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I peeked into the grand hall toward our room on the first floor. It was one of the things I never fought the council on—to be separated from



everyone else. Their Visionary was royalty. Fine. So Caleb and I stayed in the same room for every reunification. The kids stayed in the room next to us until they were old enough to start staying upstairs with everyone else by themselves. They got paired up with cousins of the same sex. They loved it. It was like sleepovers. Ava was only six now, so it was her first year to sleep upstairs without us. Today was our next to last day. We were going home tomorrow. We had been pretty busy all day. I'd barely seen Caleb. Correction, I had seen Caleb for all of ten minutes. Even after all this time, my body still ached for him. We still went into withdrawals



for each other. I looked at the door longingly, not sure if he was in there or not, but wanting to see him so badly. "Mamma?" I looked down at the little boy tugging on my dress. "Rodney? What are you doing down here?" I hoisted him to my hip. "Visionary?" Paulo called from the table. No matter how hard he tried, Paulo was a good man, but a serial flipflopper. He would be totally on board with change one year, then right back to tradition the next season. One little wrench in the cog and he was done. He couldn't understand that when you changed things, you were going to have bumps in the road. It was inevitable.



I smiled in allowance. "Coming, councilor." Our last day luncheon was almost underway and then we'd be on our way home. I walked with Rodney to the table and looked over the proposition. The councilman on the end was asleep, his head leaned back on the chair with his mouth open slightly. He was dreaming about Christmas morning with his grandkids. They opened the train whistles that he handmade, whittled by his hands, and drove the entire house crazy with whistle sounds. But he was so proud. Rodney tugged on the ends of my hair. "Do it, Mommy." He giggled before I'd even had a chance to do



anything, the image of what he wanted playing through his mind. "Do it, please," he begged in a high-pitched whisper. I smiled down at him and leaned in conspiratorially. We looked at the councilman as I flicked my finger up. The man's hair piece lifted from the front of his head just a little. I let it fall and then lifted it again. Rodney giggled so hard into his hands as I continued to dislodge the poor man's toupee a few more times really fast. "Visionary," Paulo said wryly. I cut my eyes to him and smiled crookedly, a silent question there. "Are you…finished? If we sign these papers, we can be on our way, and the luncheon



can begin." "We're almost done," I spouted back regally and went back to show Rodney once more. "Ok. We're done now. Go find Daddy, sport." "Right here. That didn't take long, did it?" I heard from behind me right before warm hands crashed into my hips. His mouth moved to my ear and my lips parted as his calm shot through my veins as he whispered, "I couldn't stand it another second without you." Even in the room with other people, I leaned back into his arms. "Caleb," I said thankfully. "Councilors, are we about done here?" he asked, and anyone could tell



he was beyond peeved at the way this trip had turned out. We'd hardly gotten to see each other at all. They'd been particularly greedy of my time. That's what I was there for, I knew, but this had been one of those trips where the rules had outweighed the fun. They worried far too much about everything and instead of just leaving things up to my visions and the future, they insisted on the old ways of doing things. They were beginning to let their fear sway them again and not believe in the Visionary. So the entire week was spent in meetings and debate instead of revelry and splendor as it should have been. "Now, Caleb," Paulo began, and I heard Caleb's answer before it



came. I winced. "You've kept her cooped up in here, and Gran, too, for that matter, all week. A Visionary on the verge of withdrawals because she's working too hard and long doesn't sound like a Visionary that's able to perform at the best of her abilities." One of them sputtered, "She's doing just fine. Perfectly adequate." Caleb chuckled. "I have no doubt that she's adequate, councilor, but think of how great she could be if you'd let her be fully energized instead of keeping her constantly on a short leash. All of you." He took my hand and stood next to me, his shoulder brushing mine.



"I get it. You want to look brave, set an example and be leaders for our people. You think that anything but diplomacy and matters of business and politics makes you look weak. But the very foundation of our people was built on the bond between two people. I think embracing that would benefit our people way greater than trying to fight it for some show of wills." Paulo turned his ring on his finger. He missed his wife and constantly thought about her. They talked in his mind all the time. He had to know I heard them, but didn't care or knew that I was a sap to my core and wouldn't mind it. He wasn't brave though. No matter what he wanted for himself, he



always went with the flow. Always. And the flow of the council usually went with whatever seemed the hardest. Without waiting for whatever they were going to say, Caleb put his arm around my waist and started to pull me from the room. "No offense, gentleman, but you've kept her from me long enough. Go spend the last day with your families before everyone goes home." Gran came and took Rodney’s hand quickly. "I've got him." She grinned haughtily. "And I've got Ava, too. Go on, pretty girl." "Thanks, Gran," Caleb told her, throwing a grateful smile over his



shoulder for her. We picked up the pace as we heard the minds of the council begin to stop being so flabbergasted and start to think of something to say to stop us. We sprinted through the hall like teenagers and I found myself giggling, especially when we reached the stairwell to find Kyle and Lynne were there, too. Kyle smirked at my surprised face. "Oh, come on. Do you really think the Champion would be able to pull off a ruse like that without some help?" I ignored him with a smile and looked up at my significant. "Where are we going?"



"Does it even matter?" he said lovingly and leaned down to kiss my forehead, resting his lips there. "Just don't ever stop touching me," he whispered. "It really is stupid," Kyle muttered and looked at the air around us. The blue ribbons no longer just danced around us, they crackled. The power between us had gotten stronger over the years. Between me as the Visionary and him as the Champion, and the fact that they insisted on working us to the bone when we were here, when we finally did get together, it was like fireworks. If you got sympathy from Kyle, you knew it was bad. "They're just torturing themselves. I don't get it."



"Paulo thinks of nothing but his wife the whole time," I mused. "His mind isn't on what we're talking about. He's the worst one of all, yet he seems to be the worst flip-flopper." I leaned back. "I've searched their minds for some reason behind it. It seems almost like there was something else going on, but… I can't see anything." "But if it was in regards to you, you wouldn't see it, right? Your visions?" Lynne asked. She had kept the blond hair, but let it grow to an insane length, almost down to her butt. Kyle was infatuated with it. I was constantly tuning him out. His hands were always playing with it, twirling his fingers around the golden strands. But then there



were other things he did with it, too, and I didn't want to be privy to that. "No," I shook my head, "but whatever. Let's go. No more talk of councils. You snuck me away," I reached up and bit into Caleb's bottom lip, "so let's not waste time." He groaned in his mind where no one would hear him but me. Why the hell did I invite Kyle? I'd much rather have you alone right now. There will be plenty of time for that, gorgeous. I smiled as I threw one of the lines he used to always say to me back at him. He rolled his eyes playfully and growled a laugh.



"You're impossible, Visionary." He turned me and put his hands on my hips, guiding me to walk in front of him as we made our way up the stairs. He was enjoying the view. He always let me go first. I smiled and took the ends of my hair in my fingers—my hair that had grown back long ago and was way past my shoulders now. I had to say that Caleb loved my long hair, too. Once we reached the roof of the palace, I realized that it had been two reunifications since I'd been up there, this would have been my third. The last two, I hadn't had time, been too busy, too much drama. Gah…it was so beautiful.



A warm hand tugged on mine and I looked at his insistent face with an irked raised brow. He grinned, a little sheepish. "I know you're enjoying the view, baby, but we're losing daylight." We walked over the rooftops and over to the greenhouse. Or where it used to be, rather, where Donald's "statue" had once stood. The council let the family take his body home. They said it was disrespectful to leave him up there, even if he had tried to plot and ruin our people and legacies, even if he had tried to kill Caleb and me. I shook my head as I looked at that spot and remembered it all as if it were yesterday. Caleb reached over the edge



and grabbed the rope. We took the brand new lift down toward the bottom and now, I could enjoy my view. Kyle knew we needed this ride right now and took the rope without even being asked, being the one to lower us to the bottom. Caleb's head rested on my shoulder as his arms gathered me as close as I could get, smashed into his chest in a warm cocoon. He would look out at the buildings that looked so amazing as the sun sat atop the city in the noon haze, but mostly he was completely and utterly consumed with me. His soft lips rubbed the skin of my neck, making his rough chin rub it in turn, the contrast heating me all over. Pretty soon, I could no longer



take it. I leaned my head back and to the side to accept his lips on mine just as we banged to the bottom. He sighed, his tongue licking his lip, and licking mine in the process. "Daggumit," he growled. "Everything is always keeping you from me." I smiled crookedly and turned to walk backward from the lift, taking his hand. "Come on, Jacobson." Lynne and Kyle walked in front of us, holding hands and talking in their minds about their son's birthday party. He wanted a miniature pony to go along with the horse that Kyle bought for Lynne. They had a house outside of town - a ranch really. In the summer, we took some of the kids from our tutoring



program out there and they did some riding lessons and camping trips. It was so much fun to watch the kids' faces light up. Some of them had never seen a horse up close before. "Where are we going?" I asked distractedly as I stared up at the sun coming over the treetops. Thirty-six percent of ninety is thirty-two point four. I laughed. "Oh, my gosh, Jacobson. What have you done?" He smirked his signature smirk and leaned in close. "Stop poking around and just enjoy the ride." He kissed my temple, and with linked our fingers he put his arm around



my shoulder to pull me close. We passed a fountain on the square as we crossed the street. It was beautiful, and I found myself staring at it as Caleb tugged me along the cobblestone road. And then a scream blared through my mind. I knew it wasn't real. I knew it. But I still found myself gasping and seizing Caleb's shirt in my fists. He heard the scream through me and gripped my upper arms as it descended through the air, almost as if it were coming closer. "Maggie!" he pleaded in a hiss and shook me slightly. "A vision?"



