. They were dressing her in Tayler’s shoes and lab coat. They had cut her hair to the woman’s short bob. They were going to put her and Mikail together—and film what happened. He’s going to kill me, she thought in sudden terror.

			“No,” she whispered, and Tayler smirked as Monroe yanked her up and shoved her arms one at a time into Tayler’s lab coat.

			“She only now figured it out,” the woman said, laughing.

			The coat was still warm, and Renee felt sick as Monroe dropped her back into her chair. She fumbled to get it off, crying out when Monroe crushed her hand in his.

			“Stop, or I will break both your hands,” Monroe promised as Tayler buttoned the coat up.

			Renee could do nothing, blinking blearily at them as they backed up and studied her.

			“It wouldn’t fool me,” Monroe said.

			“Keep the lights bright. He won’t be able to see well” was all Tayler said.

			“All right. I’m leaving.” Monroe touched his pocket, then snapped his sidearm holster closed. “A2 knows how the doors work. I’ll tell Eric he’s sedated, and when he goes into his cell…” He shrugged. “You had better be behind lead walls or he’ll find you before he finds her.”

			Tayler glanced up at the observation glass. “He’ll find her. Give me five minutes to get the cameras on. Once he kills her, I’ll turn the sonic cannon on him until his heart stops. We walk away and leave them and the bodies and the footage.” The woman smiled as if it was Christmas. “Congratulations, Renee. You are going to save the world.”

			Monroe walked out, chuckling. “Eric!” he bellowed. “Do you have August in a travel harness yet? I need your help with A2.”

			Renee’s pulse hammered, but she couldn’t get up. They’d made her look like Tayler. Put her in a vest that didn’t work. They were going to give Mikail his freedom, then kill him after he killed her…on film. They were going to use it to make the government force the Neighbors back across the portal and close it. “Jackson knows they aren’t violent,” she said around a cough, and Tayler gave her face an insulting pat.

			“Oh, but they are when provoked,” she said, glancing at the cameras overhead. “We have hours of footage.”

			Feeling was beginning to come back, her fingertips tingling as she gripped the table. “I won’t do it.”

			Tayler pushed up from her. “You already have.”

			Struggling, Renee turned her head to follow the woman as she tugged on the second door to make sure it was locked. “You would kill them to promote a lie? They aren’t dangerous!”

			“They are colonizers, Renee, and we are the next world on their agenda.” Tayler checked her pulse and nodded in satisfaction. “Don’t worry. We’ll make sure Jackson avenges you.”

			“Tayler, wait,” Renee said, trying to stand, but the woman had left and the door had clicked shut. Locked. “Son of a bitch,” she whispered. Her hand shook as she lifted it, and she felt unreal as she tried to make a fist, her fingers hardly moving.

			Her shoulder throbbed where they had injected her, and she staggered to her feet, hand on the table and her eyes wide. She had no idea what Tayler had injected her with, but it was beginning to abate.

			“Oh no,” she whispered as a muffled thumping and cries shifted the stagnant air. He was loose already. From up above, the lights on the cameras lit.

			Frustrated, she felt her eyes warm as she tugged at the locked door. Her fingers couldn’t manage the lab coat’s buttons, much less the snaps of the vest. Every movement seemed to hurt, and she gasped, spinning to put her back to the wall when the door buzzed and the biggest mer she had ever seen slammed it open.

			“Mikail,” she whispered, teeth clenched as she forced her hand high in greeting. But she couldn’t use her right arm, and using her left was reserved to greet the dead.

			Mikail’s red skin was marred with new scars, burn marks on his wings where they’d tortured him to get him to behave. Naked, he stepped into the room, his whistles and clicks harsh as he slammed the door shut behind him and, with no wasted movement, lunged at her.

			“I’m not Tayler!” she shrieked, and then his long-fingered hand backhanded her.

			Gasping, she felt herself lifted until she hit the floor and slid into the wall.

			“I’m Renee!” she said, almost crying as she tried to whistle. But her lips were too dry, and nothing came out. “Renee!” she tried again, using her left hand to force her right high in greeting as he bore down on her. “Mikail, I’m August’s friend!”

			But Mikail didn’t hear, the mer’s whistles harsh as he grabbed her by the throat and pinned her to the wall.

			Her breath caught in her lungs, and she felt her eyes bulge. Frantic, she clawed at his hands around her neck, nails digging until his blood flowed. I’m Renee, she thought desperately, unable to speak, unable to move. I’m Renee, and I am trying to help you.

			Blackness spotted her eyes, and Mikail bore down harder, his teeth inches from her face, his wide eyes gold with pain even as he strangled her. I’m trying to help you, she thought, her grip on his hands faltering as images of her and August flitted through her brain: his sour doubt, then shock, at the tang of a blueberry; the unexpected treat of piscy wings pulled from her desk; his somber wing-knuckle droop when they stood under the quarantine tree and she wept over Han and Raphael.

			Warmth flooded her, tickling the back of her head, reminding her of when she had snapped. No, flung, a distant part of her mind corrected her even as the memory of August’s pride filled her, pride at having shushed her mind. August flung me, she thought in a sad satisfaction as her body begin to shake, deprived of oxygen for too long. August flung me, and I will never see him again.

			The thought hit her hard, the unexpected heartache seeming more important to her than her life ending. She wanted to sob, but she had no air, and yet a tear brimmed hot in her eyes and fell. It hit her hand atop Mikail’s grip, and she stiffened at the sudden and certain warmth rising through her, bathing her in a heady energy. I’m dying, she thought, bitter that she wouldn’t be alive to see August safe. The work of renewing his world would be left undone.

			And then Mikail whistle-clicked, the shocking, loud sound jolting through her as his grip on her throat vanished.

			She gasped, sucking in air even as she felt herself caught by the same hand that had nearly strangled her.

			Bad language, she thought, remembering having heard that particular Neighbor oath in quarantine. Jackson had spent three weeks trying to duplicate it before giving up. The man does take pride in his swearing.

			Blinking, she coughed as she felt herself gently touch the floor. She squinted up at Mikail, his wings high in surprise, her hands warm around her neck. Why are my hands glowing? she thought as Mikail frantically whistle-clicked, his wings clamped tight around himself in unease as he backed up, staring at her.

			“Hey, hi,” she whispered, not sure what had changed, only that her hands were glowing gold and her neck didn’t hurt. Actually, nothing hurt. “Um, I’m not Tayler,” she said, and Mikail retreated even more. “Oh, shit, I scratched your hands.”

			Her shoulder didn’t hurt. Neither did her face where Mikail had hit her. Or her hip where she had hit the floor. Bewildered, she got to her feet, head going down as she looked at her hands. “Why are my hands glowing?” she whispered.

			But Mikail was still whistle-clicking at her, and she licked her lips to whistle hello. It came out thin and weak, and she tried August’s name next. Hand high in greeting, she came closer. “I am Renee,” she said, trying to make the whistle that August said was her name. He wouldn’t tell her what it meant in Nextdoor. “Renee.”

			Mikail eyed her up and down, looking almost scared as he cautiously reached out and tapped his hand to hers.

			And then they both jumped when the glow about her vanished, soaking back into him to make his wing knuckles droop.

			Wings clamped, Mikail retreated, his eyes going to the cameras, her, and then the door.

			“Yeah, I want to get out of here, too,” she said. One of his whistles had sounded like August’s “no words” excuse, and her thoughts went to how good she felt. Dang, had Mikail healed her with his creation spark? Why would he do that? He had been trying to kill her.

			“August. Noel,” she whistle-clicked, pointing to the door.

			Mikail bobbed his head and offered his hand again, low, as if a friend. Smiling, she met it, blinking fast. Her breath came in slow, and she turned to one of the high cameras. Eat shit and die, Monroe. They are not savages.

			“I am going to screw you to the wall, Tayler!” she shouted, knowing they were probably watching. “You hear me? If you hurt one inch of August’s skin, I’m going to do something really, really bad!”

			Shaking, she turned back to Mikail. “It’s nice to meet you, Mikail. Let’s go get August.”

		

	
		
			Ten

			“That’s disappointing.” Tayler’s voice echoed in the small room through a high speaker, pulling both Renee’s and Mikail’s attention to the ring of windows high above them. Mikail’s tattered wings lifted, and the angry mer whistled long and sharp, sending a chill through Renee.

			“I was so hoping that would work,” the woman added as she mockingly held up a USB and tucked it down her cleavage. “The footage I have will be enough. Congratulations, Renee. You get to survive. Maybe they will let you plan the prison garden.”

			“If you think I’m letting you—” Renee started, and then she jerked at the sudden sensation of pressure between her ears.

			Mikail dropped, his wings clenched about himself as he writhed.

			It was the sonic cannon, and Renee spun, hand outstretched. “No!” she cried, falling to her knees before him. “Mikail, where’s the key? Where’s the door card!”

			Fingers searching, she pulled it from around his neck. Frantic, Renee lurched to the door. A deep thrumming whispered at the bottom of her hearing, and Mikail’s whistles ceased. It was killing him, and she ran the key card before Tayler could change the code.

			“Open, damn it!” she shouted, then spun to the contorting Neighbor when it finally did. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you,” she whispered, throat raw as she grabbed him awkwardly by the shoulders and dragged him into the hall.

			He was lighter than she would have expected, and still his wing got stuck halfway through. Renee exclaimed in frustration, bent double as she grabbed his knees and fell backward to drag him clear of the threshold and into the hall. Mikail clenched in on himself, almost in a ball as she fumbled to close the door—until finally it shut and the pressure on her ears vanished.

			“Mikail?” Renee scanned the hallway, tensing at a faint, sporadic popping. Gunfire? “Mikail? I need you to get up. She’s just going to come down here and hit you again with that portable cannon.”

			But Mikail didn’t move, and she wondered if it was too late.

			“Mikail?” She touched his shoulder, jerking away when the huge mer shuddered, his eyes opening, nictitated until they found her bending over him. “We have to go,” she said, and he whistled, pulling out from under her touch. “We have to find August.”

			Breath rasping, Mikail got his knees under him and slowly stood. He staggered into a ragged walk, his wings clamped around himself as he went deeper into the facility.

			“This way. I saw them take him this way.” Renee tugged at his wing, gasping when he flung out a hand, almost hitting her. “August,” she said, whistling his name. “Mikail, we have to find August!”

			But Mikail ignored her, hobbling down the hall following nothing Renee could sense. She licked her lips in worry, glancing behind her at the occasional pops. Walking away from gunfire seemed like a prudent thing to do, but she didn’t know where Mikail was going.

			Until he stopped before a door, his eyes golden in pain as he yanked the key card from around Renee’s neck and ran it over an entry pad.

			“August?” she called into the brightly lit lab, her gaze drawn to a gasp of fear. Tayler.

			“You!” Renee shouted as the woman scrambled for something in a drawer.

			Mikail bolted forward, flinging his arm across the counters to clear them as he vaulted over them like a mad thing. Wings spread, he bore down on Tayler, shoving a desk aside as if it was cardboard. Tayler shrieked, a handgun suddenly in her shaking grip.

			“Don’t touch me!” the woman screamed, and then Renee jumped when the gun went off.

			Mikail rocked back with the impact. Blood and tissue popped from his shoulder, and yet he came forward, picking the woman up by the neck and giving her a shake before slamming her up against the wall.

			I’ve seen this before, Renee thought. “Mikail, wait!” Gut tight, Renee came forward as the woman’s heels pattered against the wall in a weird staccato. The angry mer held her high, his eyes inches from hers as he whistled. Tayler dropped the gun to dig at the long red fingers around her neck, her face turning an ugly blue as she choked.

			It was all too familiar, and Renee felt an unwanted surge of sympathy. “Drop her!” she demanded, then danced back to evade Tayler’s swinging foot. “She will be held accountable. I promise. Drop her!”

