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Hey you.

Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah.

Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there


Cast of Characters from Book 4:

Leo Rivera: Human (seer). Main Character. Dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, tan skin. He is a veteran in the US Army and the ‘leader’ of Team Rivera, committed to doing good where he can and making the magical world feel more like a community where everyone can be safe. He can amplify his own and others’ auras to increase their magical or physical strength. Boyfriend of Asami, Kylah, and Artemis.

Carmen Rivera: Human (seer). Dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, tan skin. She is Leo’s twin sister and a mechanic, the ‘lancer’ of Team Rivera (Five-Man Band). She has ADHD and tends to be impulsive and sometimes reckless, especially when faced with injustice. She can empathically sense strong positive/negative emotions and whether a situation is dangerous.

Kylah Campbell: Half-faerie (Seelie). Golden-blonde hair, green eyes, fair skin. She is Leo and Asami’s girlfriend and the ‘heart’ of Team Rivera, emotionally mature and well-versed in how the magical world socially functions. She grew up in the Order of the Eye and is a very skilled fighter, often using a set of silver daggers. She can use light magic to create illusions, make herself invisible for short periods of time, and let off blinding or burning bursts of light. AKA Calla nic Cassia.

Kegan Campbell: Half-faerie (Seelie). Golden-blond hair, green eyes, fair skin. He is Kylah’s twin brother and Carmen’s boyfriend, the ‘big guy’ of Team Rivera. He is quiet and observant, preferring the path of least resistance where possible, as he dislikes conflict, but he will always fight to defend those he loves and what he thinks is right. He grew up in the Order and is a very skilled fighter. He can use mirror magic to create illusions and use mirrors as doorways to transport from one place to another, but only if he’s been there before. AKA Kerria mac Cassia.

Asami Tanaka: Human (seer). Black hair, dark eyes, tan skin. She is Kylah and Leo’s girlfriend, the ‘smart guy’ of Team Rivera. She is very studious and curious with a love of history and dead languages, but she is not a pushover and will always come to the aid of anyone who asks for her help. She grew up in the Tokyo chapter of the Order until she moved to Colorado and met the Campbells as a child. She can do basic healing magic and is skilled with runes, allowing her to create spell circles.

Renée Beckett: Human (seer). Councilwoman in the Order of the Eye and head of the Denver Sanctuary. Dark skin, dark eyes, gray hair that’s usually in a very severe style. She took the Campbell twins under her wing in the Order when most people ostracized them due to their faerie blood. Her hands are often tied by bureaucracy, but she aids Team Rivera when she can and pays them to complete missions the Order won’t officially take on. 

Artemis Desir: Werewolf. Black hair, amber-eyes, dark brown skin. She is an old friend of Asami’s and a new member of Team Rivera. She has a degree in architecture and a fascination with stargazing, as well as a strong sense of loyalty to one’s community and family. She will stop at nothing to protect those she views as part of her family unit, her pack. She does not use magic, but being a werewolf gives her supernatural strength and speed, as well as heightened senses of sight, smell, and hearing.

Selene Ylva: Werewolf. Dark red hair, yellow-gold eyes, fair skin. She is the leader of the lycanthrope community in Los Angeles, which is an elected position. She is level-headed, diplomatic, and clearly understands the weight of her position. She appears impossible to rile up or surprise and holds herself like an aristocrat or a politician. Though initially wary of newcomers Team Rivera, she later accepts their help.

Ralph Chander: Werewolf. Black hair, gray eyes, tan skin, tall and imposing physique. He is the owner of ‘Alpha Fitness,’ which is a gym that caters to magicals. He meets Team Rivera during one of their first missions, and after he and Leo spar, he comes to respect Leo and the team. Later, he came to Team Rivera to ask for their help in finding his missing niece, Helen. 

Helen de Luna: Werewolf. Dark, wavy hair, gray eyes, tan skin. She is Ralph’s seventeen-year-old niece who was captured by a chimera and later freed by Team Rivera.

Conleth Edan-Chander: Phoenix. Ralph’s husband and a social worker who helps magicals out when they’re in a tight spot or need forged documents. Team Rivera has yet to meet him in person.