But no vision came. I heard a splash to my right and jerked my gaze to follow the sound, but saw nothing but calm water in the fountain across the street. The scream was gone. Caleb's hands pulled my face up and he still looked like that boy that would move mountains and break jaws for me. "Baby?" "It wasn't a vision, or at least I don't think so. It's happening again," I finally answered, my eyes on his chin. I let my eyes drift to his. He was worried, yes, but angry that his plan for our day was about to be ruined. It seemed they were ruined a lot lately. There were strange things happening all the time over the past couple of weeks—



interrupting my dreams, strange flashes of visions that weren't really visions at all. I shook my head. "No, it wasn't a vision." He sighed forcefully, his thumb sweeping over my cheekbone and down my neck, his calm slamming into my veins like a shot. "Hell, Maggie," he groaned and it pained me to hear the agony in his voice. "I feel so useless. I don't know what to do for you—" "This is because I'm the Visionary," I insisted. "It has to be, Caleb. There's no other logical reason. It's my burden—" He leaned back enough to see my face, his own face fierce and the



protectiveness all over him. "Your burdens are mine. Don't you ever forget that—Visionary or not." I heard Kyle and Lynne off to the side. They could see something was going on and were giving us space to work it out. It gave Caleb an idea. He whipped his angry gaze back to scowl at Lynne. "Did you do that to the water? Kyle, are y'all playing around?" "No," Kyle answered for her easily. "Why?" "Because you're always playing around," Caleb muttered and looked back at me. "Something's going on. Something bigger than just Visionary duties. All the nightmares you've been



having, all the times your visions have come but nothing came with it, just a sound or a flash, and I couldn’t see it with you. It's not normal. We have to figure out what's going on—take this to the council." I glanced at the fountain and back to him. His worries were practically tied in knots, right there between us, as his palms rubbed warm circles into the skin of my forearms, trying anything and everything to get his calm to seep in. I took a deep breath and held it for a few long seconds. "No. No council. Look," I smiled as best I could, "let's just have the day you planned for us, okay? I promise I'll look into it and



we’ll do some digging before we go home. We will figure this out. There's got to be a reason, there always is, and I'll find it." Ashlyn…the previous Visionary. Maybe she had something to say about this. He chewed on his lip and sighed through his nose. "Baby," he complained in a low voice. "I hate this." "I know." He sucked his lip into his mouth, which let me know he was really thinking about it. He was remembering the first time he saw me at the stoplight. How he knew that I was going to be his that day, and he'd do anything and



everything to make sure that I was safe and sound and happy. "You're not failing at any of it," I assured him and leaned up on my toes. I draped my arms over his shoulders and pressed my nose to his, just like he used to do to me. "Now if you'll feed me, I'll be completely fulfilled." He managed a small chuckle at my joke, but I knew it was just for my benefit. He pulled me up the rest of the way to meet his lips and the gruff display did nothing to reassure me that he was actually fine. I let it slide. Linking our fingers, we joined Kyle and Lynne again who seemed way



too worried for my liking. When Kyle's mind floated his thoughts back and forth, worrying about his Visionary, I knew he'd crossed sides and was now a traitor —no longer my friend who worked beside me and called me Maggie, but had reverted back to a Virtuoso member who was in reverent awe of his Visionary. And right now—worried sick. “I'm fine,” I assured them all. “Don't make me pull rank on y'all. We're going to have a great day with no kids and no council and no gnats, right? Come on.” Caleb sighed and looked over at them. His grip tightened on my fingers, but they didn’t say anything. He gave me



a smile. One of those dimple smiles that I loved so much. I guess they figured they’d rather stay silent than lie. I knew they worried about the Visionary. I knew I was more than just a person. I was a symbol. The Visionary was important. That was the real reason they were freaked. Who knew when the next one would come again, and I hadn’t gotten half of the things done I wanted— “Don’t.” I looked over to see Caleb’s smile long gone. “What?” “How could you say that?” he asked, the hurt in his eyes was so evident, it stung my own to feel it through him. “After everything, after all



these years and everything we’ve been through, you still think I look at you as the Visionary first?”



My breath eased out slowly. I had hurt him. “Don’t you know?” Lynne asked and flicked her nosy eyes between us. “You’re in each other’s minds all day and night.” “We leave a few stones unturned,” Caleb answered gruffly. “We like to leave some mystery. We like to talk about things instead of just always



knowing everything.” She glared at Kyle—just a small flick of her eyes. “This big dork won’t stay out of my head.” Kyle ignored her and squinted at Caleb, shaking his head a little. “You don’t see her as the Visionary first? Really?” “She’s my significant first,” Caleb said harder. I was a little surprised by it. No, I hadn’t really thought much about it. I had always assumed the two things were neck and neck but Visionary was probably winning. He had just stolen me from a meeting though, hadn’t he? “But you weren’t that way in



California,” Kyle reminded him. “When we found out who she was in the beginning, you were just as obsessed about it as I—” “And I paid for acting like an ass, if you remember,” Caleb told him. He sighed as his blue eyes found mine and he remembered how he watched me leave in the Jeep that night, feeling my heart beating so loud in his chest, and not knowing what was going to happen next. Knowing he’d screwed up, but not knowing what to do to fix it. I shook my head and opened my mouth to tell him no, that I was sorry, but Kyle beat me to it. “She’ll always be the



Visionary, no matter what you want. Or what she wants.” He crossed his arms and scowled at us both. “Maybe that’s what’s going on right now. That you both are taking the Visionary thing too lightly and it’s pissed off, trying to send you a message—” Caleb moved before I could stop him. He got right in Kyle’s face, nose to nose, and growled, “You don’t live it and breathe it every day. You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Kyle scoffed, but had the good sense to back down enough to show he wasn’t about to go head to head with the Champion of his clan. “I’m not trying to fight with you. I’m just stating fact…” Caleb moved forward and Kyle changed



his wording, “I’m just talking ideas. There’s a reason this is happening to Maggie.” I gripped Caleb’s arm—not to hold him back, but to just hold him. “Don’t ever say that Maggie hasn’t done enough or given enough or not taken being the Visionary seriously. She was yanked into this life by me and has done nothing but accept and love us, all of us. So shut your face with talk that she’s not absolutely amazing at what she’s been given and had to deal and work with. Even the ones of us that grew up in it wouldn’t do so well.” Kyle sighed and raised his hands. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.” He glanced at me and back at



Caleb. “Both of you work hard. I just mean that maybe you’re spreading yourselves thin. Or…maybe focusing on the wrong things. Maybe you’re not on the right path and this is a little course correction from the universe. It’s obvious that Maggie’s not doing something right or this wouldn’t be happening, right?” Caleb’s hands snapped forward and gripped Kyle’s collar tightly. “Caleb!” Lynne screeched from Kyle’s back. “Champion or not,” Caleb growled, “I will bust you in your mouth if you don’t stop talking about my wife that way.”



“See!” Kyle said and pointed above Caleb’s hands. “You said ‘my wife’, not ‘her’, not ‘Maggie’, not ‘the Visionary’. You’re looking at this all wrong, bro.” He shook his head and pushed Caleb’s hands off. “If it were me —” “If it were you, you’d be even worse than I am,” Caleb said, the fight completely gone out of him. He sagged, his head leaning down to rest his chin to his chest. I still had his arm in my grip, just watching the display. “Maybe,” Kyle conceded. You would. You know you would. I ignored Lynne’s internal scold



to Kyle and put my hand on Caleb’s scruffy chin to pull his face over to me. I pushed everything away but him and me. I moved and pressed right up against him, his chest and thigh to mine, letting my nose and cheek rest against his—our own little secret place, he called it. With our eyes closed, I tried to think of a way to apologize to the man I loved more than life. He was right. He had thought of me as a woman first, as his wife, as Maggie, first. That’s what I’d always wanted and took it for granted, thinking it had always been the opposite. Our lives were busy, absolutely, between Champion and Visionary business, the family, the kids and the centers, but we made it work.



And it worked perfectly, it seemed. It felt like our balance was pretty spot-on. Except for the week of the reunification. We barely saw each other while everyone else was busy having fun with their games and family and friend time. I barely got to catch up with anyone, and my significant and I were on the border of withdrawals the entire time. I’d studied the photos that Rodney had taken of the previous Visionary, Ashlyn’s, scribed wall over the years. I did everything I was supposed to do, in my gut. I followed my gift, my ability, which was given to me to help change this race of people. I knew it wasn’t going to be instant, but



had to be done. I saw that in my vision. I knew it was going to be hard sometimes. I didn’t know how else I could follow my path. I was doing everything I could. And Caleb. My sweet Caleb. He was always carrying the torch for me. Even now, ready to bust up Kyle for bad mouthing me when I didn’t even have faith enough to know what was in my own husband’s head. His hands came up, finally caving, as he cupped my face. He shook his head. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been in that beautiful head of yours? Too long.



I mean it. Any idea how long since we’ve been able to really talk like this without a room full of council members taking your attention? Or exhaustion claiming us at the end of the night? Or kids asking us to put them in bed? Or since I’ve gotten to be in your mind at all for anything? Four days. Four days, Maggie. That’s an eternity for our kind. Do you know how long it’s been since we’ve mutualized? Six days. I’ve been counting. That’s not okay. It’s not your fault at all. I’m just saying, how can we be expected to be in sync and be the couple we’re supposed to be if the basic tools we were given aren’t even being allowed to us? If you’re taken



from me the second you get here, then how are you supposed to know what’s going on with me? And I you? They’ve made us weak like this—all of the council couples. I should have made the effort. I should have paid attention. I rubbed his nose a little with mine so he’d know that this point was more important than the rest. I should have known better. I should have known what was in your head without even having to look. I just…the Visionary is always so front and center for everyone, especially here. I just let my assumptions lump you into that, too. I’m really sorry, baby. His hands moved, caressing



down my arms and back, all the way down to wrap against my lower back. He sighed into my neck as he lifted me, pressing me against him. Gah, sweetheart. Do you have any idea how much I’ve missed you? My imprint has been going absolutely insane needing to be with you and to just… Say it. Consume every inch and piece of you. I gripped him tighter. Mine, too. I’m sorry. Before he could say anything, I slammed past his barriers, one after another. He groaned against my mouth, a small noise only for me, and held me



tighter as I refused to let anything keep him from me a second longer. His protective barrier was there, ever ready, ever present and beautiful in his love for me. Our memories had changed over the years. We had kids and our lives were vastly different, but so much the same. Now in his loop of visions I saw, my aching and laboring over our daughter’s birth was there…the look on my face as I held her in my arms for the first time and then looked at him with such thanks for giving me such a gift…him watching me over the years as I did all I could for our people. The council may not like me very much, but even I had to admit that our people were a different story. As



soon as the imprints started coming back, they realized that things were turning around and there was a shift in the balance. Even though I had fought it back then, I had been that balance. They were grateful and the more I embraced it, the closer I got to the people. I didn’t get to spend much time with them at reunifications, but I talked to them a lot from home during the year. The first year alone we had sixteen couples imprint of all ages. People like Haddock, who were older and thought they’d never imprint, were now doing so, finally getting the life they’d always been promised. But it wasn’t everyone. It wasn’t all the older people who hadn’t imprinted when they