			Spittle drooled from Dr. Tayler, and one eye began to close. Her hands fluttered and fell, and still Mikail pressed tighter, his whistles and clicks never ceasing. Renee tugged at his arm, her own anger rising as she recognized Han’s and Raphael’s names amid Mikail’s whistles.

			“Mikail,” Renee said, her tone hard and unyielding with an abiding rage. “Give her to Noel.” She whistle-clicked the Neighbor’s name. “You owe me your life!” she shouted. “Give her to me so I can give her to Noel!” Her lip curled, hating what she was doing. “Mikail, drop her! She’s mine!” Mikail turned to her, his grip never easing. “I want to give her to Noel,” she added. “You owe me.”

			Wings high, Mikail opened his hand and Tayler fell into a gasping, huddled lump.

			Renee danced back, eyes on the woman as Tayler held her neck and coughed, bringing the air into her lungs with huge, ragged breaths. Clearly Mikail knew more English than they thought. “Thank you,” she said, doing her best to whistle-click it. “Are you okay?”

			Mikail was holding his shoulder. The bullet had gone clear through, the small caliber probably doing little lasting damage.

			“I can’t breathe,” Tayler gasped, eyes watering as she peered up at them. “The bastard crushed my larynx.”

			Renee grabbed a thick-walled beaker. “I wasn’t talking to you,” she said, then swung it at the woman, grunting with the effort. Mikail started in surprise as it hit Tayler square on the side of her head and she crumbled. “Ow.” Renee dropped the beaker, hand stinging.

			Mikail bent low, shifting Tayler’s head from side to side before looking up at Renee, his wing knuckles high in inquiry.

			“I don’t want to listen to her all the way back to Noel. She’s still alive.” Warming in embarrassment, Renee pulled Tayler’s shirt out from her body, feeling squeamish as she plucked the USB drive from behind the woman’s bra. “My car might still be out front,” she added, and Mikail eyed her warily as she stuffed the USB in her jeans pocket. “We have to find August first.”

			Mikail echoed August’s name, his battered wings rising even higher. Going still, he seemed to listen. Slowly his eyes nictitated, and Renee’s pulse quickened.

			“Can you feel him?” she said, and Mikail’s eyes opened. “Where is he? Is he okay?”

			Without even a click, Mikail grabbed Tayler by the foot and began dragging her to the hall, clearly uncaring when the woman’s arm snagged and her head hit the corner of a counter.

			“Is it August?” Renee followed, agitated at Mikail’s erratic pace: forward a few yards, then pause, forward a few more, then pause. Renee wasn’t sure if he was having difficulty walking or if he was trying to find his way.

			“August!” Renee called as the sound of gunfire rattled in the distance. “Oh, God. No,” she whispered, then pushed past Mikail, running for the front office. Someone was here. It couldn’t be Jackson. There hadn’t been enough time.

			Mikail trailed behind, his pace slow as he dragged Tayler by one foot.

			The sound of men shouting became more obvious, and her gut was in a sickening knot as Renee scrambled through the hole in the wall that August had made. “August!” she called again, racing past the silent machines, focused on reaching the front offices.

			Shocked, she slid to a halt at the open door. Men in thick combat gear crouched beside a busted window, firing into the parking lot. Will’s rental was riddled with bullets. Behind it, a huge chopper sat, blades a fast, noisy whirl. An ambulance was pulled to the front door, but no one was in it. The doors to the back were open, and Jackson’s men were using it for cover as they fired on the chopper.

			“August!” she shouted, seeing him on the ground before Monroe. The lieutenant general was using him as cover, the man’s sporadic shots from his pistol keeping everyone where they were. No one heard her, intent on the firefight. “August!” she shouted again, but he didn’t move.

			“We’ve downed the pilot, sir,” one of the soldiers said as he listened to the radio. “If Monroe doesn’t know how to fly, we have him.”

			“He knows how to fly,” Jackson said grimly. “Is there a back door out of this place?”

			“Jackson?” she called, and the man spun, his obvious relief at seeing her shifting to alarm when a red shadow brushed past her.

			“Mikail, no!” she shouted as the angry mer reached for the shocked man. Mikail’s eyes were gold in pain and his wings high in threat. “It’s Jackson! Jackson!”

			“Hold!” Jackson shouted as men spun, their rifles coming to bear. But someone moved, and Mikail backhanded him, sending the kid spinning into the wall, where he slumped, out cold. “I said ho—”

			Jackson’s words cut off as Mikail lashed a foot out and pinned him to the floor. Shouts and cries rose, angry and demanding as the mer stood on Jackson’s chest and pulled his arm up, almost out of its socket.

			“Hold!” Jackson exclaimed, excruciating pain coloring his voice as Mikail whistled and clicked, clearly angry. “I said hold!”

			“Mikail!” Renee ducked under a wildly flailing wing and threw herself on top of Jackson, trying to cover him before some idiot shot the two of them. “Stop! It’s Jackson. He’s with me. He’s with me! Let him go!” Jackson gasped, his face red and tension making cords in his neck, and desperation tightened Renee’s gut as she pushed on Mikail’s arm. “He’s not with Monroe,” she shouted. “He’s trying to stop him. Will you look out the window?”

			Like he knows the word window, she thought, but her breath came easier when the angry mer glared at the men pointing their rifles at him, and then the chopper past the open door and empty ambulance.

			Clicking like a mad thing, Mikail dropped Jackson’s arm and stepped away.

			Jackson groaned, his right arm floppy as he shoved Renee off and rolled to sit with his back to the wall. “God bless it!” he swore, slowly moving his arm to make sure it was still attached. “Renee, you need to teach your friends some manners.”

			“I think it’s the uniform,” Renee said, torn between giving him a hug and a slap. He was here. How had he gotten here so fast?

			Jackson finally looked up, blinking in surprise. “What happened to your hair?”

			She touched the hacked strands, and an utterly stupid feeling of hurt and loss filled her. “Tayler” was all she said, and Jackson’s eyes widened in horror as he took in the lab coat and figured it out. “Say hi to Mikail, will you? He’s a little shaky on telling us apart, and I think he assumed that you’re with Monroe.”

			Jackson’s gaze lifted to where Mikail whistled and clicked, his wings spread in threat as he stood with one foot on the doctor, effectively preventing anyone from reaching her. Half the men had returned to firing out the window, but half were still pointing their guns at him.

			“Say hi? Are you serious? He almost tore my arm out!”

			“Talk to him, Jackson,” she said, and the man went silent as he took in Mikail’s burnt wings and scarred body. Chest rising and falling in an unheard sigh, Jackson held his arm out. It was the wrong arm, but seeing as he couldn’t grip anything with his right, it was the best he could do.

			Mikail clicked at him in derision. He made no move to meet Jackson’s hand with his own, but his wings lowered.

			“Yeah…” Jackson rolled to his feet. “I love you, too.” His eyes dropped to Tayler under Mikail’s foot when she groaned. She was still out, and the medic clearly wanted to get to her. “Renee, you think maybe you could…” Jackson prompted, and Renee lifted her chin.

			“No,” she said, remembering how the woman had left her to die, not once, but twice. “No, I don’t think I can.”

			“Sir?” one of the men said. “He’s gained the chopper.”

			Jackson gave Mikail a dark look, then went to the window. “Does he still have August?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Then keep him on the ground,” Jackson said, clearly ticked. “I don’t care if you have to break our ride home. August does not leave with him. Is that understood? If he slips our jurisdiction, we will never get either of them back.”

			Desperate, Renee pushed to a window, her ears ringing from the gunfire. “You left the chopper empty?” she said in disbelief, and Jackson yanked her clear.

			“No, I did not.” Grim, he handed her a pair of earplugs. “Do we have a back door out of this place yet? I need reconnaissance!”

			And then Jackson jumped when Mikail eased himself to the window, looking every bit like he belonged to the military as he stood with his back to the wall and snuck a quick glance out before leaning back into safety.

			Jackson’s jaw clenched when the chopper’s whine went up in pitch. “I am not going to lose him!” the man shouted. “Mikail, can you translocate me into the chopper?”

			“Dude!” Renee exclaimed. “For one, he can’t understand you. And two, he is too far from the embassy to draw on communal sparks to do it. And three, they can’t snap to anywhere they haven’t physically been before or can’t see.”

			“I am not going to lose August!” Jackson exclaimed, but Renee didn’t know how they were going to stop Monroe.

			Until she jerked at a sudden idea. “But he might be able to physically throw me that far.”

			“Wait. What?” Jackson pulled his gaze back from the chopper.

			“Mikail, can you throw me to the chopper?” Renee said, breathless. “Like how August said he won the ring championship?”

			“I thought you said he couldn’t understand English?” Jackson stared at her as she frantically scanned the floor, grabbing a couple of warm casings. Around her, men shouted and shot their rifles, but she was concise with a desperate need, artificially calm. August. She could not lose him.

			“August,” she said as she set the casing down, fingers trembling. “Renee,” she said as she set down another. “Mikail,” she said as she touched her chest, picked up the second casing, and tossed it at the first. With a ping, the two casings rolled into a shaft of sun making it through the front door.

			“Renee…” Jackson whispered, his brow furrowed in heartache. “He doesn’t understand.”

			“It’s lifting!” someone shouted, and Renee ran to the open door, breathless.

			“August!” she shouted, then spun to Mikail. “Throw me to August!” she cried, desperate.

			And then she yelped when Jackson jerked her back.

			“If anyone is being thrown, it’s me,” he said, a quick hand rising to make sure his helmet was on tight.

			Mikail whistled, grabbed Jackson by the waist, and strode out the door.

			“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Renee screamed, throat going raw as she watched as the second-most important man in her life was thrown to the first. She jerked, hand going to her mouth when Jackson hit the ground and rolled—right under the rising chopper.

			“Please,” she whispered when Jackson swung himself into it, and then “Yes!” when the chopper’s perfect rise faltered and it dropped, falling four feet back to earth and sliding across the pavement in a harsh scrape until it stopped.

			“We got him!” someone yelled, and then the building emptied as Jackson’s team poured out, running to secure the area.

			Renee gripped the broken window, breathless. “I think we got him,” she whispered, beaming a great smile at Mikail. Taking his battered and raw hands in hers, she jumped up and down, adrenaline pounding through her. “We got him!” Her gaze went to Tayler, the woman now sitting up with a hand to her head. A man in uniform stood over her, and she had been cuffed.

			“Renee?” came a crackling summons over the radio. “Say something to August. He’s freaking out. He thinks Tayler killed you.”

			Renee lurched to the radio, confusion debilitating until she figured it out. “I’m okay, August! Mikail and I are okay!” She released the toggle, tears welling at August’s frantic, broken English. Mikail listened, clearly not recognizing his voice, and Renee was suddenly torn between running out to see him and making sure Tayler didn’t get away. “You are in so much trouble,” she said to the woman as she practically danced to the door, and the woman spit at her.

			Not caring, Renee took Mikail’s hand and drew him slowly out into the sun. “August,” she said when he balked, and the mer clicked his wing knuckles together high overhead, clearly afraid of the open skies. But his wings twitched when he saw August, his motions slow as he slipped from the chopper. Staggering, Mikail almost fell, whistle-clicking to bring August’s head up. Clearly elated, August pushed past Jackson and raced across the pavement.

			Renee beamed, supporting Mikail as August closed the distance. They had Monroe and Tayler and Gorman. Mikail was safe, and she was probably not going to go to jail. Probably.

			It’s over, she thought as she laughed, delighted when August’s wings enfolded them both, smothering her in a pleasant scent of cloves and rock dust as the two mers whistled a confusing duet.