Jamison Hawthorn: Half-faerie (Seelie). Shock-white hair, blue eyes, nut-brown skin. He is a very politically active member of the magical community, committed to better relationships between humans and magicals, and especially half-blood faeries with full-blood faeries. He was rescued from a faerie named Amaryllis by Team Rivera and views them as friends and allies in his fight for true equality within the magical community. AKA Jamesia mac Hawthorn.

Amaryllis nic Sage: Faerie (Seelie). All-lilac eyes (sometimes glamoured all-black), dark brown hair, nut-brown skin. Glossy back horns, lilac skin-markings. She was a noble of the Seelie Court and deeply loathes half-faeries and humans, thinking they are embarrassments to the Fair Folk and need to be eradicated and/or enslaved. She was a strong believer in faerie supremacy and would stop at almost nothing to try and achieve it, even working with a vampire, the Fair Folk’s natural enemy.

Cassia nic Liatris: Faerie (Seelie). Platinum-blonde hair, all-green eyes, very pale skin. Off-white horns, green skin-markings. She is Kylah and Kegan’s faerie parent, and has a strained relationship with her half-human children due to having sort-of abandoned them with their human father and being somewhat neglectful. She tries her best to make up for past mistakes and to keep all her children safe, but is wary not to ‘rock the boat’ too much in the dangerous world of fae politics.

Larkspur mac Cassia: Faerie (Seelie?). Jet-black hair, all-green eyes, very pale skin. Dark brown horns, green skin-markings. He is Cassia’s youngest son and the Campbell twins’ half-brother, rumored to have an Unseelie fae for a father. He was in love with Amaranth nic Hosta, for whose murder Larkspur was framed (by Amaryllis, the real murderer) and he believes the strict lines in faerie social circles are detrimental to everyone, including people like his half-human siblings.

The Fae Queen: Faerie (Seelie). All-black eyes, dark brown hair, deep bronze skin. Parchment/off-white horns, golden skin-markings. She is the ruler of the Seelie Court of Faerie, much older and more powerful than any other faerie, and as such has a tendency to become easily bored and seek entertainment. She frequently finds that entertainment by either having people root out the dark, treacherous secrets within the Seelie Court’s nobles, or by taking humans as concubines and servants. She admires human boldness… until she doesn’t.


Chapter 1

In the dying light of the July evening, I watched the body burn.

The body had belonged to Lizzie Cook, a young woman who’d been murdered several years ago by her then-boyfriend, a construction worker. The boyfriend had then buried her body in the wet concrete of a basement he was helping to build. Her spirit, trapped in the mortal plane by way of her violent, unmarked death, went on to terrorize the house and anyone who lived in it. Most recently, she’d gotten restless enough to come to the attention of the Order, and they’d put up one of their ‘shut up and stop complaining to us about your problems’ fliers.

Which was where my sister and I came in.

“The police should be arriving at the guy’s house soon,” Carmen murmured to me, but her eyes didn’t leave the blaze of orange and gold flames dancing before us both as she reached out to grasp my hand tightly. “He’ll be brought to justice. They’ll be able to ID her from dental records, prove it’s her. Prove what he did.”

This let a small weight rise from my chest, and I let out a small breath of relief. I was glad we’d been able to bring Lizzie’s spirit a kind of peace by burning her body. We were destroying her anchor to this plane and forcing her to move on to whatever awaited us after death. But her killer would still have gone free, would still have gotten away with it, if not for Carmen accessing the police database, skimming the cold case file, and dropping an anonymous tip to the cops with just a few too many accurate details to be disregarded.

The fact that the basement floor had been hacked to pieces and Lizzie’s body burned would only add to the guy’s guilt. It would look like he’d gotten nervous about being discovered and tried to destroy the evidence. But Carmen had left enough crumbs of the truth to ensure the correct conclusion would be made: this man was a murderer.

“That’s why we do this,” I said.

Justice for those who couldn’t get it for themselves. Protection for those who were too vulnerable. Human or supernatural, we wouldn’t let a killer go free.

We stood there watching until the blaze began to gutter out, and all that remained of Lizzie Cook’s body was blackened bones and the fossil-like shell of concrete that had housed her. I swore I saw a wisp of silvery-white light float up from the remains, and I knew Lizzie’s spirit had finally been freed by the flames. Fire, as Asami explained to us, was cleansing. Pure energy, pure light, pure destruction.