were younger, and people questioned why. I knew it had to do with our intentions, our actions, our progress as a race. I explained that. I explained that our life, our gifts and abilities, were just that—gifts. Those could be taken at any moment just like before, and we needed to remember that what we are is a privilege and honor, not a right. Past all that, past the linings of his mind was our life and the sweet things of inconsequence that piled up, but still made me ache with its sweetness. His kids from the centers he loved so much were in there, his family, his guitar—still his favorite instrument, and he played all the time—but at the core of him, right at the heated center,



there was nothing there but me. Us. I could feel Caleb’s arms binding around me tighter still as he picked me up before cold bricks met my back. In his mind, I saw he’d moved us out of the middle of the street and into a small alley between the bakery and the deli. Kyle and Lynne were long gone somewhere. Don’t think about them, or where we are, or what’s going to happen. Just me. Only me. I obeyed him as if his voice was pushing the buttons that controlled my very being. He caged me in, one arm around my neck and one around my



lower back. When his mind eased back inside mine, he was walking the ledge of control. And so was I. It had been a very long time since I’d lost control and not been able to rein in my ability, but when I saw a blue ribbon crackle behind my eyelid, I gasped into his mouth. Hold on, baby. Just hold on. You need this just as much as I do. More. I gripped his brown curls and pulled his mouth down to mine. I’m so close to losing it. It’s their fault, he growled even as he devoured my tongue with his. He dove deep and used his hips to pin me to the bricks. They’ve got to stop treating you like an object and



remember that you’re just like them. No more, I begged. No more talk of them. Just kiss me until I can’t think of anything at all. He caved and not another word was spoken. His love and respect for my wishes was given in his answer to my request. He always did anything and everything to give me what I wanted. If there was a problem that he couldn’t solve, it wasn’t just his own upset, it was a physical need to see it through that hurt him. That’s why all this stuff with the council didn’t make anything easy. And it didn’t make much sense either. Why were they so hell bent on making things so hard?



But as Caleb picked me up in his arms, my knees on the side of his hips, and carried me a little bit farther into the alley, I was done worrying about it. As the building touched my back this time, I saw he’d moved us behind a little outdoor café that wasn’t open yet. Must have been only open at night…and it was getting darker. The fire that sparked between us hadn’t dwindled over the years. If anything, it had gotten more intense— more focused, I should say. Centered. Our imprints knew what they wanted and they went for it. No more bumbling around in our insecurity and immaturity. Those days were long gone.



I held my muscles tight, keeping them coiled and sprung for the ready. This was how I kept myself in check, keeping the energy ribbons from popping out everywhere in the air and scaring everyone within a quarter-mile radius. He pulled my tightly wound leg up, hooking his palm under my thigh, and used his free hand to smooth down my neck to my chest and back up, rubbing his skin into mine. As he tormented me with his big hands, he plundered in my mind, and I gripped my arms around his neck as I felt the first spark zing into my veins. I gasped and opened my mouth to moan or groan or…something, but he swallowed it down and pushed his mind harder, making me his again.



Always mine, his insistent growl reminded me. As it built, I clung harder and tried to keep myself in check. I hated it. I wanted to cut loose and be myself. At home, we had no worries, but right now, this was about more than just a good time; this was about necessity, a need ingrained in our veins and blood that ached, but still keeping people from seeing my ability at the same time. I leaned my chin down and squeezed my eyes shut, but he took my chin between his fingers and pulled it back up. He covered my mouth with his, and though he didn’t say anything, he didn’t have to—he pressed against me, head to toe, and commanded my body to



surrender. It was amazing how it worked like that. I shook against his hold, but kept kissing him as our sighs collided between our breaths. The bursts I saw behind my eyelids weren’t energy ribbons this time but the mutualizing coming to an end. I gripped his hair tightly in my fingers and found him doing the same thing to the ends of my hair right under my ear—a handful in his fist absentmindedly. The hot and cold zings consumed me, littering my veins until it was all too much. I didn’t know how many times we’d mutualized over the years, a million it could’ve been, but it didn’t matter—the first time, the last time, they all were the same and different in their own way, but equally



amazing. He wasn’t able to keep the reins as tight on himself like I was and the groan that moved from his lips to my sensitized skin caused goose bumps to run over me. I covered his lips with my fingers and silently begged him to stop before I blew the place up as he moved his hand in his mind to caress my leg, ankle to hip bone. He chuckled, loving his torture of me as the oblivious passerby’s moved in the light just feet away from us. He pulled my wrist up, his panting breaths beating against my skin as he kissed my tattoo with his name lovingly written there. He started to ease away from me, but I gripped his shirt front in my fist.



“Not yet. Stay.” “Not going anywhere,” he assured as he lifted me and took us to sit in one of the outside deli chairs. He sat and held me on his lap, but I didn’t snuggle in and cuddle. I stared at him. His face, holding a few years more on it, was still hard and gorgeous, his chin strong and his dimples even more defined with his stubble in full force. He was even more handsome with his young, boyish looks on the way out, making room for a very grown-up, powerful looking Champion of our clan. Handsome and loving husband to me, and still being the playful father to my children.



It felt like an eternity had passed sometimes since our wedding, but it had only been ten years in actuality. Still, ten years was a lot to wrap your head around. All those years of letting him love me and trying my best to love him back even more, in return. I palmed his cheek and rubbed my thumb over his dimple when they made an appearance with his grin. His hands on my sides flexed and caressed up and down my torso as he watched me watch him. “It’s amazing to me that you’re still surprised by it,” he mused, one of his hands drifting to my neck—to my Visionary mark. He brushed his thumb across it several times before leaning in



and kissing it, staying close to me to speak, answering my silent question. “That I love you and this is really our life.” I leaned to the side, gripping his head and sighing into his hair. “It’s a good life. It’s not uncommon to be grateful to the point of disbelief.” A flash of the visions I had played in the back of my mind and I couldn’t help but let it seep into our perfect moment. He wrapped an arm around my lower back and pulled me to him, pressing his face against mine. “I will fix this for you, baby. I will make all the bad things go away. I promise you.” I nodded slightly, but he shook his head. “Believe me when I say that



whoever is behind this will regret the day they made you suffer.” I leaned back just enough to see his eyes—his honest blue eyes that never lied to me. “You think someone did this on purpose? Not something supernatural?” He sighed. “This isn’t your ability, sweetheart. If it was, then I would see the visions, too. I’d have them with you like I always do. This is something else. It just doesn’t feel right. It feels…” he rubbed my upper arms to soothe me as he said the words, “evil.” “The Watsons,” my mouth spouted immediately, almost as if the words weren’t my own. The Watsons



were always the first people who came to mind when I thought of anything that came against us that had evil intentions. “I can’t prove it, obviously, and I have no real reason to think that. They’d be stupid to show up now after all this time, with no powers and no way to defend themselves. But I feel like they have something to do with it for some reason, like they’ve been waiting in the shadows for the right time to strike.” He was right. His words rang true in my ears and my veins, but I still felt like I needed to rebel. “Please, no,” I begged in a whisper. “Anything but that.”



“Right now,” he said, taking my face in his hands, “I’m taking you for a quiet lunch and we’re not going to think about that.” He kissed the corner of my mouth and helped me stand. I stalled and rubbed my palms over the tattoos on his forearms. They were new, one on each arm for each of our kiddos. Rodney’s name was on a cog wheel on Caleb’s left arm, and Ava’s was across a piece of filigree fence with



a vine crawling over it. The man carried his whole life on his skin. Taking my hand, he towed me into the street and ducked into the deli. I knew he could hear Kyle’s thoughts as he borrowed my ability. He and Lynne were in the deli already and were waiting for us. They knew we’d come when we were…finished. They knew we’d hear their thoughts and know where they were. Kyle was sorry for being an ass, but still believed that Caleb was wrong for looking at me as the Visionary second. He was a true Ace in his thinking. They all thought that way. He would never understand. “Maggie is my business,” Caleb told him as he pulled my chair out for



me, “so let’s stop talking about it since we’re not going to agree. We don’t have to agree; that’s the beauty of it. She doesn’t belong to you.” Kyle rolled his eyes, but lifted his hand as Caleb sat down across from him. “All right, all right. I give, Champion.” “You know I hate it when you call me that,” Caleb grumbled and told the waiter he’d have water. “I know,” Kyle rebutted and looked over at me. “Any idea what’s going on?” “No Visionary talk,” Caleb ordered. “Maggie has been through enough this week.” His hand inched over



to mine on the table, his thumb rubbing my knuckles. “We’ll figure it out, we always do, but right now we’re going to enjoy this last day in London before we go home.” “I think there’s probably more important things.” Caleb kept going. “And let Maggie have a few minutes of calm before we go back, because when we do, we’ve got to figure out who on the council is trying to sabotage us. Because someone is working with the Watsons. We’re almost sure of it.” Kyle looked at me and scoffed. “You agree with this bologna?” I nodded. “Every word.”



He gulped. “Whatever you say, boss. I’m right behind you, always.” I told Caleb to order for me. It was our thing. He always ordered for me when we went somewhere new. He knew me inside out and knew what I liked, but today, my mind could barely focus on the glass of water in front of me, let alone what kind of food I wanted. My mind churned with possibilities of who could be behind things and what purpose it could serve. Stop it, he ordered softly. Don’t make me pull rank. I outrank you, Jacobson. Technically . He grinned, his dimples winking. I’m still your



Champion, however, and I order you to stop worrying until we have to. Whatever this is…we’ll deal with it, together. Okay. I nodded and sighed, cracking my neck side to side. I’ll try to have fun. That’s my girl. The waitress interrupted our flirting with our food of real shepherd’s pie, and Kyle and Lynne’s kippers. After we ate ourselves full, we walked down Market Street to the shops and marketplace. The tingling started in the back of my mind softly, like a reminder, but Caleb seemed oblivious to it, so I tried



not to think about it at all. I was going to give Caleb the perfect day he wanted if I got nothing else done on this trip. After a few hours, we finally made our way back toward the lift and I was sporting a new charm for my bracelet—an infinity charm Caleb found. We got Ava and Rodney some things, too, my husband’s arms loaded down, making him very cute. We passed the fountain across the street, the one that I had heard the splash from and seen the vision. I walked cautiously over, half expecting it to be filled with something other than water, but it was crystal clear. The fountain was beautiful, old



in its design and architecture. The woman who sat on top covering herself with a stone blanket smirked at us from her perch. I wondered who she was modeled from, who she was supposed to be. I let the tips of my fingers float across the water, and the vision hit me like no other vision had ever come. I was falling. It was me, actually me. I wasn’t watching them fall. The scream screeched from her lungs— my lungs. I watched the ground come closer and closer, knowing the end was coming, my time was almost over. The fountain was below me like a mirror, portraying an eerie copy of myself and my death. Right as I braced myself for



impact, I was on the roof. I was someone else. I was taller, broader. I couldn’t move, but was moving. People moved and talked around me. I was conscience, aware, but not able to interact. They stood me upright when we got to the lift and I saw one of the Watson clan members. I gasped inside my head, but nothing came out of my mouth. We moved too fast, too swift and with purpose for it to be anything but a plan. I felt a grimy substance all over my thoughts, just like the times I had been in Marcus’ and Sikes’ heads. What was going on? I reached my mind out, feeling for anything that would bring me some sense of understanding. My own powers no longer worked. I was useless.