			But as she turned to look at Tayler, the woman’s head down as she was led out in handcuffs, Renee’s joy faltered and her anger burned anew. It didn’t feel over.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Renee was the only one not stiff and sore as she followed the slow-moving team into the facility, one of her hands cupped under Mikail’s elbow, the other touching her pocket and the USB holding Mikail’s attack. August was at Mikail’s other side doing the actual supporting of the increasingly amazed battered mer.

			Most of Jackson’s team had peeled off to find the commissary, their comradery a pleasant backdrop and completely at odds with Jackson’s closed mood as he stomped along beside her. Apparently Jackson had pulled strings he shouldn’t have to get to the lab so fast, meaning what should have been a quiet acquisition had turned into an effort needing the entire installation’s resources. By the time they landed, everyone knew what had happened, and she tried to return the smiles and thumbs-ups.

			But she couldn’t find it in herself to mean it when Monroe smirked knowingly at her as his cuffs were removed and he and Tayler were escorted to another part of the installation by four MPs and a worried-looking Vaughn. “To be treated and held,” Jackson had said, but even Tayler seemed confident that things would fall her way. He is a lieutenant general, she thought, hating that the law only applied to those without the money or clout to bend it.

			“Renee, you should get yourself to medical, too,” Jackson said as they got closer to the embassy and the first jubilant whistles and clicks began sounding.

			“I’m fine,” she said, not wanting to leave Mikail.

			The man turned to face her, clearly tired in his combat gear and needing a shower, the coming demand almost visible on his lips.

			“Stop right there,” she said. “Don’t give me any orders. It will only make you angry when I ignore them.” She glanced at Mikail between her and August, the huge mer’s eyes shifting to gold as he saw the mix of humans and Neighbors waiting for him in the old observation lounge—all of them clapping or clicking their wing knuckles together.

			“Just…don’t make any promises,” Jackson said. “Or a scene. Can you do that? Will you trust me to handle this?”

			“Jackson, I always trust you,” she said, but she wasn’t sure she meant it, and she picked up the pace as Mikail strode forward, eager to return to his kin. The scarred mer had an odd mix of wary familiarity with some things and awed shock at others. It was clear he didn’t trust humans, but he could understand a lot of what was being said even as he could not talk. He had watched everything with his wide, nictitating eyes as the group flew back to the installation. He and August had kept up a nonstop chatter that had made her smile, and she would have given a lot to know what they were talking about.

			Her smile faded as they reached the embassy and the doors were opened by a human in full dress uniform, and a Neighbor in the same. I hope it was about the trees and birds and not the sign-toting protesters at the installation’s gate.

			Whistles and clicks washed over them, and her arm slipped away as his kin pulled him into their midst and swamped him. Buffeted, she retreated to the outskirts, her back against the window to the courtyard. The light on the portal desk was glowing red, meaning someone was coming, and Renee figured it was Noel.

			Sure enough, Noel stepped from the black line of nothing, quickly followed by several Neighbors in security black. Wings high, she strode forward, a way opening at her whistles and clicks until she wrapped her wings about the much larger mer and whistled triumphantly. Her eyes were golden, and Renee felt her own eyes warm with unshed tears. It had been worth it—even if Jackson yelled at her.

			But seeing Noel in her bright red sari-like ribbon dress, Renee fingered her chopped hair and wished she was in something other than jeans and a dark blue tee.

			“No one recognizes you,” August said, and she smiled up at him, wondering why he hadn’t gone with the rest. Jackson, too, had lingered here out of the way. “If they did, they would tell you they’re glad you are alive, too.”

			“This is fine,” she said with a sigh as her fingers found August’s oddly shaped hand and gave it a squeeze. “I don’t know what I would have done if Monroe had gotten away with you.”

			August looked at his hand as she let it go. “Finger squeeze means good friend?”

			She couldn’t look away from Mikail, the mer jubilant as his kin knocked knuckles with him and swamped him with food. “Mmmmhm,” she murmured.

			And then she jerked, startled when August took her hand in his again, smiling as he lifted it to his chest and formally squeezed it.

			“All right, all right,” Jackson muttered. “We all like Renee. Let’s see if we can keep her out of jail.”

			“Seriously?” Good mood broken, Renee pulled her hand from August’s, her smile fading when she followed Jackson’s gaze to Noel and Mikail. Their conversation had become agitated, and Noel’s security had made a ring, pushing back people and Neighbors alike to give them space.

			“Perhaps we should…” Jackson gestured for them to move forward, and Renee nodded. She felt small between them, nervous as a way opened until they stood before the two, still arguing.

			“Madam Noel,” Jackson said as Noel met August’s presented hand, and the agitated jin offered her hand to him in turn.

			“Noel,” Renee added, surprised when Noel’s hand went high, as if meeting someone new.

			August whistle-clicked, and Noel seemed to start, her eyes nictitating as she looked closer at Renee, a red hue coloring her wings as she took Renee’s hand in hers to bring them together, low, as if good friends.

			“Much sorryness,” Noel said, rosy wings tightening about her shoulders. “Not recognize you. Hair is short.”

			“Dr. Tayler cut it so I’d look like her,” Renee said, even as Mikail began whistle-clicking again, clearly agitated as he touched his shoulder and then showed her his shaking hands.

			But as it went on far longer than a simple explanation, Jackson frowned. “Ah, August?” he prompted.

			“I got a bad feeling about this,” Renee whispered as Noel made a subtle motion and the security she’d brought began pushing the well-wishers even farther away. “Perhaps we should find an empty office. Where’s Will?”

			Jackson winced. “The brig. I should probably have someone get him out.”

			August’s whistle-clicked words competing with Mikail’s were silenced. Again August tried to get a click in edgewise, and was again cut short. Wing hem curled, he tried a third time only to be silenced again by Noel’s knuckle crack. Her wings were curling in around her, and she jumped when Mikail took her hand and touched it to his chest. His wing knuckles were higher than hers. He was angry.

			“August?” Jackson prompted when Noel began whistling back.

			“Ah.” August’s foot gripped the bottom of his wing in nervousness. “Mikail says Renee used his creation spark to heal herself and the scratches on his hand. Like a Pier would do. I think he is confused. Noel thinks he is confused. Mikail disagrees.”

			Oh, shit. Renee touched her pocket where that USB drive lay hidden. If Noel knew she could use creation energy, no telling what they’d want from her. Poke and prod, if nothing else.

			Jackson’s eyebrows rose. “You can do that?” he said, and Renee shook her head. “Can you snap?”

			Mikail and Noel went abruptly silent at the question, and Renee felt the jin’s attention land hard on her. “Good, grief, no,” Renee said shortly. “I can’t use Neighbors’ body technology. Are you nuts?” Shit, shit, shit! If Noel even guessed what had happened, Renee would go from working on the project to being the project.

			Mikail clearly understood the word no, as he began to whistle and click, his scratched hands held out in explanation. They were shaking, and Noel took them in her own, her motions gentle as she turned them from side to side to carefully inspect the gouges.

			“Thay-ler,” Mikail said, clearly struggling. “Noth Ree-nay. Thay-ler.”

			Again Noel spoke, her wings curving around him as she reassured him until she turned to Renee and Jackson. “Mikail cond…confused,” she said, and Mikail made a disparaging whistle.

			Noel gestured gracefully for August to translate, and the mer seemed to slump. “Mikail says the scratches are from Tayler, not you. He says he hurt you when he thought you were Dr. Tayler. Head, throat.” August touched them in turn, his eyes nictitating briefly. “He wants me to say he’s very sorry, and he wants to know why you are not hurt now?”

			Mikail’s nictitated eyes fixed on her with an eerie intensity.

			Yeah, about that…Renee shifted nervously. “Um, he didn’t hurt me as much as he thought,” she said, and Jackson eyed her up and down. He knew she was lying. And he, thank God, knew enough not to say anything about it. For now…“Humans are pretty tough.”

			Noel raised a long hand, stilling Mikail’s rising complaint. “I say same,” she said slowly, picking her words with care. “Mikail sure. He say you hold, chrrr, holo? Take it from Thayler.”

			“A holo?” Jackson said, his eyebrows going high as Renee felt herself warm. “We’re going over all the records from Dr. Tayler’s facility right now. There was nothing from the attack.”

			Noel smiled, almost getting it right. “Mikail say holo was in Thayler’s, chrrr, ribbon fold. Now is in Renee’s ribbon fold.”

			August softly whistled, and Noel shifted her wings in impatience. “Renee’s pocket,” Noel amended. “We see holo now. Mikail not confused.”

			Shit. “Um,” Renee said, rocking back a step to run into August. “Yeah. Dr. Tayler recorded the attack. She wanted to use it to drum up anti-Neighbor sentiment. I took a USB from her—”

			Jackson stepped forward, a smile on him. “Which we will make available very shortly. My people will make a copy for you and supply you with the tech to look at it at your leisure.”

			Noel’s outstretched hand closed and dropped. “Soon?” she questioned, wings high in annoyance.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Jackson said, quickly recovering. “We’ll get you a laptop and extra batteries so you can take it Nextdoor. You will need it to view all of Dr. Tayler’s information.”

			“Sorry,” Renee said, relieved. “But maybe you could take Monroe and Tayler back with you yet tonight,” she added, tensing as Jackson’s jaw clenched.

			“Renee…” the man started, and Renee took his arm and pulled him aside, turning so Noel and Mikail couldn’t see her expression.

			“You have to give her something, Jackson,” she whispered. “Don’t give her me.”

			“What do you mean, give her you?” he questioned. “You know I can’t give her Monroe and Tayler.”

			“I promised Noel,” she said flatly. “And I promised Mikail. Don’t make me a liar.”

			Jackson looked over her shoulder and smiled thinly at the waiting Neighbors. “Your promise is not my problem,” he said. “I can’t give them Monroe. He’s an effing lieutenant general,” he added, forcing the words from between his teeth. “I’m flirting with a court-martial as it is. It’s a little delicate.”

			“A flower is delicate. This is like a trash truck at five in the morning.” She smiled at him, her teeth practically bared. “What he authorized and what Tayler did was not delicate. They drugged August and locked me in a room with a light-blind Neighbor who thought I was the one who’d killed and tortured his friends. This isn’t delicate, and you are not making them walk away from this with nothing!”

			Jackson took her arm, his grip featherlight as he leaned in and whispered, “They are already on a plane halfway to DC.”

			“You let them go?” she yelped, Jackson’s hold tightening when she tried to pull away. “Are you kidding me?”

			“Lower your voice,” Jackson intoned, and she yanked free. “It was deemed not safe to have them within a Neighbor’s snap range. Noel will have a chance to talk to both of them, question both of them. But I can’t hand them over to Neighbor justice, and certainly not until we figure out what happened. Now calm your ass down!”

			Renee’s eyes narrowed in anger, and she jumped, startled when Mikail whistled and August returned it, the two of them falling into a long conversation before Mikail went accusingly silent.

			Noel shifted her wings, inclining her head as Renee had seen them do when they played their board games and were bluffing. “I thake Mikail home,” she said, her hand pinching the large Neighbor’s wing. “He mourn for Han and Raphael, smile with kin who survive Dr. Thayler.”

			My God. I think she’s lying, Renee thought even as she nodded.

			“Of course.” Jackson shot Renee a look to be quiet as he held his hand out to Noel and Mikail. “Steady updrafts.”

			Renee’s lip twitched. “Oh, how polite,” she muttered sarcastically.

			“You’d be surprised what I know,” he muttered. “Say goodbye. Mikail is tired.”

			Renee turned to Mikail, her mood shifting. “Mikail,” she said, wanting to give the battered Neighbor a hug, but he hadn’t even lifted his hand to touch hers.

			“Ree-neee rromise,” he rasped, voice guttural and rough compared to August’s.