When I finally turned away from the smoldering remains, echoes of the fire danced across my vision like photo negatives, and I had to blink to get them to disperse. I rubbed at my eyes for a moment, and then Carmen and I headed to where she’d parked the truck.

I slid into the passenger’s seat and slammed the door behind me, and it was like a switch had flipped. The somber energy of the night relaxed a little, and Carmen let out a rushing breath.

“That was… kind of intense,” she admitted.

“That’s the job, Monkey,” I replied, but I felt a little shaken, too. There would be no getting used to this part, I reckoned. No getting used to the knowledge that someone had died, needlessly, and we were the only ones helping to rectify the error even slightly. “But it’s done. We did good. Lizzie’s free now.”

“And that scumbag will get what’s coming to him,” my sister added, but she turned to look at me with an almost pleading expression in her dark brown eyes that were identical to my own.

“He will,” I promised her. “Now, come on, it’s already late. We should be getting back.”

That morning, we’d packed up our backpacks and checked out of the shabby motel we’d been staying in for the past several nights, because we’d known this would be our last day in Dixon. We were about a six-hour drive north of Los Angeles, our home, and we were both looking forward to getting back to our team and our home.

It had been a little strange these past few days, with it being just Carmen and me. In a way, it had been like the old days, before we met any of the supernaturals we’d come to call family. And it had been nice. Working alone on a job, it was clear just how much the both of us had progressed. We knew what to do, how to research, how to deal with threats. We didn’t need the others, who’d grown up in the magical community, to lead us by the hand. Carmen and I had truly come into our own, and we were members of that community in our own right.

There was an undeniable satisfaction to this fact, which was made all the sweeter by the fact we’d earned another five grand for completing this mission.

We didn’t exactly need the money right now, but the job had looked simple enough and, as it turned out, it had been. It felt good to do something productive, since our little team spent the past few weeks taking, essentially, a bit of a vacation.

Following our ordeal in the Seelie court, namely being tormented by the Fae Queen, we’d all needed a break. The fae lands had been a seductive place, beautiful in the way a knife or fire was beautiful. The fae wore dresses made from butterflies’ wings and amused themselves by capturing humans and enslaving them.

Even now, close to a month later, I still shuddered when I thought of how the Fae Queen had looked at me with her fathomless black eyes. I sometimes dreamed I was still trapped in the Court and doomed to spend my life as one of her playthings, until she inevitably grew bored of me and had me killed.

Fortunately, though, the rest of the month had been comfortable and even kind of fun. Kylah and Kegan celebrated their twenty-fifth birthdays on June 21st, midsummer, and we’d partied up a storm. Carmen and I had also witnessed what a real werewolf transformation was like-- or at least, what a werewolf looked like, because it seemed rude to stand in the corner of Artemis’ room while she transformed.

As it turned out, though, werewolves looked just like regular wolves: larger than one might expect and impossible to actually mistake for a dog or a coyote. Artemis’ wolf form had been unmistakably her, since she still had her jewel-like amber eyes. And, though she couldn’t speak as a wolf, she retained her mind and her ability to understand human speech.

For those three nights of the full moon, Artemis stayed in the ‘town hall’ the werewolves owned, since it was close to the Angeles National Forest and allowed them plenty of space to run around and go fairly unnoticed. When she’d come back, her eyes had been alight with excitement and a wild energy that could only come from having been completely, utterly free.

It had been weird to have her gone, though, and it cemented for the rest of us just how quickly she’d become an indispensable part of our little family. I could only suspect it would have been similar for the others to have Carmen and me absent for the past few days, which was another reason why I was so eager to get back to LA.

Since my sister and I had been gone, Kylah, Asami, and the others had been undertaking a job of their own, which was similarly simple, so it hadn’t needed all six of us to be present. Asami mentioned on the phone last night that they’d been called by Conleth Edan-Chander, Ralph Chander’s husband and a friend of Artemis’, and he’d told them of a missing vampire. I didn’t know all of the details, since my phone call with Kylah and Asami had become… distracted, but I wanted to know how things turned out.