No. I shook that thought away and focused. This was happening for a reason. This was meant for me to see. When we reached the bottom, we passed the fountain. That fountain… The scream sounded again, but this time, they all heard it. They covered their ears, letting me tumble to the ground. I fell with an awkward thud, like I was stone, molded and unyielding. “It happens sometimes when we come past here,” one of them remarked. “Marla’s last mark on this world replayed over and over in the fountain’s water.” “How come the humans can’t hear it?” “We didn’t save her. It’s meant



to torture us. Only her family can hear it.” That one statement was a dagger to my very soul. Only her family can hear it… I could hear it. My mother’s betrayal was coming back to haunt me yet again. We were moving. They shoved me in the back of a truck, and in the blink of an eye we were in a house. It was a beautiful place. Clean, bright. They stood me upright in a corner with a room full of people looking at me as if I were the key to all their problems. “Well, how do we get him out



of there?” a woman said. A man stepped forward. I recognized him from the reunification. His name was Chase. Chase Watson. “We don’t. He’s the only one who could do this; he’s the only one who can get himself out. He’s stuck like this. He’ll make a nice conversation piece right here in the corner for all of eternity.” He turned to look at his family. “While we figure out how to avenge him and all our other family in these pathetic human bodies, given to us by the one who was supposed to bring our people more power, not take it away.” Oh, my… I was in Donald’s body.



As soon as the thought entered my mind, I was yanked from him and was running in someone else. My feet moved without thought and my eyes wandered around the woods as if looking for someone. I was so tired, I didn’t know if I could keep going. I reached the edge of the trees and saw a building. I sprinted for it. My body ached. When I looked down, I saw my belly was bulging and pregnant. I was very close to giving birth. I gasped and cried out, my mind aching, unable to release my own voice and thoughts. I heard voices behind me and took off again…but didn’t get far. They gave chase and soon caught up to me. My mouth spouted words that weren’t my



own. I listened to them as the men surrounded me and was horrified— beyond horrified—at what I heard. “Please don’t take me back there. Please. I’ll do anything you want. Anything. You can have your way with me.” My knees hit the dirt as I begged. “I’ll do anything! Please, just let the baby and me go! Please!” “You know that’s not going to happen.” The one speaking looked down at me without pity or emotion, like I was a job. Like I was something he was supposed to do and nothing else. “You know you’re going to have to come back. Just come back the easy way, Gabrielle. You know we don’t want to hurt you.”



“But you do,” I whispered. “You do. And you let him hurt me.” “We want to help you. He wants to make you powerful and help you so that husband of yours can never hurt you again.” I felt my mouth sneer. “He just beat me. Even he never poisoned and tortured me the way you and your family do. You’re doing the things you do for you, not me. Don’t make it sound like you’re helping anyone but yourselves.” He didn’t smile. I recognized several of them from the reunification from the Watson family, and I could tell from the clothes they were wearing that this was recent. He pointed his hand



toward the truck we all could hear coming in the distance. “Get in the truck, Gabrielle. No one wants to deliver a baby in the woods. He’s coming, isn’t he?” A sob escaped my chest and I rose to go with them. I fought inside myself. Me— myself—I wanted to fight. I didn’t want them to have this baby. This woman, Gabrielle, she was weak from what they’d put her through. She was just…done. But me, I was ready for a fight. I knew what going with them meant. I knew what Sikes and his family had done to people in the past and apparently his family was carrying the torch in his stead. Well, I wasn’t about to let that



happen. I had to do something. There had to be a reason I was seeing this. I focused, I made myself look around and see everything, but Gabrielle climbed into the front seat of the truck, followed by the guy who kept giving orders, and slouched, leaning her head back, giving up. They drove her all the way back to the Watson compound and he took her arm, albeit gently, as he pulled her from the truck and took her back toward the house. “You’re going to change things for us, Gabrielle—you and this baby. Doesn’t that make you happy? You’re finally a part of a family.” “I know you’re going to just get rid of me after he’s born,” Gabrielle whispered.



He didn’t say anything back to her, which was answer enough. Right as I would have breached the threshold of the door, I was slammed back into my own body so forcefully that it felt as if I fell from the sky and had to be caught. Caleb’s arms squeezed me to his chest and his breaths beat against my ear…like he had been breathing hard for a long time. We were both shaking, but Caleb’s rage and worry was almost out of control. He was borrowing my ability and he was about to lose control and let loose the energy ribbons. I leaned back, the significant in me forgetting the vision for a second and



worry for my Caleb taking over. I was on his lap as he sat on the fountain edge. We were both soaking wet. Nothing made sense, but neither of us said a word as he took my face in his hands and brought my mouth down to his. For once in a really long time, I didn’t have to push anything out of my mind. I knew Kyle and Lynne were behind us and probably freaking, but my body was completely, solely, focused on my significant. It had been a long time since I had been able to do that. I was always so consumed with my Visionary duties since it’s this huge part of me. But this was freeing. Even though the vision I just had was so potent, all it did was



remind me why this part of my life was that much more important than anything else. His calm crashed into my veins the same time as his upset did, begging for me to take it away and tell him that I was okay. I pulled his shirt up and pressed my palms flat to his stomach to give him as much of me as I could. His breath faltered against my lips a little and I knew I had made a dent in his thinly controlled concern. His thumbs swept over my cheeks, over and over, reassuring himself that I was still there every time he made a pass. He didn’t wait for me to explain. He sensed it had been traumatic for me anyway, so he just went straight



into my mind to find out what happened for himself. He pulled away from my lips and laid his forehead to mine, watching the scenes play out. I hated to watch them all over again, but it was better than trying to explain it. I kept myself in check so there were no energy ribbons. When he finished, he leaned back and finally opened his eyes. He was wrecked. His shaggy, wet hair was flat, wrapping around his ears even when wet. “You were gone for almost half an hour,” he rasped. “I couldn’t reach you no matter what I did. Your eyes were closed. It was like you were asleep. I couldn’t see what you were seeing, your vision. You never said a



word, never moved, barely breathed.” “Why am I wet?” “You touched the water—the fountain took you under.” I squinted in confusion. “It sucked you in. I jumped in after you.” I sighed. “The Watsons… they’re not finished with us.” “What the hell does all this mean?” he growled and smoothed my hair when I closed my eyes. “Why are you being shown visions about the Watsons? Why them, when they’re human and can’t hurt us, for one, and for two, why can’t I see them?” “You saw why. I’m their family.”



“I’m your significant and we share an ability. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t be able to see the visions with you.” “Let’s just go back to the palace and get on our way back to the states. It’s obvious that we’re supposed to go to the Watson’s compound and do something about this.” “If it even belongs to them anymore.” He shrugged. “It was in foreclosure and the last I heard, some wine maker had his eye on it.” “We have to try. I get visions for a reason.” He nodded, leaning forward and kissing my forehead, lingering there



to fill me with his touch. “I know, baby.” We made a swift walk to the palace, a silent Lynne and Kyle following behind. When we got there, I informed the council of the strange visions and said I needed to handle them. I kept my mind wide open, listening and digging for anything and everything in their minds. I could hear them. Which meant none of the council members had taken the poultice that Marla and the rest of the Watsons had taken with my blood in it to keep me from hearing their thoughts. So, we didn’t know if someone on the council was just really good at hiding it or if we were back to square one with them. Maybe they weren’t involved at all and



were just really bad at being rulers of our people. Either way, we were going to the Visionary’s library to do some research, and then my family was leaving. To say they were happy about any of it was a flat-out lie. They said wasting any time on the Watsons was just that, a waste, and my time was better spent elsewhere. When I informed them of the experiments they were performing on humans to give them powers, in turn to try to give themselves powers again, they said humans weren’t our concern. For someone who used to be a human and was tortured by that same family, I was insulted greatly by their



lack of compassion. I mean, they had not even an ounce of it. But to not give any concern to the fact that the Watson family was playing a game of trying to get their powers back and the council didn’t care? Something had to give. Caleb followed with silent, stoic steps as we ascended the Visionary’s steps to her library. Ashlyn was kept the princess in the tower and the captive, all in one, in this library. I wrapped my arms around myself as I let my eyes search her scrawling on the walls. When I looked back at Caleb, he was watching me carefully. “You okay, baby?” I nodded. “This could have been me…so easily.”



He gulped painfully. “I would have never let them do this to you.” “I know that. But there was no one there to save her. And now, there’s no one there to save those people from the Watsons. No one but us. That has to be a reason I got the vision. Maybe…maybe they’re going to expose us to a ton of humans or something.” I ran my finger along the words on the bricks. “I don’t know the whys; I just know that we have to do this.”



He engulfed me from behind, his arms around me, his face next to mine on my shoulder. “I’m always with you, whatever you choose to do.” He leaned in. “You’re the boss, remember?” he said into my ear. I started to relax, lean into him, when he stiffened. “What in holy hell is that?” he whispered and let me go gently to move forward, his eyes glued to something on the wall. I saw in his mind the word “Ava” was what he was fixated on. But how was that possible? “Caleb?” I asked, my voice quivered in the air between us. He looked back at me and held out



his hand. “Come here.” I took it and he pulled me in front of him. “Baby… look.” There, in the midst of all that gibberish was an infinity symbol made of names. Maggie, Caleb, Kyle, Lynne, Bish, Jen, Haddock, Heather. And then in the middle of all those names was Ava's, her name practically touching another name I’d never heard and didn’t know anyone by that name—Seth. Who’s Seth?