			Her jaw clenched as Jackson rubbed at his eyes. “I did,” she said, grim as she vowed this was not going to end this way. “Noel, I’m sorry. Maybe I should have let Mikail kill Tayler when he had the chance.”

			“Renee…” Jackson whispered.

			Noel whistle-clicked, and Mikail’s eyes briefly unnictitated before he turned and let the smaller Neighbor walk him to the labyrinth. More Neighbors waited for him there, and Renee’s anger grew as they joyously took him home. Delicate, my ass.

			“Be right back,” August said as he went to get a last word with them.

			But Renee turned to leave, her pace fast as she headed for the doors. She was done, and she had a lot of packing to do. On their way to DC? They were gone. Both of them.

			“USB, please.” Jackson was right with her, his hand out and meeting her step for step. “Give it to me, Renee, or so help me I will pin you down right here in the hallway and take it.”

			“You want this, fine,” she said as she dug it out of her pocket and smacked it into his palm. “I don’t need it. I was there. I know what it shows.”

			He fingered it, clearly surprised. “Thank you. I’m telling you now to let this go. Let the process work. I’m having a hard enough time keeping you from being fired as it is.”

			“I didn’t want this job anyway,” she said. “Do us both a favor. Take a look at that USB and photoshop anything out that strikes you as odd before giving it to Noel.”

			Jackson took her elbow and drew her to a halt in the hallway. “What do you mean odd?” he said, then started. “You used his spark to heal yourself?” he whispered. “Oh, shit. This is great!”

			“No, it isn’t.” Renee took a breath and let it out. “I’m sure August won’t say anything, but don’t let Noel know.”

			“August knows?”

			Renee cringed. “Remember when I met him? I had that really nasty scorpion sting? His spark fixed it. Jackson, it’s not me, it’s the spark. It cleaves to us better than the Neighbors, and they aren’t going to like it.” But it didn’t matter, because she was leaving. And it hurt. She couldn’t work with people who covered up atrocities because they didn’t want anyone to know how depraved they were. Or worse, thought such actions were justified.

			Jackson pulled her deeper into the corner of the hallway. “We use their body tech better than them.”

			“Yes, but I suggest you don’t tell anyone, because if Noel finds out, the entire lot of them will either leave Earth, or, ah, not.”

			Jackson’s head snapped up, his thoughts clearly following hers. Yes, she liked August, but there was evidence that they had been here before, and it hadn’t all been roses and song. Their world was collapsing, and desperate people did terrible things.

			“Okay.” His brow furrowed as he fingered the USB. “What about Mikail? Noel seems ready to believe him. I can doctor the footage, but he was there.”

			“Yeah? Well, I don’t care anymore. You let Monroe slide. He is gone. So is Tayler. Oh, and by the way? I quit.”

			“Quit? You can’t quit.”

			“I just did.”

			“Why? Because I didn’t drag Monroe and Tayler to the labyrinth and toss them in? Renee, they have rights.”

			Renee spun, her breath catching when she saw August at the end of the hall, watching. I’m going to miss you, August, she thought, and her throat tightened. “So did those twelve people Tayler tortured. So did Han and Raphael. Tayler and Monroe will never be brought to trial or stand before an oversight committee. They will be shuffled to a new installation to keep on making their Neighbor weapons. I don’t have to decide if it’s right or wrong. But I can decide not to work with people like that. Excuse me. I have to pack.”

			“Renee!” Jackson yelled for her, and she flipped him off, never looking back. What the hell. They were going to fire her, anyway.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			The entire world seemed to be rejoicing over Mikail’s return, but Noel couldn’t find it within herself to enjoy it. A national holiday had been declared, and the portal building was virtually empty apart from her and Danail. It seemed more than likely that Mikail’s creation spark had worked through Renee to heal the damage to both of them, a small updraft in Noel’s thoughts that she hadn’t yet seen fit to share with Sidriel. Not yet. Jackson had thwarted Renee’s promise to give her Dr. Tayler, but that didn’t mean the sun would rise with the woman still on Earth. That they had wisely moved her out of snap range convinced Noel the humans knew the doctor’s value—and culpability.

			Wings tight to her back, she continued through the nearly abandoned portal building, working her way to the portal floor with Danail a persistent shadow. Sidriel’s bodyguard had insisted, and Noel quickened her pace as they approached the outer door to the portal floor, raising her wings until he got the point and backed off. The heavy weight of the lodestone was about her neck. Time to see if the updraft is strong, she thought, a sliver of fear wedging between her thought and reason.

			A second, smaller pendant in a fold of her ribbon shirt held a single spark, taken from the portal building’s coffers. It had been put there in trust to pay the family for the loss of their kin, but there were better uses for it than moldering in a drawer.

			“Your passage to Earth will be recorded,” Danail said as she raised her wrist holo to the ID pad, and a request for an entry code came up with a little chirp.

			“Obviously.” Finger stiff, she typed it in, not liking that she would have to trust Sidriel’s promise that the old jin would erase it. If all went well, there would be no record of her here but in the mind of the gate agent tending the floor. She’d put the precaution in herself after a militant mer bent on shutting the portal down had gained the lobby with a homemade explosive. And whereas the incident had been minimized on the news, the warning had been heeded.

			The door opened, and with Danail in tow, she strode onto the unusually quiet, cavernous floor. Earth-side was after hours as well, but it was late there, not early, a fact that was an increasing bother to the translocation specialists who insisted that the Earth was their own world, simply in a different dimension, changed by time and the age of the universe.

			But Earth went around its sun faster than they went around theirs, and the theorists who insisted that a portal connected not dimensions but space were becoming more popular. The older theory made it an easy step to absorb Earth’s economy as their own. The newer…not so much, and that the two ran on different time zones was being kept from the general population.

			Winners write history, not the truth, she thought as she wove through the pallets of goods. Her bare feet were silent on the cool preformed floor, and her white ribbon dress billowed as she walked. It was a modest outfit but one chosen with care. With her wings raised slightly, she would look like one of their angels—helpful in convincing Earth’s religious stewards to listen to her. The need to find justice for the people she’d sent burned like the sun…but first, she had a task to finish for Sidriel.

			The tall ceilings were lost in the dim light, medical and scientific supplies stacked to one side, personal effects and convenience foods to the other. A faint red glow at the end of the ravine-like passage was the labyrinth itself, set to receive.

			“Stay here,” she whispered as she paused, half-hidden behind a pallet of sleeping pods. The gate agent was at the desk, his head down as he played a holo game. “I’ll send him to get me a drink. Hit him with the Insensate in the break room. That way there’s only a record of him leaving, not you downing him.”

			Danail’s finger knuckles popped in annoyance. “I am not to leave your side.”

			“You aren’t coming Earth-side with me. Wait for him in the break room,” she insisted, her soft words intent. “Down him, and take his place. You’re about the right size and color. No one will know the difference between you and him on the cameras.” Danail hesitated, and she inched into his space. “Is there a problem with the way I’m expressing my desires?” she said calmly, but her eyes were a nictitated red, and he backed off.

			“No, madam.” Danail set the air canister down, glancing once at the gate agent before walking away, his dark form quickly vanishing in the dim light.

			The faint click of the door shutting sounded, and a surge of worry rose. She wanted her presence here minimized. Sidriel’s promise that she would be immune to political fallout didn’t convince her. The jin had lived too long to leave threads that could be pulled, and if Noel could weave a few ends in, all the better.

			Wings placidly at her back, she picked up a discarded holo tablet and strode calmly out into the labyrinth’s hazy light. The agent saw her immediately, his feet hitting the floor and his game on the holo shutting off with an attention-getting trill of music.

			“Madam Noel!” he said, somewhat breathy. “Can I help you with something?”

			She glanced at the holo tablet as if going over a list. “We’ve been getting too many piscys in with the food stocks. I wanted to see that my protocols are being utilized.” They were, down to the last dot. The offending vermin making it across were intentional, and it irritated her that August had neatly nullified her attempt with his overly cautious nature. Just as Sidriel had warned…“Everything is checked before being flung, yes?”

			The gate agent held his wings at an embarrassed slant. “Yes, madam. Wrapping them in plastic after initial inspection wasn’t foolproof, so we implemented a life-detector sweep prior to fling.”

			Her wing hem curled as she glanced at the holo board. “That’s August’s idea. Show me.”

			Nodding, he all but bolted to a rack against the wall to come back with a swordlike wand. “It’s from the pest-eradicator sector.” The mer scuffed to a halt before her, maintaining a respectful distance. “It finds them by their heartbeat.” He touched his wrist holo to a pad on the hilt, and a screen lit. “You dial in the speed you’re looking for here…and then wave it over the boxes. I can do the entire floor or narrow it to a single container.”

			She’d only been trying to make light chitchat and provide him with a reason for her to be down here, but she leaned in, interested. It found life. Fascinating…

			Eager to show her, the agent wanded a box. His wrist holo remained static, earning a satisfied head bob. “Everything is scanned when it comes to the floor, and again when moved to the platform for shipment. Unfortunately it does not detect Earth’s ant pests. They have no detectable heartbeat, and we’ve had to resort to radiation bombardment on incoming foodstuffs.”

			“I see. Thank you.” Danail wouldn’t wait in the break room forever. “That should prove effective. I’m going to be here for a while checking the medical supplies. Something got misplaced and it’s easier for me to look for it instead of waking someone up to do it. If you want to get a hot blok juice, I won’t say anything.”

			The young mer flushed, his dark wings rising. “I’ll help you search, Madam Noel.”

			“No, I know what I’m looking for.” She forced a pleasant expression. “Your shift runs for four more hours, yes? Go get a hot drink. I’ll mind the floor until you get back. Nothing is scheduled to come in or go out, is it?”

			“No, madam,” he said, glancing at the labyrinth. “Earth went downshift a few spans ago and won’t be up for at least six more. We don’t fling until there’s a crew to receive it.”

			A rare, golden span where both sides of the portal would be quiet. “It’s going to take me at least twenty minutes to check my manifest against what’s here,” she insisted, her words taking on a precise cadence. “Go get a hot drink. And bring me back one.”

			“Oh!” the agent started as he figured it out. She wanted a drink. That was different. Flushed, he began backing up. “Yes, madam. Thank you, madam. How do you like it?”

			“One salt, please,” she said, head down over her holo board.

			“Yes, madam. One salt,” he repeated as he set the wand down and hustled away.

			Noel tensed at the sound of the door shutting. Her gaze went to the camera set high above the floor as she strode to the desk’s holo and changed the metric from receiving to outgoing. A soft chime rang out, making her shiver as the labyrinth’s color shifted from red to green. In reality, the color change was the only thing she’d done. The labyrinth was always able to function as incoming or outgoing. The color was to help prevent accidents.

			This could be helpful, she thought as she took a wand from the rack and tucked it in a sleeve. Wing tips curling, she went to both the beginning and ending of the pattern. A tingling warmth, unusually strong, rose through her, and her fingers touched the lodestone, sure it was responsible. Light glowed up from under her, and she took a step forward to walk the labyrinth.

			An odd, uncomfortable sensation rose, almost a hurt, and her hand slammed against the lodestone to try to muffle it. It was as if they were awake, and she gripped the tiny amulet tighter. Her pulse quickened, and as she rounded the first turn and began to make her way to the outer loop, she wondered if Sidriel had known it would react like this before she set her on this task.

			She walked faster, the glow of the floor slowly losing the green color as her psyche began to pay less attention to reality and more to the unreal. In her mind, the floor became white, and the air above her darkened as she finished the outer two loops and her path began to focus, spiraling in with ever-tighter turns.

			Like magic, her inner thoughts became everything and she lost her feet, lost her lungs, lost everything, her body moving forward as her mind centered to the one task of focus.