I looked up at Caleb over my shoulder. I don’t know. But why are our names on this wall, Caleb? Ashlyn didn’t know us. Why is our daughter’s name in the middle of these names like that? He pulled my wrist up, running his thumb over my infinity mark on my tattoo. “I knew it had to mean something.”



“Maggie,” we heard behind us and we both turned to find Ashlyn. I gasped, unable to stop it. “Maggie,” she said again and shook her head in a way that showed her distress. “Oh, Maggie. I’m trying to warn you, but you’re not listening.” “I’m listening,” I promised her. Now that I knew Ava had something to do with this, there wasn’t a Virtuoso member or rule or law that was going to stand in my way of getting to that Watson compound if that was what I was supposed to do. “Please, Ashlyn.” I went and stood right in front of her ethereal form. She still scratched and rubbed at her arms, just like she had in the visions I used to have of her, back



when I first came to stay here as the Visionary before Caleb and I were even married. She looked up at me and then at the wall. She walked to it and pressed her ridged fingers to the middle where Ava's name was and said, "Danger. Danger, Visionary." Caleb was freaking out, but afraid to speak—afraid to scare her away, so he let me do all the talking. "What danger? With my daughter? With Ava?" "You can't see it," she murmured and shook her head harder. She took her nails and slammed them to the wall, digging them deep, and scraped them across the names, Ava's name was



almost completely gone. Caleb pulled me back as I gasped. Ashlyn swung around to look at us once more. "Visionary, you know what you saw, you know what has to be done. There's danger. Go, now!" She disappeared into a wisp of smoke, but the scratch over our daughter's name remained. "Oh, God. Ava, no," Caleb growled behind me as he took my hand and tugged me to follow him. We ran. We didn't stop again until we were standing in the doorway of Gran's room, looking at our son and daughter as they played Scrabble with her on the floor. Caleb scooped Ava up



and kissed her forehead, murmuring that it was all right. But Ava hadn't known anything was wrong in the first place. "Daddy, you're squeezing me," she complained. "I'm sorry, baby girl." He sighed and looked at me over her shoulder, taking my hand and pulling me to him. "Come on, guys. Get your things together. Gran, you, too. Let's get everyone packed up. We're going home." "I thought-" "Gran," he begged in a whisper and she knew right then that something was really wrong. "Please." "All right. Come on, Rodney." "No, please," I said and picked him



up. I hugged him to me and tried my best not to cry. "I just need him with me, okay?" Her mouth fell open. "Oh, my... Lord, what happened today? Somebody better start talking." "We will, Gran," Caleb told her and put his arm around my shoulder, kissing my temple, "but first, I want to get on that plane and get my family away from here. We have important things to do." Two hours later, everyone was on a plane and headed home. As soon as we got to Peter’s house, we sat everyone down, the whole Jacobson clan, for an emergency meeting. Caleb took the cog



wheel from his pocket, placed it on the table to let them know this was official. He told them everything that was going on—the visions, Ashlyn, what we'd seen and heard and suspected about Ava being in danger and somehow, someway, that it was connected to something the Watsons were doing. They were still conducting experiments on humans and we were told, in no exact words, to do something about that. And that the council wasn’t doing anything about any of it. It was customary for the men to do most of the missions and work in the clan, but when it came to war, all bets were off, Caleb had explained to me once. Their family hadn’t had the women



fight in a battle in a very long time. Everyone was needed—all hands on deck. They were on board and out the door toward the Watson compound before Caleb could even work up a good angry sweat from his rally-the-troops speech. Gran and a few others stayed with the children, but the majority were going, with the intention of battle. I changed into some jeans and boots upstairs before we left. Caleb came in and leaned in the doorframe. I couldn't read his mind. He was blocking me, so I assumed he was about to ask me to stay home or stay in the car even. I opened my mouth to argue, but he crossed his arms and sighed before saying firmly, "Stay with me, right by my side. You got



me?" I smiled. "You're not forbidding me to go?" "Would it work?" "No," I answered sadly. He pushed away from the doorframe and came to me, kneeling down and putting my foot on his thigh to finish tying my boot. "Remember the vision you had of us fighting side by side together?" I nodded. He gulped and pulled my laces tight before kneeling up and pushing my knees apart. "So, no, I won't forbid you to go. But please, Maggie, let me protect you. Stay with me, stay connected to me, and listen to me. If I ask you to run or move, don't



think. Just do it. I'm keeping you safe, not ordering you around." I pushed my fingers through his hair, one hand and then the other, as I rubbed his head and tugged gently on his hair. He closed his eyes and leaned in, letting his arms circle my waist as he pressed his cheek to my chest. "I know you need to keep me safe," I told him, my lips in his hair. "I want you to. We're a team. I can't do this at all if you can't be right there with me. You’re the key, remember?" He sighed and lifted his head. His hands gripped my legs and he tugged me to the edge of the bed to be flush against him. His blue eyes were so heavy and



weighed down with everything that was on his mind. I rubbed my thumb over where his dimple should be. It seemed like forever since I’d seen it and it may be an eternity before I would see it again, if this kept up. “Hey.” He lifted my chin, a ghost of a smile there on his sad lips that he was pushing so hard, just for my benefit. “I have a lot to be happy about. They aren’t taking anything away from me today. Do you hear me?” I smiled. “Mrs. Jacobson?” he prompted. I fingered his dimple again. “Yes, Champion. I hear you.” He took my mouth in a painful plea to stay safe above all else. It was hungry



and aching and rough, while still being my sweet Caleb that worried. He cupped my neck and dragged me against him, his lips taking mine one at a time, even as he moved his hands to press and caress my back under my shirt to soothe me, fill me with his calm and touch as much as he could before we had to do this and be on our own for this fight. Then he stood with me in his arms and took one long last pull from my mouth before pulling back. “I could stay here all day, but—” “Ava,” I answered. “I know.” “I am so in love with you,” he groaned against my lips, his forehead to mine. “Everything is going to be okay.



You’re here for a reason. This is happening for a reason. Don’t be scared. I believe in you.” “I believe when you believe.” I gripped his neck hard with my arms. “I love you, too.” He kissed me once more before setting my feet to the floor. “Let’s see the kiddos before we leave.” I nodded and felt my eyes sting. “Don’t say anything to make me cry. I don’t want to upset her.” He brushed my cheek with his thumb with a sad smile. “Okay.” When we got downstairs, everyone was waiting. The rest of the family had gone to get ready and then brought their



children back here so they were all together safely. I knelt in front of Ava and she looked up at me. “You’re leaving now, aren’t you?” “Yes, baby. We’re going to help some people with some bad men.” I had a thought. “Ava, have you…have you had any weird dreams or anything lately?” “No, mommy. Not unless us putting Rodney in an all-girls boarding school across the sea for always stealing my dolls and making them his GI Joe prisoners counts.” Caleb snorted while Gran’s cackle held nothing back. I smiled at her. “Well, I think that’s probably valid.” I



hugged her to my chest tightly and tried with everything in me not to cry. “Listen to Gran, okay? And be nice to Rodney. Y’all just play and wait for us to come home. We’ll be back before you know it.” “Why are you crying? What’s wrong?” I squeezed my eyes tight. My perceptive girl. I felt Caleb’s hand on my shoulder as he bent down next to me. “Hey, give Daddy a hug.” He took her from me and I swiped my eyes discreetly. “Mommy just hates it when people hurt other people. We know that, right?” She nodded. “So Mommy and I are going to help somebody. You stay



here and help Gran, okay?” “Okay.” She looked down. “Will you be back before bedtime?” “I hope so.” “Will you sing to me now? In case you don’t make it back in time for bedtime?” Her big blue eyes that matched her daddy’s looked up at him and I knew he’d sing a hundred songs if that’s what she wanted. He tucked her under his chin and rocked her a little, out of habit, as he leaned back with her and sang “I’m Yours” by Jason Mraz. They did the doo-doo-doo-doo’s together like they always did. I ached so much in my chest



as I watched them. I turned away so she wouldn’t see me getting worked up. It wasn’t that I didn’t have faith in Caleb or myself or what we were or our people…it was just that she was our daughter. Gran’s arms came around me from behind. I didn’t have to look to know it was her. I could smell her perfume. “It’s going to be all right, pretty girl.” “Is it?” I glanced back at my little girl who Ashlyn told me was in danger somehow. “What if we’re playing right into their hands? What if by leaving her today, I’m abandoning her like my mother did me and she’ll be stuck without me forever?”



“You know that’s not what you saw.” “I’ve changed my visions before,” I countered. “For the good. For the better. You have your gift for a reason. Ashlyn wouldn’t have come to you and told you just to send you to an ambush.” I nodded and breathed deeply through my nose. “You’re right.” I turned and hugged her around her neck. The vision hit me when her cool skin touched mine. She gripped me tightly as we watched. Our Gran was older than she was now. She looked so happy—surrounded by her family, tears on her cheeks, her gray hair surrounding



her head on the pillow in the upstairs bedroom. She touched Peter’s cheek, who tried to keep it together as he looked down at her. “Oh, Peter,” she said and smiled. “Do you have any idea how happy a woman can be in a hundred years?” He smiled through his tears. “No, Mama. Tell me.” “So happy she’ll burst.” He succumbed to his tears and hugged her gently as we all let our Gran go. She smiled all the way to the end. When her hand slowly fell from Peter’s head, we knew she was gone. I’d never felt such a peaceful vision before. It was all light and air around me. Gran’s



goodness touched everything. She truly was the happiest creature that ever touched this earth and she shared it with us every day. The vision left me and a sob choked in my throat. Gran gripped my cheeks, a smile on her face. “Don’t say anything. To anyone.” “Gran—” “That’s the way I would have always wanted to go. Peaceful, surrounded by the people I love. At least I know I won’t die by some Watson’s hand or in some stupid car. I’ll die the right way, the way God intended. Let me have this,” she said harder. “This is our secret, pretty girl.”



I nodded. What else could I do? She wiped under my eye with her knuckle. “Thank you. You know this family. They won’t let it go.” I did know. They would drive themselves crazy with worry about it, though it was inevitable that everyone died of old age one day. I nodded again. “I promise.”



I tucked Gran’s vision away



behind my walls and vowed to keep it there. I let my mind return to the matters of the day, to my Ava, which was pretty easy to do, and when Gran and I turned back to the room, they were getting ready to go. “Mom,” Caleb called out, so busy and completely oblivious to my and Gran’s revelation. He shook his head. Hearing what he had in his mind, I sighed in relief. “I want you to stay.” Rachel’s mouth popped open in protest, but Caleb went on. “You’re one of the strongest here, your ability could protect the children if someone did come. I want someone to stay here with them, just in case. Don’t worry, I’ll watch out for Dad.”



Rachel was torn. She wanted to keep her grandkids safe, of course, but the significant in her didn’t want to send Peter off to fight without her there. Peter was at her side in an instant. He sighed, having heard it all in her mind. “It’ll be all right, Rae. Caleb’s right. If anyone could stay and protect the children, it would be you.” She took his face in her small hands. “You better be careful.” “Always am.” He pulled her up and we looked away as he kissed her. I kissed Rodney’s forehead as he slept in Maria’s arms and hugged Ava tight before handing her off to Gran. Gran and I shared a look of



understanding before I headed out. It was hard to keep it together for two reasons now. We were on our way before I felt like I even had time to get my bearings. I rode in the front, middle seat with Caleb’s hand stuck between my thighs the whole way there as he drove. Peter sat on the other side of me and reached over to squeeze my hand over now and then. It felt like the blink of an eye when we were parking near the woods. When we got out, I was a live wire. I was too worked up. I didn’t know what was up or down, what was what. “Maggie?” “Huh?” I whispered and lifted just my eyes to find Caleb bending down to



catch my gaze. “What?” He leaned in and kissed my lips firmly, the tips of his fingers rubbing behind my ear. He pushed away from the truck and held his hand out. “Now let’s go get these bastards.” It was what I needed. Exactly. I put my hand in his and let him lead me the short walk through the woods to the house. The Watson Compound. I had never seen this part of it when I was here. I could see the well on the cliff a little ways in the back. A shiver ran over me at the thought that we might find people down there today. “No time like the present,” Caleb muttered and lifted his hand to let



everyone know, from their various scattered positions across the estate, that we were moving in. There was a couple of cars in the driveway, but for the amount of people that supposedly lived there, it didn’t look right. We sneaked across the property line until we reached the main entrance. The massive gate was left cracked open…like they left in a rush. We made our way up the driveway to the house. Some of the family started to search the outlying buildings while we took the main house. Caleb and I took either side of the front door and listened. Not hearing anything, he started to grip the handle to turn it. I got the worst feeling. I didn’t know why, but I hissed, “No.”



He stopped. I went to his side and he put me right behind him as he borrowed my ability and yanked the door from hinges with a wrench of his wrist in the air. We turned our heads, just in time it seemed, as a blast of noise and smoke came from the other side of the door. Caleb looked at what it was. “They rigged the door with a shotgun.” He looked back at me over his shoulder. “How did you know?” “I don’t know.” I gulped. He squeezed my fingers gently. “It’s okay. They rigged the place since they don’t have any powers to protect themselves.” “And how is that supposed to make



me feel better?” He didn’t answer as he inched past the gun and looked around the room. “If they were here, they would have heard that. We need to move quickly.” “The well,” I said. “And the bunker out on the hill.” He nodded. He knew I was right. If they had someone here, that’s where they were keeping them. We moved over the hill to the storm shelter looking door and opened it up to find the ladder leading down to the tunnels as Kyle and Lynne went for the well. I gasped at the smell. It smelled the same…exactly the same. Caleb held the door open as our family watched and waited for



instruction. Peter was next to me and gripped my arm to keep me steady. Caleb walked to me easily. They all knew and remembered what happened to me here. “You don’t have to go down there. You can stay out here and—” “No,” I cut him off. “Then they win.” I looked up at Peter and back to Caleb’s eyes, begging him to give me the strength to do this. “Sikes doesn’t get to win, does he? Marcus doesn’t get to win after everything they did?” He touched my cheek. “Hell no.” “Let’s go.” I let him go first because I knew he needed to, but I was anxious now. I



needed to see if anyone was down there and get them out of there if they were. While half the family stood topside and watched for company, walking the estate, the rest of us came down and started to search the tunnels. I opened my mind and listened, but it was quiet. It didn’t take long however to know that we’d found what we were looking for. When a ghost white hand crept out from the bars of a cell, so weak the fingers could barely bend, I yelled for the person to back away so I could open the door. With the only weapon I had, I used my mind to yank the door from the hinges to reveal a woman so thin and weak, I didn’t know how she was still alive.



She was afraid, I could tell, but Caleb immediately knelt and lifted her, handing her to someone closer to the hall and told her it was okay, that we were taking her somewhere safe. Her cries and “Thank you”s could be heard all the way down the tunnel. Every door we opened, another woman, another man was found. Some were hardly abused at all and you could tell they were taken care of and then others were barely alive. It made no sense at all. We rescued over fourteen people from those rooms. They said the Watsons had just been there that morning, so we missed them by a couple hours. When we went inside the house and searched the rooms, we didn’t find



anyone inside, but we did find more booby-traps. We decided we’d wait them out, but when we started finding cameras in every room, we knew there was more to it. I sighed, knowing we’d missed them, knowing they weren’t coming back. They were probably watching us right that minute. I took one of the cameras Caleb had ripped down in my hand and didn’t flinch when the vision came. They scattered. They had gotten smart. In the absence of powers, they didn’t roll over and play human like we thought—no. They had taken the initiative to use power that was manmade while they worked on Sikes’ formula. So they studied technology and



tactical systems to keep themselves safe until the time came when they could get their true powers back. They had gotten good at pretending, blending in, being invisible. We had practically forgotten they existed. And that was our mistake. We should have checked up on them and made sure that they were giving up. Now, they knew we knew their secret, so they scattered all over so we couldn’t find them. But they weren’t finished. One day, they’d be back to finish what they started. They still had every intention of creating a serum that would make them Virtuoso again, either by



imprinting or other means. We were too late. But at least we saved those people. I yanked out of the vision and shook my head, disappointed and happy at the same time. “They’re gone,” I told everyone. “They planted the cameras to see if someone found them and knew we were here. They aren’t coming back.” They started to cheer, but when they saw that I wasn’t as happy and Caleb came to soothe me, running his fingers over my Visionary mark on my neck, they slowed their celebration. “Why don’t you seem happy about that?” Kyle asked. “If they were here now, we could



end it now,” Caleb explained, knowing I was exhausted in my head. “Now, we’ll have to wait, look over our shoulder, wait for them to snatch more humans and use them for guinea pigs to finish the experiment. They won’t stop until they get what they want.” Everybody seemed to understand then. “Let’s do one last search before we leave, make sure we didn’t miss anything,” Caleb ordered. I crossed my arms and looked around the room we were in one last time. There was nothing remarkable there. It was a typical American house. The couch matched the curtains, the



floors were wood, and the chandelier in the foyer bounced the light from the setting sun out of the window onto the walls. It was a beautiful place. It was a shame that people, so evil, had lived there. Some kid’s artwork caught my eye on the way out. It was over the fireplace. I smiled, thinking of my own kids, knowing that they would be safe now, for a while anyway. It seemed strange that people so evil would be thoughtful and caring enough to want to show off their son’s artwork like this. He had drawn a boy on a horse for one, then the other was a woman holding hands with a little boy on the hillside. I felt hands on my shoulders and looked



up at Caleb. “Hey…what?” His face was white as a sheet. “Maggie, look at these drawings.” “I see them. What?” He pointed to the name on top. I don’t know how I missed it. “Seth.” “Oh, my… What does this mean?” I turned and looked at him frantically. “Ashlyn warned us. Did we miss something?” “Come on.” He snatched the drawings from the mantel, and we hurried to the truck where a few of the rescued people were still sitting, waiting for us to leave. “Was there a child down



in the cells with you?” he asked them. “No,” the fragile woman answered. I sighed, but before I could relax, she broke my heart in two. “He doesn’t stay down there with us, they keep him in the house. My cell neighbor had him several years ago, but they…got rid of her. They raise him now. They bring him down to the cells sometimes. They tell him we’re criminals.” “Caleb,” I said, knowing we failed. “She said I wasn’t seeing it properly. She told me!” He took me and hugged me hard to his chest, sighing into my hair. “Baby, it’s not your fault they ran with him. Look at all these people you saved.”



“He’s just a little boy.” I sniffed. “We’ll keep looking,” he promised and kissed my forehead. “We won’t stop looking for him.” When we got back home, we took the rescues to the hospital. Some of the family members thought it might be exposing our kind if they talked, but honestly, they would just think it was a crazy family that kidnapped them. Fact was, the Watsons had no powers. The police crawled all over that place, but found nothing to lead them to where the Watsons were. They eventually just left it, abandoned, a crime scene with no leads. Somehow, the Watsons had gotten the money to pay the mortgages they



were behind on, barely, so they owned the land again outright. We just had to wait for them to return to it. All the children were asleep when we finally got home that night. Caleb and I just crawled into the big bed in Caleb’s old room with them and held on tight. I couldn’t help but cry for Seth, a little boy I didn’t even know. I had failed him. Even though Caleb tried to soothe me and take all my hurt away, I knew it was all my fault. The next morning, I snuck out of the arms and limbs in my bed and Gran, Rachel, and I made pancakes for everyone. It was a full house at Peter’s,



but even still, I didn’t have the energy to change out of my pineapple pajama shorts and t-shirt the kids bought me for my birthday last year. I heard Caleb’s thoughts when he woke up, so I started making his coffee with mine. I fingered the hem of my shorts while the coffee brewed. I wondered if Seth even knew who his mother was. Hands gripped my waist. “You’ve got to stop doing this to yourself, baby,” he drawled into the back of my neck before kissing the skin there. “You can’t blame yourself for the actions of others.” I turned and faced him, sighing at the sight of him. I bit my lip and ran my hand through his hair to help him tame it. “Morning,” I whispered.