			Within her grip, the fifty sparks began to rally, pressing on her with demands and regrets, joys and pain that were so fast she couldn’t name them. They were all awake, panicking her. It was akin to being in a too-crowded room with everyone snapping out and more snapping in. The ache grew until she almost faltered, blinking in shock when she found herself at the end.

			There was nothing before her, the black above and the white below having narrowed to an event horizon of the mind.

			And the sparks would let her cross it.

			She willed herself forward…

			…feeling as if she’d never traveled before, as if she’d never seen infinity stretch before her until now. The multitude of sparks she carried saw the universe cuttingly vivid, and she gasped as she felt herself split into multiple shards of time, not just the one she was used to. Stumbling…

			…her foot found the floor, and she blinked, trying to focus on the scratched tile of the embassy labyrinth. She had arrived, but the voices in her head still clamored, demanding to be heard—desperately fighting the sleep that was slowly swamping them like an onrushing rain as she moved off the labyrinth.

			“Madam Noel?” the receiving gate agent said at her elbow, and Noel grasped for the mask she held out, her eyes almost closed as she breathed in the moist air, waiting for the sparks she carried to calm. One by one, they fell back into slumber, the multitude of voices vanishing. It wasn’t air she needed, but space.

			“Are you okay?” the jin asked, and Noel nodded, only now looking up. “We weren’t expecting anyone until later. Do you need to sit? It’s hard to adjust at first. If I had known you were coming, I would have prepared.”

			“I am not here,” Noel said. She pulled herself upright as her pulse slowed. It was dark in the courtyard, the tree lit from below with a harsh light that somehow made the branches and leaves beautiful. “I will see August and return. I only need twenty minutes.”

			The jin looked relieved as Noel recovered. “Oh.” She thought about that for a moment, her wings tight against her in uncertainty. “Allow me to be sure he’s in his room. Renee has threatened to quit because of Hancock’s refusal to honor her promise, and Jackson has locked her in her room again. August might be there persuading her to stay.”

			Renee is quitting? Noel let the mask fall from her, already missing the moister air. Perhaps humans were not all thugs and liars after all.

			It was getting easier to breathe, and Noel followed the agent off the landing pad. “Don’t call August,” she demanded, and the agent stopped short, a questioning look on her face. “He knows I’m coming,” Noel lied, hoping the agent would think it was the foul air that made her wing hem curl. “I know the way. I need his input on something I’m putting together.”

			Still the gate agent hesitated, and Noel pressed forward, her wings slightly extended. “I am telling you to make no record of my visit, verbally or otherwise. I don’t want to compromise his relationship with the humans. He will deny it and there will be strife.”

			The agent’s eyes nictitated briefly in understanding, accepting the lie as fact since it was the only logical reason for the project’s CEO to show up unannounced after normal hours with her wing hem curled like a three-year-old caught eating too many salt cubes.

			“Yes, Madam Noel,” she said, and, satisfied, Noel took one of the human phones kept on-site for as-needed use and headed for the hall. She kept her pace fast until she rounded the corner and was out of the agent’s sight, whereupon she leaned against the wall to catch her breath.

			“How does August do this?” she rasped, but even she had to admit that it was easier than the first time she had come to this Puck’s hellhole of a world. Fingers trembling, she propped herself up in a corner and used the phone to bring up the live camera feed of the church that had been featured on the humans’ news circuit. It was hundreds of miles away, and where it had been full of angry voices and flashing lights, it was now deserted in the dark.

			“Time to see if the updraft holds,” she said, focusing on a spot in the shadows. There was no one there, and with fifty sparks in her grasp, all she had to do was will it as if she were at home among the throngs of her people. At least, that was what Sidriel had promised.

			Breath held, she stepped forward…

			…and her eyes flashed open at the sudden chill and damp feel of the air.

			It worked! she thought, elated as she sent her eyes to the sky. There was a dull thrum of what had to be traffic at a distance, the sounds odd in the thin air. The clouds were so wispy she could see open space beyond them, and she shuddered. Space. She could see space.

			“How do they not go mad with that above them?” she whispered, her gaze dropping to the pavement. It was wet, not from rain but from the water cannons used to clear the area when the protesters had become violent. The record of it had not been shared at the portal building beyond a handful of upper portal agents.

			Only now did she reach a thought out through the ether, a light trace back to the labyrinth etched on Earth’s portal floor. A welcoming ping of sensation returned, and her wings eased. As long as she didn’t lose her lodestone, she could snap to it, and then home.

			Almost immediately her relief shifted to anger as she imagined the people she’d sent here being forced into seclusion, kept apart and tortured with no way to escape by the simple chain of being too far from their kin.

			Someday there would be enough of them here that it would be impossible. For now, not being able to snap this far from the labyrinth would give her anonymity as nothing else would, and it bothered her that she was going to bury such power in the Earth’s dirt.

			Vision clear in the dim light, she studied the imposing building that housed their god. The angles and sharp lines stood at an odd contrast to the softer details chiseled in stone, and a pang of worry took her as she went to a colored window and looked in. The room was full of unsittable benches all facing one direction as if for a performance. There was no movement, and, deciding it was empty, she made the quick snap inside.

			A shudder pulled through her as she stepped forward, materializing between rows of silent wood. The open sky was gone, replaced by arching works of stone that were almost more daunting. She shook her wings in a sliding hush to dispel the alien feel of the place.

			Benches, benches everywhere, but nowhere to sit, she thought as she drew the swordlike wand from her sleeve and paired it to her wrist holo. Immediately it began to ping, and she looked in shock at the readout. Piscys? Here? she wondered, then remembered that Earth had its own small pests. “Miceandrat,” she muttered, then changed the target from a hundred beats a span to one.

			The readout went dark and Noel began to search. The religious steward had to be here, working to solve the latest crises to befall his church. She simply had to get close enough to him for her tech to work. Her eyes unnictitated in the dim light, and she looked from dusky artwork to shadowed statue. All of them held an eerie familiarity.

			Finally the readout pinged, and she squinted at it, sending her gaze up an almost hidden set of risers. A tiring option if you didn’t have wings.

			She started up, slowing to study the artwork she passed. The paint and canvas depiction was of her own people there among humans. Their faces had been shaped to look human, but the wings and ribbon shirts were unmistakable. Several even had ring staffs. It was odd, but not unexpected after Sidriel’s claim that they had been here before. Strange, though, how her pale kin seemed to be helping the humans while the more ruddy ones were aggressively sticking ring staffs into half-dressed humans.

			We had a war over Earth’s conquest, and not everyone was in agreement, she mused, slowing as she reached the top and paused to catch her breath. They would never know what had happened; the only records made at the time were focused on what human men did.

			Light filled the upper hallway, painfully spilling out of an open door. She could hear music that sounded like stars looked: cold and alien, distant and hiding secrets. One of their timepieces clicked the moments away at the end of the hall, and a thin mat gave her some relief from the cold stone.

			She put her wand away as she moved closer, eyes nictitating as she came to the open door. It was too bright to see, and she fumbled for Jackson’s sunglasses, her shoulders easing as the light became tolerable and she looked in.

			Racks of what she recognized as books took up much of the walls, and there were more of those useless, overly soft chairs that left no room for wings. It wasn’t until she saw the human sitting at what was obviously a desk that she realized it was an office. He was a male, old judging by the white in his hair and wrinkles on his face. And though she was not good at matching faces to names, he looked like the human the news had interviewed, still in his black clothes.

			But beyond the strangeness of the room was a telling wealth. He might be a holy steward, but he was a wealthy holy steward, and a faint hope lifted her wings. Sidriel was right. They were greedy.

			“Good…even,” she said, her throat catching at the barbaric sounds humans gave meaning to.

			The man looked up, clearly startled, his eyes going right to her. His oddly colored face went a proper white as he stood, hands atop the desk as if for support.

			“You…” he said, his small eyes going wide.

			She raised a hand to mimic the benevolent statue below them, her palm insultingly out. “I…noth here…thoo harm,” she said, hoping she was getting this right. “I…here thoo speek?” she added, remembering to raise her voice to indicate a question.

			The man backed away from his desk. “You’re one of them,” he said, so fast she almost couldn’t follow. “You’re Noel?”

			His tone had gone up, and she nodded, recognizing it as a question. She’d done it right.

			“I am Noel,” she said, becoming more sure of herself. “You are a religious steward.”

			The man’s eyes moved from her to a statue of an angel, and she raised her wing knuckles high over her head. It was a show of anger, but he didn’t know that.

			“I here thoo say creation spark noth a soul,” she said, setting a thin trace of thought back to the labyrinth in case she had to leave fast. “Creation spark is…energy. I bring spark so you can see?” She held up the single spark in its sealed locket, and his eyes went to the dull metal orb as it gently swayed. “You hold. See spark is noth soul that some have some noth. Spark is tool.” Her tongue was almost getting the hard T sound right, and her confidence grew.

			The man inched closer, moving to stand beside his desk. “That’s what lets you move like magic, isn’t it.”

			Magic. It was what they called the power of the spark. She nodded, then realized him waving his arm was him inviting her to sit. Motions hesitant, she came deeper into the room. The chairs, though, all had attached backs, and she stood, wings draped elegantly behind her. “Spark is tool,” she said again more firmly. “Is how I come here to see you.” She set the amulet on his desk, the linked metal chain sounding odd on the wood as it coiled. “When Neighbor die, soul move on. Spark remain.” Her fingers reluctantly left the cool metal, the snap of disconnection almost a pain. “Spark always remain. We give to a child. Child carry until old and she die. Give to new child.” She hesitated. “Now give to you?”

			The man reached for it, pulling it across the desk by the chain until he took it in his hand. “I can do magic with this?” he said, his face white again. “Can you teach me?”

			“Maybe?” she said, hoping it was a lie. Mikail seemed to think Renee used his spark to heal both of them, but they didn’t know enough yet. Giving it to this holy steward would be a controlled study. “When many sparks close, one spark can make big…miracle? When alone, one spark make small miracle. But still miracle,” she added when his lips turned down in what she was increasingly associating with doubt or anger.

			“It depends on how many of you are around?” he said. “So if we drive you away, it’s worthless?”

			“No worthless,” she said, her pulse quickening. Sidriel was right. They were smart, but they were far more greedy. “Only small. You decide if spark is soul or miracle. You take. Keep even if Neighbors…must go. But if you say truth, that spark is not soul, that Gorman speak mistake, Neighbors stay. You have big miracle.”

			The man shook his head to make his white hair shift about his thick, ugly ears. No wonder they were so big. They had to be to hear anything in this vacuum. “You’re bribing me.”

			She lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “Truth is expensive,” she said, glad she’d learned how to pronounce the big word. “Even if Neighbors leave, you probably not be sick if you have spark. If Neighbor stay, become many…Who know? Perhaps you do more. Maybe anyone you touch go from sick to no sick.” She tried smiling again. “Miracle.”

			“I could heal the sick with a touch?” he whispered.

			Noel nodded. “Sad if Neighbors leave because of untruth. Sad if never know.” She hesitated, the thrill of victory a slow seep into her. “You take? Say truth? Keep spark secret or someone may take it.”

			He looked at the amulet in his grip, and she took a step closer, wings slightly open. He did seem to like them that way. “If Neighbors stay, we be friends, maybe. Sparks rare. Have only one to give. If you say no, I take spark and find someone who say yes.”

			His hands closed about the amulet, and her wing hem trembled. She had him.

			“It would be a shame if a misunderstanding drove you away,” he said, his grip tightening.

			“Then listen to spark.” She reached out, and he started, freezing as her hands wrapped entirely around his and she willed the spark to wake.

			His breath came in fast, and his head snapped up. Eyes wide, he mouthed something, then exhaled. “I can feel it,” he said. “It’s in there. My God. It’s real!”

			Noel’s hands flashed open. Doubt raced through her, and she backed up, willing the spark to be still.