“Are you trying to rile me up this morning?” he asked, his voice that low, husky tone usually reserved for a flight of stairs above us. He ran his fingers along the seam of my short’s leg. “Pancakes, coffee, and…pineapple shorts?” I gave him the small smile he was looking for. He gave me the dimples I wanted in return. I closed the small distance between us and right as our lips touched, our new wonderful life interrupted us. “Ew, Daddy.” We both looked over at Rodney who was half smiling, half barf-faced. “Ew?” Caleb asked. “Ew, really?”



He laughed as he scooped him up and threw him over his shoulder. He came back to me. “We’ll finish this later, Mommy.” I smiled and giggled. “Yes, Daddy.” He kissed me loudly, smacking my butt as he walked away. “Ew, ew, ew!” Rodney chanted as Caleb trotted away with him laughing. We ate breakfast all together, spirits lifted. Everyone felt this victory in their very souls, so I tried with everything in me to portray my happiness with them since they all looked to me to lead them. And I was happy, I just knew it wasn’t over. And the fact that it was a



helpless child I had failed was making the guilt multiply. Later that night, we went back to our home. After dinner, we watched a movie with Ava and Rodney, anything to keep them with us and not leave them alone. Ava blurted out of nowhere. “Did you see Seth yesterday, Daddy?” I froze. Caleb turned to her slowly and gave her a little smile, trying his best to look normal. “Who? Who’s Seth, Ava?” “Ashlyn told me about him. She told me you’d save him. She said that he would be my friend one day.” She looked up from her cookies and milk



with the most innocent, hopeful look. “Did you save him, Daddy?” Caleb was stunned silent. Ava went on. “I know you saw him, Daddy.” She hopped down and went into his coat pocket, grabbing the drawings that we’d taken from the Watson’s. “See?” She laid it on the table and pointed to the boy and the woman on the hill. “This is Seth and this is Ashlyn.” “How do you know this, baby girl?” he asked as he hoisted her up in his arms. This was in my pocket all night, Maggie. “Ashlyn told me,” Ava answered, like she was getting



exasperated. “She said you were going to save him.” “Sweetheart, I…” My heart literally broke right there. Why was Ashlyn doing this? Why was she messing with our children when it was just going to break their hearts if something went wrong? I didn’t understand. “I’m so sorry, Ava.” I moved close to hug her, but the second I touched her skin, I was blinded by white light. I heard Caleb’s gasp, so I knew he was with me on this one. Ava giggled. “It’s just Ashlyn. She won’t hurt you.” And then Ashlyn was there. She didn’t look real here. She looked like a



dream or a ghost. She smiled. It was genuine and it was the first time I’d seen her where she didn’t look like she was going insane. “Ashlyn?” “I’m sorry, Maggie. I know you’re probably upset. But this is the only way I get any peace.” She smiled at Ava. “And Ava is so sweet and so fun to be with. And Rodney. And…Seth.” I sighed. Caleb’s arm around me tightened. “Ashlyn, just tell us what’s going on.” “I can’t leave the palace. I’m stuck there. When your children were born, that was the first time since I died that I was able to leave, to get any peace from the madness that I’ve felt ever since



Richard and I were supposed to imprint and weren’t allowed to. I don’t know why, I don’t know how, but I can come visit them and they’re the only ones that can see me.” She nodded and smiled. “Unless you touch them and have a vision at the same time.” “So…” my heart lifted, “you can still talk to Seth?” She pursed her lips. “It takes a lot of energy to come, so I can only come once every few days. And I’ve noticed that the older the children have gotten over the years, the less often they see me. Sometimes I come and they don’t notice me. Which makes me think that soon, they won’t notice at all.”



“Why?” Caleb said when I couldn’t. “What purpose other than you wanting to get out of the palace?” “I promise you I never wanted to hurt anyone. I just wanted to spend time with them. And you. Even though you couldn’t see me, your family gave me some semblance of what my family use to be like.” The wistful look on her face was heartbreaking. “But then I saw those people that the Watsons were keeping and had to get you to save them. It was the only way to save Seth.” “But I didn’t save him, Ashlyn.” A sob caught in my throat. “We were too late. Seth’s gone. I didn’t save him.” I looked down at Ava. “I’m sorry, baby.”



“Visionary,” Ashlyn called loudly and squinted at me, “your job is done. Everything you should have accomplished was done so.” I shook my head at her, my mouth open. “No. They have Seth. I didn’t get to him in time.” “I never said to take him away from them, I said to save him.” I scoffed, angry at her statement. What games was she playing with me? She came forward and smiled genuinely. “Even now you doubt yourself.” I pressed my lips together. “Don’t,” she said harder. “You are who you are for a reason. I sent you there to save all those people from the Watsons. That in turn will save Seth.”



“I don’t understand.” “They were grooming him to be a monster like them. Now, their course is altered, their choices, different. They must do something different in their journey to find what they’re looking for, and I see a different path for our Seth. One that will lead him back to us.” “What do you see?” “I can’t tell you. But I’ll tell you this—we’ll see him again.” She smiled and tapped the end of Ava’s nose with her finger. “You’ll see.” “Promise?” Ava begged. “You said he would be my friend one day?” “He will, Ava. Promise.” “So what about me?” I asked. “I’m



supposed to just forget about that little boy and let them raise him, not look for him, not try to find him and take him?” “When he’s ready, he’ll find you.” “Then what?” “Then, you can save him. He’ll need you.” She looked at Ava. “He’ll need you, too.” She stood straighter. “In the meantime, you know what you have to do.” Before she even finished the sentence, I knew what she meant. The council. The council was history. She nodded and smiled. “And you know who will replace them.” My mouth opened in surprise that I hadn’t seen it before. There, in the midst of all that gibberish



was an infinity symbol made of names. Maggie, Caleb, Kyle, Lynne, Bish, Jen, Haddock, Heather. She nodded again. “Yes. All is as it should be, Visionary. You are right where you should be. It’s just a matter of getting it done.” I sighed, not wanting the task of firing council members at all, ever, in the least. “And then what, Ashlyn?” “And then…war, Visionary. War.”



Ava



I waited for that day, for that one thing to complete me. To feel someone's heartbeat inside my chest and know that it was reciprocated. To find the one who belonged to me and could be the one to make me whole.



I still waited. I was a sophomore in high school. Graduating and heading off to U of T in a just two years so I could be an architect, just like Grandpa. We just got back from the last reunification. Mom had taken fire for her new rule about the Visionary being able to work and have a day job rather than just…being the Visionary. They wanted her to be 'accessible' at all times and she warred on that she could be accessible and still work with Daddy at the centers as well. That's what cell phones were for. So I watched as Dad was being extra nice and attentive by cooking dinner that night since, even though she



was the Visionary, it sucked when people were against you and questioned your dedication. Wanna know what else sucked? Being the Visionary's daughter. And the clan leader's daughter deducted even more points. I loved my parents, don't get me wrong. They were great. Rodney and I both were pretty grounded. We went to the private school here and he played football while I played volleyball. I'd been working at the learning centers for Daddy for a year now. I loved it, but planned to go work for Grandpa as soon as I graduated from college. Dad was fine with it. He of all people knew what it was like to



want to be something, to have the fire for something. I was fascinated by the thought that I could create something like that. We used to travel around with Daddy's job, staying in a place for a couple months before moving on to the next place. It might not sound so appealing, but it really was amazing to live in all those states. We lived in New York, Washington, Chicago, Texas, and about fifteen other states. But, when I was almost in high school, they wanted us to settle down, so we moved back to Tennessee and Daddy bought Mom a big, beautiful red house with a wraparound white porch. Rodney's old fort made from wood slats was still in



the backyard, though he hadn't been back there in years. It was our home and I loved it, but also couldn't wait to leave it. My teenage heart was so fickle. But the one thing it wasn't fickle on was wanting my significant. So, back to the part where I was waiting. Even though I wasn't of age yet, every reunification brought anxiousness for me. I was fifteen. Mom was only seventeen when she imprinted and since all the rules were being broken, I couldn't help but hope that I would imprint soon. It was more than just wanting to have somebody, it was like this thing in my body was pulled just a little too tight.



Just enough to annoy and bother me, but not enough to be painful. My significant was the only one who could make me feel normal. I knew it. Dad tossed the noodles with the white sauce, Mom's favorite, and divided it onto four plates as our new puppy Mavis rubbed against my leg. Dad glanced up at me with a smile. "Put ice in some glasses for me, sweetheart?" "Sure." "Rodney. Rodney!" he called louder. Rodney took his earphones out and looked at him. "Yeah?" "Silverware." "Why are you cooking again?" he asked. "Mom's a way better cook than



you." "Hey!" Dad laughed and slung a noodle at him. It landed on Rodney's face and hair. He jumped back like that would save him, but it was too late. "Dude!" he shrieked, his voice cracking with puberty as he swatted at his shagged hair. "Dude, my hair!" Dad and I were laughing so hard, we could barely stand up as Rodney went on. Rodney jumped across the counter and stuck his finger in the sauce before holding it out to Dad. "You're gonna get it, old man." I ducked out of the way, fearful of my own hair, and giggled by the fridge as they fought and wrestled. I felt



Mom's hands on my arms and heard her laugh behind me. "Oh, my. Ava, what's going on?" "Dad pulled the unforgiveable. He got noodles in Rod's hair." She giggled and came around me with her blue silk robe on and bare feet. "Is all this for me?" she crooned sweetly, looking around at the mess on the counter. "Mom, totally his fault." Rodney pointed at Dad shamelessly as he laughed. "Oh, I believe you." She wrapped her arms around Dad's neck and wiped a smidge of sauce from his cheek with her thumb. "You believe him over me?"



Daddy asked, his voice changing like it always did where Mom was concerned. She laughed, reaching up on her tiptoes and kissed him. "Thank you for cooking dinner. You didn't have to." "I wanted to," he replied. His voice and eyes held a reverence that I'd always seen and heard about my whole life, but never experienced. "You earned it. You're such a good woman, and I know the reunifications take it out of you." I had watched my parents for what seemed like centuries. The way they existed so effortlessly in each other's world and space. They could go minutes without looking away from each other. They kissed constantly. They



hugged all the time, stole touches and wrapped their fingers around the other's wrist. I knew it was to feel their calm, to be wrapped in the little bit of bliss that their touch provided. I felt like I was watching a romance novel play out before my eyes. "I'm OK," she told him and whispered her next words. "Thank you for this. And for earlier. I really needed it." "Eew. Gross. Stop," Rodney said, hands up. He threw some forks haphazardly on the table. "Don't you see the way my ears are singed?" Mom laughed. "I was talking about the bubble bath your father made me, you goober." She reached up again,



kissing Daddy on the lips, but he reached around her and drew her in even more. I turned to fill the glasses. It was disgusting, they were my parents after all, but I was also envious. Things were still a little up in the air with the imprints and everything. It seemed that things had gone back to normal for the most part, except there were no more age limits. You met them when you met them and that was that. So instead of knowing I'd meet the person I wanted most in a few years while in college, I was forced to spend my days waiting. The only thing a girl in high school, who's never dated anyone before, wants is to find someone to love



her. I was breaking out and going my own way, and while I was reinventing myself to become the me I would always be, I was dying to throw my epic love story in the mix. "I love you, Maggie," I heard behind me. "I love you more." "Go sit. I'll bring you a plate." And I waited for it… The sound of Daddy's palm lightly smacking Mom's butt was my cue that it was okay to turn around now. Mom shook her head at Dad as she took a seat. Dad, smug as all get out, brought her plate, kissing her forehead as he sat it in front of her, before setting the rest of the table and playfully yelling at



Rodney to sit down and behave like a Jacobson. They were so predictable. And adorable. And so in love with each other it hurt to look at them.



Two Six Years Later Ava



I yawned and got the stink eye from Professor Gracco. I loved and hated class, but it was the last week of them before summer break. Every class was a yawn-fest. The teachers knew it, but I think it just made them that much more ornery. The minutes crawled by and my



watch kept winking at me, taunting, begging me to keep looking at it so the time would move even slower. Only two more years of this and I'd graduate and could go work at the firm with Grandpa. Well, not for very long because he was retiring in a few years. But the chance to work with him at all would be worth it. He was happy that I'd decided to come work with them. A few other family members had taken a cue from Dad and went their own way, running a business that they wanted instead. But they always seemed to be good businesses. Our kind had a knack for smart ventures and risks that paid off. Businesses that were good for more than



just us. Like Daddy with his learning centers and my second cousin, who has a horse farm, who started an equestrian riding school. When the professor took the little golden bell from his desk and jiggled it in the air at us like it was a catholic school and not a college, we knew the class was over. I packed up my things hurriedly and rushed across campus to the coffee shop. Every Friday I brought the whole staff at the center whatever poison that was their favorite beverage. I was running late. Professor Hubris back there thought that he held our literal futures in his sweaty little hands and it was his duty to teach more



than what was lined out in the syllabus. Like maybe, how to make someone late for work? It didn't matter that my dad owned the company. That actually made me want to be on time even more, so no one could say that I was just there because my father let me be. I wanted to be a good worker, have ethics and values that people could see on me like a Girl Scout badge. I wanted to earn what I had, not have things handed to me. So when I ran into the shop and saw Paul at the counter with a carton of coffee cups, I mouthed a 'Thank you' to him. I got the same exact thing every Friday. One white hot chocolate, one black, one vanilla cappuccino with



cream and sugar, and for me, a salted caramel iced coffee. There was a long line today, so I waited in it, pulling out my cell to check messages quickly. A napkin floated to the floor beside me and I reached absentmindedly to pick it up when someone was next to me doing the same thing. Our fingers almost touched on the napkin and my eyes lifted to see dark ones meeting mine. I felt my lips part, not just at his closeness, but at the sheer force of that gaze. His hair was black and spiked up in the middle in a small faux-hawk. He was tan with a red t-shirt that hugged his neck. "Thanks," he muttered, his



voice as low as gravel. I had to admit that it made me smile for no other reason than the fact that he hadn't taken his eyes off mine yet. He finally, slowly stood. "No problem," I replied and cleared my throat a little because my voice sounded entirely too affected. I didn't know what else to say and he just stared, his eyes wandering around my face, before he finally smiled with just one side of his mouth and chuckled a little. "Sorry…you're just really…" He shook his head and stepped back. "Never mind. You go to school here?" "Yeah. You?" "Nah," he said, noncommittally. "Just getting some coffee. It was pretty



good timing, I guess." "What was?" I asked, shouldering my bag, refusing to let him go until it was no longer polite to keep him talking. "Coming here at the same time as you." His smile spoke volumes of things he was thinking that I wasn't privy to. It reminded me of a romance novel… of my parents. I felt a stutter in my chest at what that could mean. "I'm usually here a lot later, but I was early today." "You're early and I'm late," I said, chagrined that I had forgotten my purpose so easily. I looked over to the counter to see Paul staring an irritated yet intrigued look at my back. I knew he had a little crush on me, but there was no



point in pursuing that. I turned back to dark eyes. He whispered like it was a curse, "Am I keeping you? Do you need to go?" I stepped off the plank, one hopeful foot in front of the other. "Do you feel that?" He frowned with his brows, but smiled. "Feel what exactly?" My spirits fell as fast as they had risen. This was just some college boy checking out girls in the coffee shop. He wasn't Virtuoso, he wasn't a human so intrigued by what was happening to him to press further, and he wasn't someone…that I could go any further with. I smiled as much as I could, but



stepped back. "I really do have to go. I’m sorry. I'm really late." His smile fell and he took a step closer. "Uh…can you stay for one cup of coffee? I'm buying." He tried for a smile again, but I just couldn't let this go any farther. "I'm late for work already." I turned to give Paul a twenty and told him to keep the change. When I turned back, I expected dark eyes to be gone, done with me, but he wasn't. I smiled and started to move around him toward the side back door. He called for me to wait a second as he ran back to get his bag from the table, but I kept going. Before I reached the door, his hand gently caught



my long sleeve in his fingers. I looked down at his hand first and then at his face. "I'm sorry," he said sincerely. "I'm not trying to be creepy, I just…" He licked his lips. His red shirt had a fireman symbol on the front with the number 22 in the middle of it. His jeans were dark, worn, and ripped a little at the knee. He wore black boots and had a brown leather band around his wrist that had the word VIVERE on it. Wow, this boy was going to be a problem if I didn't get away. "I know. I wish I had time to talk, I really do, but I have to go." "I do feel it," he said in a harsh voice. "I said I didn't feel it before, but I



do." Every movement but breathing stopped. "Feel what?" "Like…" He moved his hand to my face and I froze in hopeful awe. He swept my hair back behind my ear. "Like we were meant to be here at the same time." It was when his finger touched the rim of my ear that I felt my life changing before my eyes. He sucked in a huge breath right along with me and immediately I felt his hands on both sides of my face, pulling me in to press his forehead to mine as we watched the scenes play out. I worried about him. He must be a human because I'd never seen him before and was probably freaking



out, but all I could do in that second was cling to his shirt with my empty hand, fisting the fabric and hanging on as I watched our future life together. In one vision, we were lying in the tall grass somewhere. He ran his fingers up and down my arm. I talked and he listened like his life depended on it. The next one was us as we walked hand in hand down the sand at the beach house my parents owned. He had a bandage across his neck and his arm was in a sling, but he smiled so wide as he looked down at me, black eye and all. And then the third came, us in front of a big house. It was a place that looked familiar, but we stood there, older in our years, proud…like we belonged there on



the big lawn and grand landscapes that seemed overgrown, but once beautiful. He was kissing my lips so softly. We eased out of our reverie and his smile wasn't one of a human, it was one of someone who knew exactly what was going on. He moved us gently, pressing my back to the wall by the back door, but kept my face blissfully captive in his warm hands that I just knew were big and hard-worked calloused. "Oh, my g… It can't be," he said, but his smile refuted those words. "It's…really you." "And I don't even know your name," I whispered in return. He chuckled a little, deep and heady. "Seth." "I'm Ava," I answered before



he could ask. "Ava," he repeated and I felt shivers run over me. He smiled, moving a little closer before letting his forehead touch mine once more. "I can't believe this is happening." "I don't have to wait anymore," I realized. Even with school and work and everything going on, I was constantly waiting for this. It consumed a little piece in the back of my brain and I was subconsciously always looking for the one whose touch would bind me to him and also set me free. His smile faltered a little as he leaned his head back. "So…you're Virtuoso." I nodded. "How come I've



never seen you before?" "We don't…go to the reunifications," he muttered softly. He looked so nervous and I felt the need to comfort him wash over me. I still held the carton of coffee in one hand so I un-fisted his shirt and reached for his face. I was utterly shocked at how easily it came to me to be with him already. "Hey. What's the matter?" "I just…" He shook his head and gulped, covering my hand with his on his cheek, like he wanted to keep it there forever. "I don't want to hurt you. I don't want… Gah, I'm so sorry, Ava." "For what?" I said, but I saw in his mind for the first time. He was



thinking about that house from my last vision. I realized that I remembered it from our histories. Our family taught about that…house… The coffee cups fell from my hand. It was then the world came back to me and I saw several of the people in the coffee shop staring at us. Even Paul had stopped making coffee and was looking at us, like maybe he wanted to intervene. I pushed Seth's chest a tiny bit, my hands aching and scolding me for doing so. He went without a fight. "Ava," he reasoned, pleaded. "I've got to go." I turned to go, my heart banging in my chest. He grabbed my hand gently, his calm, the very thing I'd always wanted,



shot through me and I couldn't stop the sigh, yet I still yanked my hand away. "Ava, please. Let's just talk for a minute." I burst through the door and ran to my Volvo parked in front. Seth followed me, but didn't try to stop me. I got in and shut the door, pressing the push-start button crank the car. He stood outside my window, gripping his hair in his hands as he watched me back out. I heard him in my head as I peeled from the lot. I'll wait for you however long you need. It's okay. I understand. I'd hate me, too.



I loved his voice. It ran over me like a silk nightgown…and I hated and loved that. I went straight to the center, blowing through the doors, tears running down my face. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared, but I looked for Daddy. When I didn't see him with any of the kids, I went right to his office. He was on the phone, but hung up on whoever was on the phone as soon as he saw me. "Ava-" "Daddy," I sobbed. He stood quickly. "What happened?" "I…imprinted…" "You did?" he grinned and



hugged me to him. "That's amazing, Ava. Where? Who? Why are you crying? Was it-" "No, Daddy, no." I leaned back. "What's the matter, baby?" he soothed and smoothed my hair like he had done for my entire life. Always comforting, always willing to bust heads if need be to make me happy. But Dad couldn't fix this. "Daddy, I imprinted…with a Watson."
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