			But the man held it to his chest, his face again white as he stared down at it. “It’s like candles and thunderstorms. How do I heal the sick?”

			He can feel it? she thought, alarmed. Puck take it. What if the stories were true? What if humans still retained the ability to use creation energy more fluently than they did? “Spark heal, not you. If it can, it will.”

			“It’s warm,” he said as he looped the chain over his neck, then hid the orb behind his clothes. “Sweet mother of Mary. It’s like…nothing I’ve ever felt before. And you all have them?”

			Maybe it was the presence of the fifty in the lodestone. “I go,” she said, then glanced at her wrist holo. “Air is dry. You say good words about Neighbors?” This was not good. If Sidriel knew, she would make her live in this hellhole at the bare minimum.

			“Yes.” The man took two steps forward and jerked to a stop, his loose clothes flapping to make him look like a storm-tossed phoenix. “I will swing my voice to you. But Gorman will find someone else to rally fear against you. The flat-earthers, or anti-vaxxers, maybe. Where are you—”

			He reached for her, and, in a panic, she strung a thought out across space, letting the labyrinth serve as her marker to draw her home. Frantic, she took a step back…

			…and found herself in the embassy hall. She stood, pulse fast and wings slack, their hem drooping to brush the floor. It was the corner where she’d vanished from, and she made a mental note of it, tucked away and likely to never hold anything but air.

			Air, she thought, her lungs feeling as if they were full of sand. Sidriel had given her open skies to solve this issue on her own, but gifting a spark to a human who might be able to use it was probably more than Sidriel was willing to stomach. I will tell her it was a calculated risk to determine how sensitive they are to it. That the human felt it will remain my secret.

			But Gorman…The Earth’s holy steward was right. Even if he calmed their fears and spoke for them, Gorman would find someone else.

			Uneasy, she glanced at her wrist holo. The portal floor at home was likely still empty. She had time. And unlike Monroe and Tayler, Gorman was on-site. If anyone stopped her, she would lie and tell them she was looking for August.

			Her wings clung to her back like a guilty secret, weighing her down as she pushed into motion. Gorman was in an isolated area, confined to his quarters since the second, illegal holocast. Her breath rasped, and she longingly thought of the air canister as she wove through the night-emptied, silent halls, nodding to the few human sentries posted.

			Her anonymity seemed secure as she reached his room. It was unguarded, but there was a seal on his door. This, she decided, she could snap through. It was only a door. Who puts anything in front of a door?

			But still, the fear she would materialize within a chair or table set her pulse racing. Puck take it, she thought, emboldened by having snapped herself halfway around the world with nothing but a real-time video to guide her—and she stepped forward…

			…to find herself in darkness. Her breath eased as her eyes adjusted to the faint light of a numbered timepiece glowing in the dark. There was little personality in the small, bland room. A desk with one of their folding holo boards, a chair with no back that was actually useful, discarded clothes, and a tray of food, the nose-wrinkling scent of something alien rising from what remained.

			In the corner was one of those “cots” that August insisted on sleeping on, little more than a raised platform open to everything instead of pleasantly covered. Noel’s wing hem curled. Gorman was on it, nothing between him and her but a thin cloth.

			“Gorman,” she said, adding a click of anger.

			He woke, sitting up with a great deal of noise, and she whistled in annoyance when he turned on a light to flood the room with a harsh glow.

			“What do you want?” he said as she retreated, glad she still wore Jackson’s sunglasses. “You want to kill me? Sure. Go ahead and do that. Prove to the world what you are.”

			“No,” she said simply. “I ask if you will be bribed into wishing Neighbors well.”

			He made that rhythmic chuffing sound that meant laughter, his head shaking as he sat with his feet on the floor, elbows on his knees, and stared at her. “You want me to stop ragging on you? Be your advocate? Sweetheart, there isn’t enough money in the world.”

			Her wing tips curled as she stared back. Giving Gorman a spark was never in her thoughts. No, Gorman was going to die. But not until she found out where Tayler was. “Maybe there’s enough money in two worlds?” she said, head tilting as she lied. “I give you power. But you say to the world you change your thoughts. Creation sparks not soul. All Neighbors have souls, even those who don’t believe in them.”

			Half his lips turned up, half down. She’d never seen that before. “And why should I do that?” he asked.

			The weight of the fifty sparks was heavy against her. Gorman wouldn’t be moved by the ability to heal. Even himself. “I give you Nextdoor tech,” she lied. “Wrist holo.”

			He straightened where he sat. “A businessman? Not really my style, and I can make more money by keeping you on your side of the portal. Sorry, sweetheart. You’re going to have to do better than that.”

			She bobbed her head, the motion somehow meaning the same thing in both worlds. “Where is Tayler? She might say yes.”

			Again he made the chuffing sounds, his teeth bared at her. “You think she’ll go for it? I have half a mind to tell you.”

			I’m going to wring his neck, she thought, hands behind her back. “Maybe? Tayler is smart. Know what side of the mountain it’s raining on. Her words are heard more than yours.”

			His head went from side to side, but his lips were tight. Uncertainty? she wondered, remembering August mentioning it.

			“You would give her that?” he said. “After what she did to your people?”

			She blinked, glad the dark glasses were helping to hide her lie. “Tayler…is worker. Monroe is boss. Tayler say apologize to what she do to my people. Maybe if I give gift, she say apologize again. She might fly chancy updraft to make apology real. Jackson happy, I happy. You stuck in room.”

			Gorman rubbed his face, the sound of his fingers on the short hair there causing her to shudder. “And you believed her? Noel, I gotta say you will never make it on Earth. You are too damn trusting. Let me give you a little primer. A little something for free. And then we will talk about what I want to walk back my comments about you saying humans don’t have souls. Tayler was the one who came to me looking for a way to dump the two she killed and gutted, not Monroe.”

			Noel froze, her hands clenched behind her back, hidden.

			“That woman you want to make rich tortured your people to see how far they could heal before they died. And when she went a little too far, she cut them up and put their parts in jars. How does that make you feel?” He bared his teeth at her. “Still want to work with the bitch?”

			She took a step forward, unable to help her wings from rising. “Say where Tayler is.”

			He leaned back and rubbed his middle. “Maybe after we come to an agreement about what I want.”

			Noel’s eyes narrowed as he gathered himself to rise. Angry, she flung her arm out, grasping his neck and throwing him at the glowing light.

			Gorman’s sudden cry of fear choked off when he hit the wall and knocked the lighted timepiece to the floor. Noel lurched forward, losing her glasses as she wrapped her fingers entirely about his neck and lifted him. Disgusted, she threw him into the opposite wall.

			He hit with a thump, sliding to the floor with a soft groan. His eyes were open but not focused, and Noel picked him up by the neck again, slamming him into the wall a third time and pinning him there. “Where is Tayler?” she said, her eyes fixed on his.

			“Go to hell,” he choked out as his focus cleared.

			They see better in the dark than I thought.

			“You won’t kill me,” he said, his teeth showing again. “You need Earth. You need Earth, or you will all die.” He laughed as she held him to the wall, his feet dangling. “Jackson is going to love this. Go ahead. Hit me again.”

			Noel’s eyes nictitated and Gorman’s smile vanished, his eyes fixed on hers in a sudden fear as they glowed red in the dim light from the fallen timepiece. “You want to be predator?” she said. “I treat you like one.”

			“Wait…” he said, but her thoughts found his heart in his chest, and snapped it two feet to the right, the warm, firm muscle landing in her waiting hand. She wanted him to see it there.

			Gorman gasped silently as he saw it and spasmed. Noel braced herself with her wings, keeping him against the wall as his heart contracted twice, the gush of blood quickly dribbling to nothing.

			“You want this back? Where is Tayler?”

			“My house. Oregon,” he gurgled, and Noel’s lips curled in distaste as blood came from his lips, staining his words with ugly burbles.

			That was unexpected, she thought. “You may have this back,” she said, then flung it back into his chest.

			“Oh, God.” He bubbled, red froth at his lips, and she let him drop. Leaning, she wiped her hand off on him, then retreated to find a discarded shirt, dabbing at the blood on her dress before dropping it on him as well. Gorman sat slumped against the wall, a hand to his chest, staring at her. “I…I can’t breathe,” he said, his head bowed in pain.

			“Sometimes you make mistake you can’t fix,” she said, then flung him to the sun.

			The room was suddenly empty of sound, and her wings drooped. It had been too fast a death for him, but to wait until he gasped his last would have made more of a mess than she wanted to clean. Killing a dangerous predator was prudent. It was what they had always done. It was how they survived.

			Not happy, Noel scanned the room. The bed was fine. The floor was, too, seeing as the blood had dripped down her arm. Leaning, she tapped his folding holo board, squinting as it brightened to light the room. Wing hem curled, she studied the keyboard until she found the dimmer and tapped to bring the light to a more reasonable level.

			My house. Oregon, he had said. Where that was would be in his ungainly files. Finding the woman tonight would be difficult, but Noel had finished Sidriel’s errand, and with fifty sparks with her, she had both time and ability. Wing knuckles dropping, she closed the folding holo. The connection to the outside had been severed.

			His phone, Noel mused, turning to the bedside table, but it was not there. Jackson had taken it, but Gorman had gotten his message out somehow. Gorman had a second phone.

			Eyes nictitated, Noel lifted the thick cot mat, still warm from Gorman’s body. Nothing. She went into the washroom next, not finding it in the obvious places. Puck take it, did I fling it to the sun with him? she thought, then stiffened. His foot clothes.

			His boots were under the bed. An odd place when the rest of his discarded clothes are everywhere, she thought. Her long fingers reached inside the first, stretching to the toes. Nothing. But when she looked at the bottom, her wing hem curled. The base held a thin rim of glue.

			Fingers like claws, she ripped the base off, a whistle escaping her as she found a secondary phone. It lit when she touched it, the screen open to show an image of one of their couches. Behind it was a food prep area, the window beyond showing a black sky.

			Oregon? she wondered, bringing the phone closer. The soft sound of human conversation and music was coming from the phone. Her gaze dropped to a softly blinking circle at the bottom of the picture. It was a live shot? He had a security holo of his home?

			And then Noel almost dropped it when Tayler walked into the range of the live feed and sat down on the couch.

			She had found Tayler and a secure place to snap to. She could bury the fifty sparks and create a new labyrinth tonight.

			But it was Tayler sitting unawares before an unknown camera that curled her toes.

			Noel took a breath, and snapped.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			The power of the lodestone sang to Noel, tingling to the tips of her wings and making her feel as if she could fly even in Earth’s thin air. She stepped forward from Gorman’s dark-shadowed room, her feet finding a thick, fibrous floor mat. It would be a soggy pad Nextdoor, but here, the dry fibers cushioned her. Large glass panels opened to a view of mountains and trees, the air so empty of moisture that she could see forever.

			She resettled her wings, and the motion reflected in the panels of glass drew Tayler’s attention.

			The human stood, unfolding herself from one of those indulgent puddles of fabric and cushion. Her eyes went to Noel’s bloodied hand and arm, and, face white, Tayler reached for what had to be a weapon.

			The small pop of exploding gas shocked through Noel as she strode forward, hardly recognizing the flash of pain through her wing. Expression placid, Noel backhanded the woman, sending her pinwheeling over the chair until her head thumped against the plate glass table and she fell.

			Noel followed her, but her reach to pick her up faltered. Tayler wasn’t moving apart from her slow, even breaths. Satisfied, Noel fingered the hole in her wing before going to the wall and finding the camera atop a picture frame. Plucking it free, she flung it to the sun.

			“You will not be so lucky, Tayler,” she whistle-clicked as she turned to study the room. Again she used the wand from the portal floor, setting the tech to search for a heartbeat. But all she found were the souls belonging to small creatures. Tayler had foolishly been alone.

			The thought to strangle the human and leave her as a warning was a quick flash, stifled by the need for a longer revenge. Tayler was why her people still woke in the middle of the night. Tayler was the one who had cut Raphael’s wings from her, had sawed Han’s hand from his body. Tayler had starved, and tortured, and isolated her people in the perverted name of science but was really nothing more than cruelty.

			Wings high, Noel dragged Tayler to a small floor mat. The bullet with her blood she left in the wall. This was justice when humans had failed to provide it, and she would have them know through deduction.

			Motions fast, Noel used the mat to swaddle the human as if she were an ill child, leaving only her head showing.

			The motion stirred Tayler and the woman woke, twisting and struggling to escape.

			“What…” she slurred, then rallied, her gaze holding a foolish arrogance as her eyes found Noel’s. “What are you doing? Let me go. You can’t do this! Monroe will have your head.”

			Noel leaned over her, teeth bared in what they called a smile. “Monroe is hiding. Hancock will thank me,” she rasped, catching her breath before she started to cough in the dry air. It was worse here, even if the tang of spent fossil fuels was less.

			Tayler’s eyes went wide. “How did you know where I was? I never told Hancock. Was it Gorman? That slimy little toad. He told you where I was?”

			Noel put a foot on the woman, pinning her down as she ripped the blinds from the window for the cord to tie her up more securely. “I make Gorman say,” she said, blanching at the stars beyond the trees. It was so clear here, and she didn’t sense any other sentient soul. She must be far from any city.

			This will work, she thought as she gazed at the trees and the earth thrusting to the sky. She could create Sidriel’s hidden labyrinth here, leaving the fifty sparks at its center to hold their way open should they have to abandon the Earth again. Once in place, she would have an unsanctioned, no-customs door to Earth anytime she pleased. Even if it did lead to a virtual hellhole of cold, dry air.

			“Let me go!” Tayler shouted, her short hair flipping comically as Noel rolled her over and over to wrap the cord, tightening it until the human groaned in pain. “I know you can understand me. What are you doing, you white devil!”

			Noel hoisted the human to her hip, staggering at the unexpected weight. “You made a mistake, Doctor,” she said as she opened the door and the cool air flowed over her. Again she coughed, one hand holding the human, the other the doorframe. The fifty sparks about her neck were a faint, demanding presence, and she was glad they weren’t trying to heal the lump rising on Tayler’s forehead.

			“Put me down!” Tayler wiggled as Noel coughed, and the human shrieked when she fell from Noel’s grip and hit the hard steps.

			Why am I bothering to carry her? Noel thought as she grabbed Tayler’s shoulder and dragged her down the stairs.

			The human took a huge breath. “Help me! Someone help me!”

			Noel backhanded her, and Tayler gasped. “No one else here. You and me.” Noel hesitated at the edge of the poured stone for a moment, then strode into the sticks and trees, dragging Tayler behind her. Earth was like a park. A park that had been abandoned and left to go wild. There had to be a place where she could make a labyrinth that would stay hidden.

			“Who brought you?” Tayler said, voice ragged, and Noel said nothing, moving faster when she slipped under the trees. It was easier to breathe now that the stars weren’t staring down at her. “You snapped? You lied to us?” Tayler added, angry now. “You can snap anywhere at any time.”

			“No lies.” Noel dragged the human up a small rise. “You…jump to conclusion. Can snap far because I have fifty sparks, not one.” She stopped at the top of the hill, nodding as she looked down onto a small clearing. It was open to the stars, but it was clear of sticks and trees. “Lodestone,” she said breathily as she touched the heavy locket about her neck. “It will hold labyrinth open even if we leave. Earth is ours now. We take slow. You never know. Is okay.” She gave the human woman a smile, patting her head.

			“No. No!” Tayler shouted, her eyes wide. “You can’t do this. Noel. Madam Noel. Wait!”

			Unmoved, Noel dropped her at the clearing’s edge, not caring if the human woman watched or not.

			“You can’t take Earth,” Tayler said, but there was a new tightness to it that Noel guessed was fear. “We’re too many. We’ll kick you out and close the portal.”

			At the center of the clearing, Noel used her foot to dig a hole, her wing hem curling at the filth. Puck help her, there were little squirmy animals in it, all in a chaotic mix that made her stomach turn. “Is why I make secret portal here, held open by lodestone, not Neighbors.” She dropped the lodestone in, thinking it was a crime. “A portal that no one knows,” Noel said, and the human lying on the dirt went still.

			“I know about it,” she said, her words soft.

			Noel cracked her toes in mirth. “Soon just me know,” she said, thinking she got her smile right when Tayler began to struggle. “Happy state, Doctor,” she added as she hoisted the woman onto her shoulder like a sack of blok fruit. “You be the first human to go Nextdoor. Renee be second. Renee go home again, though. Renee have good soul.”

			“No. Stop!” Tayler gasped as her breath whooshed out when Noel resettled her. “Please.”

			Noel frowned at the dirt that pattered down to stain her ribbon shirt. “Don’t want to risk Renee. We see if you can travel a labyrinth and not go insane. You my guest. See how you breathe air. See what I can take out before you die. Maybe you grow new leg?”

			“Don’t do this. Please!” Tayler begged. “I won’t tell anyone about your secret portal. It was Monroe! He wanted me to do it. He told me to. I would have lost my job. I’m sorry. Please, don’t do this. I’m sorry!”

			Noel jumped, startled when the human made a noise like an animal, high pitched and ear-hurting. “Help me! Someone help me!” the human shrieked.

			She could not concentrate with that noise.

			Noel swung the human down, holding her so their faces were inches apart. “Tayler,” she said, and the human seemed to rally, her great heaves to bring in the air easing as she stared at Noel with eyes running with water. “I already find out human need heart. Gorman lasted five seconds before he died. Maybe you last more. You make noise again, we find out. Right now.”

			Tayler’s eyes were still leaking water as she gasped for air. “Please, no,” she whispered. “It wasn’t me. It was Monroe. He told me to do it.” She licked her lips, her eyes going to the stars past Noel’s head. “They will find out. They will know what you did. Stop now. I’ll never tell anyone. Anyone!”

			Noel lifted her wings in amusement. “Jackson not care. He angry at you. Hancock will fly an updraft backward if Nextdoor people forget about Han and Raphael. My people.”

			“Noel, please!” Tayler begged.

			She would not stop talking, and Noel knocked the woman’s head against a tree until she did.

			Quiet slowly reasserted itself, and Noel exhaled, shoulders slumping as the sound of Earth’s insects became obvious. Noel checked her wrist holo for the time, then began to walk, slow and measured, beginning at the end, spiraling to the outside before doubling back and creating a second spiral into the center once more.

			Each step seemed to wake the fifty sparks she’d left in the ground, and a faint glow began to rise, growing with her movement until the very earth was alight, sparking from her steps. Her breath came in with a rasp, lungs aching as she struggled with Tayler’s weight even as she calmed her mind and let her own creation spark take control, bringing her in line with the universe.

			Until at last she reached the end and she stood where she had begun.

			It is done, she thought. And done well.

			Giving Tayler a little hitch deeper up her shoulder, Noel took one more step…

			…and was home.

			The damp air hit her like a balm. Grateful, she pulled it deep into her even as she let Tayler drop to the tiles. The woman made a pained grunt, but she was not conscious. Only her head showed past the roll of the floor mat. If not for Noel knowing it was Tayler, she’d never recognize who or what it was. Hair covered her face, sticks and leaves clinging to it as if the Earth itself could not let her go.

			“Madam?”

			Danail’s voice pulled Noel’s attention across the dark portal floor, and she brushed what filth she could from her. It smelled strong and foul in the damp air. Gorman’s blood had stained her ribbon shirt, and there were little sticks and leaves stuck to her feet.

			“I’m snapping home,” she said, her lungs already feeling better even as Tayler began to gasp, clearly struggling. The woman’s eyes fluttered, and Noel picked her back up and gave her a warning squeeze, not wanting her to make that hideous, loud shriek again. “You will take a verbal report to Sidriel. Let her know that the task is done and I have an Earth volunteer for the anatomy stress-test studies.”

			Danail stared at the roll under her arm, wing knuckles rising when Tayler began to struggle. “Yes, madam.”

			“Clean the floor before you go,” she added as she relaxed, bathing in the sensation of creation sparks dotted all over the city. Feeling generous, she swung Tayler up so her head wasn’t facing the floor. “You do well, Doctor,” she said in the Earth’s language. “One more fling.”

			“No, no!” the human shrieked, but it was too late, and Noel stepped forward…

			…her filthy feet finding her apartment’s jump pad. The ugly groan Tayler made echoed against the walls of her home. “I can’t breathe,” the human rasped. “There’s too much humidity.”

			“You do fine.” Noel grimaced at the dirt she was leaving on her floor as she carried Tayler across her front room. The blinds were up, and the sun was beginning to light the clouds. It was going to be a marvelous day. “I have feeling you not suffer long.”

			“Please, help me,” Tayler gasped, then began coughing. “I’ll give you anything.”

			Noel balanced the woman under her arm as she opened the door to an unused room. “No one know your words here, Doctor,” she said. “No one care to.”

			“Please…” the human said, and then she cried out when Noel dropped her on the floor and walked out, shutting the door behind her.

			“Stay here until I’m ready for you,” Noel said loudly, her wings rising when the human shouted something, her feet thumping on the floor. She’d eventually wiggle out of the rug, but she’d never figure out how to open the door. It required the energy from a creation spark.

			Her wrist holo hummed as it linked to her home’s security system, and Noel glanced at it. Her first flush of angst at seeing Sidriel’s name vanished, and, feeling smug, she ignored it, going to her bathroom instead. Even the new hole in her wing couldn’t dampen her joy, and as her home’s holo began to chime for attention, she unwrapped her filthy ribbon shirt and flung it to the sun.

			Immediately the complex, uncomfortable scent of Earth became less, and she got into her shower pod. There was no regret for Gorman, and nothing but anticipation for Tayler.

			Her wing tips curled as the woman began to pound on the wall. She would take her time with the doctor, just as they would with Earth. It would be done in the name of science and kindness, not revenge. That humans could use creation energy she would keep quiet lest she find herself stationed on Earth. The fifty sparks were safe beneath a labyrinth. She had a way in and out that no one knew of, one that she would never tell Sidriel to ensure her own safety. It was over. All that was left was the slow slide.

			The humans would give them the grease.

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Jackson is right. I’m a pack rat, Renee thought, depressed as she stood in the middle of her room, sealed and labeled boxes to one side, open boxes and strewn belongings on the other. Mentally exhausted, she gathered the stack of fairy-tale books she’d been using for reference and set them in a box with her old boots. She hadn’t worn the knee-high, snake-proof, ugly things since she’d gotten here, and the dirt encrusted on their soles was dusty. The boots she would undoubtedly wear again, but she was bringing the fairy-tale books because she liked the idea of them side by side with her genetic titration manuals on her reference shelf.

			Home, she thought, her emotions a jumble of anticipation and loss. The helpless fury last night that had fueled her determination to leave had eased to a jaded anger over a late dinner alone on her bed. As Jackson had threatened, she was under house arrest again. At least this time, she had access to the installation’s Wi-Fi. The texts were piling up, but she refused to look at them beyond the first sentence. None of them had started with “You were right” or “Monroe and Tayler are Nextdoor,” so she wasn’t interested. There was even one from Vaughn. Like I would ever click that one open.

			Sleep had been fitful, and she’d been up at the crack of dawn when the guard she had talked to last night had shown up with her requested boxes and tape. That had been hours ago, and now she was wondering if anyone was going to bring her breakfast or if she was going to have to remind them.

			The sssskkkt of the packing tape was loud, and she turned at the soft knock on her door.

			“It’s about time,” she muttered. Rising, she set the box atop the others. “Come in!” she called as she fumbled for the marker in her back pocket. Desert, she wrote, as opposed to storage, hoping it wasn’t a wish but a premonition. The world knew about Neighbors, so she would likely not be detained her freedom under the flag of secrecy, but thinking that she could return to her old life with the snakes and the sun somehow seemed…naive.

			She turned to her door as it opened, her welcoming smile for the expected guard and her breakfast faltering. Vaughn? “I quit,” she said needlessly, and Vaughn seemed to shrug.

			“You got a minute? Jackson is on his way with a tray, and I need to convince you to stay before he gets here.”

			“Need to, huh?” Renee put all her weight on one foot, eyeing the tall man. “I’m not changing my mind. I’m so done with this place. And I don’t have to talk to you anymore. Will you leave, please? I have to pack.”

			But for all the clutter of her room/office, not much of it was hers, and her shoulders slumped. I’m going to miss you, August, she thought, quashing even the hint of the welling pity party.

			“Let’s get to it, then.” Vaughn pushed forward, almost shoving into her personal space.

			“Hey!” Renee fell back, her brow furrowing when Vaughn shut the door and stood before it with one hand at his chest. “What is your problem?” she added when he reached for her shoulder. “Get the hell out of my room!”

			His hand landed on her shoulder, and she froze at the sudden, whisper-familiar tingle pulsing into her, driving its way to her head. “You will not quit.”

			Vaughn’s four words rocked her back as they wedged themselves into her head and exploded. Gasping, she struggled to breathe. “Let go,” she slurred, pushing at his fingers to no avail. “You’re hurting me.”

			“You want to stay,” he said firmly, and Renee staggered, her heart pounding as her head throbbed and his words beat at her. “You won’t remember me being here.”

			What the hell? she thought, struggling to keep from throwing up as she peered at him, straining to see past her throbbing headache. But there was more than Vaughn’s words ricocheting like a pinball in her skull, and she shoved his demand aside, finding strength as she focused on a tiny ribbon of loss at the core. Like a spine, it snaked through Vaughn’s words, giving them power and strength. Borrowed power. Stolen strength.

			It’s not Vaughn’s loss I’m feeling, she thought suddenly.

			Gasping, she brought her arms up, falling back as she broke his hold on her. Vaughn cried out in surprise as she landed against her desk and stared. His eyes were not shaped right, and they were blue, not brown. That leaf ring glittered from his finger, and his hair was like black straw. “What the hell,” she whispered, and then she hunched, stifling a groan as pain flashed through her and was gone.

			When she brought her head up, Vaughn looked like he always did—apart from his confidence…which had been replaced with a shaky realization.

			“My God, do you even know you’re doing it?” he whispered, and her gaze dropped to his hand trying to hide his ring.

			“Doing what?”

			Vaughn licked his lips and glanced at the door. “I’m not your enemy, Renee. I’m trying to help you. Help all of us. I doctored the video of what happened with Mikail,” he whispered. “They will never know you can use creation energy. No one will. You can’t ever tell them that you can commune with their sparks. Renee, they will kill you. You have to keep it a secret.”

			Renee backed up, suddenly scared. “I don’t know what you are talking about. We can’t use their body tech.”

			“Good.” Vaughn ran a hand over his face, clearly shaken. “Keep it that way. Because if they ever find out…”

			Renee’s eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”

			“No one.” Again he glanced at the door. “This is getting too complicated. I need to know how much you can use their tech, but you can’t let them know.”

			“August knows. He won’t say anything, and you haven’t answered me. Who the hell are you!”

			Vaughn shifted uneasily, fear crossing him as he glanced into his cupped palm. “You can’t quit. Not now. Jackson…” He took a slow breath. “You are going to keep this all a secret, got it?” he said, and Renee jerked back from his reach. “Because if you don’t, they will kill you.”

			“August would never hurt me,” Renee whispered, stiffening as something warm seemed to settle over her. It was as far away and distant from the expected headache as a caress from a slap, and she felt her eyes droop. The hint of salt lifted through her awareness, and the soft sound of a gentle surf. Home, she mused, not knowing why. She had always loved the desert.

			“I don’t have time to explain,” Vaughn whispered. “Renee…”

			The knock at the door shocked through them both, and Vaughn’s grip on her vanished.

			Renee’s eyes flashed open, and she took a step back, startled as Vaughn’s eyes seemed to grow small and brown. The glint of the ring on his finger caught her eye, and then she looked away, forgetting it the instant her gaze left it.

			“Renee?” came Jackson’s call. “I’ve got your breakfast. Can we talk?”

			Confusion dropped from Renee like a sheet of water. “Come on in!” she shouted, arms over her chest. “Vaughn was just leaving.”

			“Vaughn?” Jackson’s surprised utterance was clear as the guard opened her door. “Did you convince her to stay?”

			“Nope.” Vaughn smiled, cellophane crackling as he unwrapped a sucker and stuck it in his mouth. “Maybe you’ll have better luck.” Vaughn stared at her for a moment. “Doctor,” he drawled as he ambled out into the hall.

			“See you never, Vaughn,” she shot after him. But as she turned to Jackson, a lingering confusion swirled up from nowhere. She remembered being angry at the psychiatrist, but not why.

			“What did he want?”

			“I have no idea,” she said, and Jackson kicked her door shut, seeing as his hands were holding a covered tray. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m leaving as soon as I can get an Uber out here.”

			Jackson in his blah utilities met her eyes squarely—no shame, no guilt—and it kind of ticked her off. There was an envelope beside the covered plate, and she forced her eyes from it.

			“Did you draw the long stick or the short?” she asked, and a smile cracked his guarded expression.

			“Ha, ha,” he said flatly. “Should I leave it, or just leave?”

			Renee lurched into motion, her frustration from yesterday swinging back to the forefront of her thoughts as she moved two boxes off her swivel chair. “Sit if you want.”

			Jackson hesitated for a moment, then put the tray on the bed before dragging the rolling chair to the foot of it and easing himself down. “I was told you had requested boxes and tape.”

			“Yeah?” she said, and then she turned from closing another box. “I can leave, right?” she asked, wincing as a headache threatened to take her.

			Jackson bobbed his head. “Yeah.”

			Hurt blossomed, anger that he wasn’t going to protest, try to stop her. “Great.” She glanced at the tray, stomach rumbling. Slowly her anger ebbed. “Thanks for breakfast,” she said, motions slow as she sat on the bed and put the tray on her lap.

			“I should probably put together a box myself,” he said as she unfolded the napkin wrapped around the silverware. “I brought Monroe in in handcuffs. What was I thinking?” His elbows went on his knees, and his head dropped into his hands.

			“Let me guess.” Renee set the lid aside to find a steaming omelet, toast, jelly, and bacon. “Monroe and Tayler never made it to DC. Surprise, surprise, surprise,” she mocked.

			“You don’t have to be so nasty about it.” His jaw clenched. “They’re probably already set up in a lab on the East Coast somewhere, going over their data and making more of those sonic cannons. Maybe at an abandoned installation. We’ve got them everywhere. I’ll be lucky if I’m not court-martialed.”

			Renee eyed him, startled from her next tart remark when Digit popped into the room, colorful wings beating the air and sending her short hair flying.

			“Holy sassafras,” Jackson said as Renee beamed, her hand going out to give the snake somewhere to land. “Is that the same one? He just pops in like that?”

			Holy sassafras? “Jackson, I am not going to work with people who not only allow that kind of brutality, but then work their asses off to cover it up, thereby sanctioning it,” she said as the smooth feel of the snake twining about her fingers seemed to ease her mind. “And don’t give me any bull about national security, either.” She smiled at Digit, cooing at him as he struggled to evade her fingers to get to her breakfast. “What Tayler did wasn’t for national security, it was pure malice. A hate crime. She did it with the intent to harm because she perceived them as a threat simply because they were different from her.”

			“Are you going to eat all that?” he asked, and she brought her gaze up from Digit, surprised he wasn’t arguing with her.

			“No, I’m sharing it with my buddy here.” Her brow furrowed at his sigh. “Seriously?” she said. But he was staring at her plate, so she distracted Digit with a thumbnail-size chunk of egg, cut her omelet in two, and dropped half on a piece of toast. “That’s all you both get. I’m the one stuck here, unable to get to the commissary.”

			“Thanks.” Jackson reached eagerly for his share. “So, as I was saying, it was fortuitous that I confined you to quarters all night, a guard at your door.”

			“Mmmm?” she prompted. Eat a bite, share a crumb.

			“Gorman is gone, too,” Jackson said. “Right out of his locked room.”

			“Somehow, ‘I told you so’ just doesn’t cut it,” Renee said, charmed by the little snake curving through her fingers and beating his wings in annoyance, demanding she give him more.

			Jackson took an enormous bite of omelet-draped toast. “I’d say Noel was behind it,” he said around his chewing. “But it was probably my own people. Damn it, Renee, sometimes I hate this job.” He teased a second napkin out from under her plate. “I’m glad you stopped Mikail from killing Dr. Tayler.” He dabbed at his mouth and crumpled the napkin in his fist when he was done. “But unless we can find her, we will never learn what really happened in those cages.”

			“Maybe that’s for the best,” she said, gaze on Digit as the satiated snake curled into a little ball in her shirt pocket and began to drowse.

			Jackson’s gaze sharpened on her. “That’s exactly what Noel said when I told her this morning.”

			Her chewing slowed. “Really? I wouldn’t have expected that mild of a response from her. Was that before or after you gave her the doctored USB?”

			“Mmmm. What an interesting assumption,” he said as he leaned forward and took the envelope up from beside her plate. “I didn’t find anything to doctor,” he said as he extended it. “They got a clean copy. Maybe you imagined your ability to use their body tech.”

			Vaughn…her memory mused, and then it was gone in a flash of a headache. Renee set her fork down and wiped her fingers clean. “Last time I accepted an envelope from you, I was drafted.”

			Jackson shrugged, and she took it. Her name was on it, in both English and Nextdoor. “What is it?” she asked as she broke the seal.

			Elbows on his knees again, Jackson hunched over and stared at the shaft of light coming in under the door. “Seems that in response to the many misunderstandings, the Neighbors are inviting a small group of people to live Nextdoor. Not at an embassy, but sort of a student exchange.”

			Renee’s pulse quickened. “It’s not from you?” she said as she felt the odd, almost slippery paper. Dear Dr. Caisson…. Appreciate your dedication to furthering understanding between our two societies…. Integrated pilot program…. Focus on identifying and isolating Earth species into a Nextdoor biosphere with intent to rebalance their ecosystem.

			“My God. This is what I went to school for,” she said.

			“Yeah, I know.” He seemed depressed. “What’s not on there is that you will be there for five years, no trips home.” Jackson’s eyes met hers. “This showed up an hour after I delivered the USB showing Mikail’s attack on you. There was one for Will, too. They want to know our weaknesses, Renee. Our strengths. With a full immersion, it might be hard to hide your potential ability to use their body tech. Acclimating to their environment alone could leave your lungs damaged. And then there’s the question of language. We can’t duplicate it. Renee…”

			Her pulse quickened and she stood. She loved her desert, but the chance to see an entirely new world? “I’m doing this,” she said breathlessly, the little snake lifting a sleepy head over the rim of her pocket. August would be a part of it, wouldn’t he? This was what he’d gone to school for, too.

			“Don’t you think you should mull it around a little?” Jackson said, a worried smile on him as he sat there looking dejected. “You’re probably a celebrity for having helped find Mikail, but it’s five years. There’s no direct communication between our world and theirs, and once you’re there…”

			She laughed, taking his hands in hers, pulling him to his feet, and practically dancing him about her cluttered floor. “Don’t analyze this to death. I’m going. I say yes!”
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