We, as a group, were still a little wary of vampires, since the only one we had much experience with was Sullivan Scratch-- who, as it turned out, had been kidnapping half-faeries and drinking their blood so he could withstand daylight. We’d killed him and stopped that operation completely when we’d also killed Amaryllis, his full-blooded faerie partner, but we all knew there was more to it.

Somehow, both Scratch and Amaryllis had been connected to Phoenix.

Admittedly, because our group spent the last few weeks recuperating, we hadn’t made much progress in that direction, but it still sat at the forefront of our minds. Mostly because the Fae Queen had told me the Phoenix group were seeking immortality, so they could be unstoppable in their quest to tear down the veil and restore the old order, where humans and magic had mixed freely.

In theory, I liked this idea, but I knew it would be nothing but disastrous if it actually happened. Human technology was too powerful, both sides were too scared and hostile. The destruction of the veil would lead to war, devastation, and possibly even genocide of one or both sides. Certainly if it happened the way Phoenix wanted it to happen. If magic was ever to be reintroduced to the world, it would need to be done slowly, carefully.

Nothing about Phoenix was slow or careful. Our team had only caught the barest glimpses of their plans, of what they intended to do, and we had all been sickened by what we’d seen.

“Hey.” Carmen’s voice drew me from my thoughts, and I looked over at where she sat in the driver’s seat. Her eyes were on the road, but her attention was clearly on me. “You okay?”

“Just… thinking,” I said, and I sat up straighter in my seat and rolled my stiff neck and shoulders. I was so looking forward to being back in my big, soft bed. “About… stuff.”

“Phoenix?” my sister asked without a second’s hesitation, and when I nodded, she sighed. “We’ll figure it out. We always do, right?”

“We have so far,” I admitted. “But this… it’s bigger than anything we’ve ever done before. And we still don’t know any of the details.”

“We know what they want,” Carmen said as her hands tightened around the steering wheel. “So we know how to stop them. Jamison’s idealism is nice and all, but if humanity and magic really did combine fully, it would be a disaster.”

Jamison Hawthorn was a half-faerie and a fierce advocate for the integration of magic and humanity-- especially where faeries, who often sired and abandoned half-human children, were concerned. He was, in a word, idealistic, with a relentlessly optimistic outlook and a commitment to bettering the magical community in any way he could. I respected him, and I liked him, but I still wondered if he was just a touch too naive.

Of course, maybe I was just a touch too cynical. These days, it was hard to say. I wanted Jamison’s ideals to be the truth, I wanted to be wrong. I just wasn’t convinced that I was.

“You and me against the world, Monkey,” I agreed, and I could hear how my words had become slurred with sleep.

Now that the danger of the job was past, my body was letting me know just how tired it was. Fortunately, I wasn’t the one driving, so I let myself doze, and the next thing I was aware of was Carmen nudging my shoulder.

“Hey, Pip,” she said. “We’re here.”

“Already?” I asked around a yawn, and I stretched as best as I could in the cramped cab of the truck and blinked the sleep out of my eyes.

Sure enough, we were parked in the driveway of our townhouse, so we grabbed our backpacks out of the backseat and headed inside. We were so grateful to be home that we almost fell through the front door.

It was dark and still, and when I checked my phone, I realized it was almost five in the morning. Only the barest pink fingers of dawn were creeping up the sky at the very edge of the horizon, so of course, everyone else would be asleep.

Carmen and I dropped our bags onto the nearest couch and were heading to the kitchen area when we heard a voice behind us.

“Carmen? Leo?”

We both turned to see Kegan standing in the doorway of his and Carmen’s room, dressed in a pair of sweatpants and nothing else. He had one hand on the doorknob and was rubbing at his green eyes with the other, and he blinked at us several times before he grinned.

“You’re back!” the blond said in a sleepy voice, and he strode across the lounge area to pull us both into tight hugs. “Since when?”

“Just a second ago,” I answered as my sister pushed herself up on tiptoes to kiss Kegan’s cheek. “Did we wake you?”

“I wasn’t really sleeping,” Kegan assured me, and then he kissed Carmen’s cheek back. “How did it go?”

“Well enough,” Carmen sighed. “And I’ll give you all the details you want, babe, as soon as I’ve had some sleep.”

She bit her lip for a second, but it was too late. The yawn overtook her, and she did sound pretty exhausted.

“I’m going to bed,” she announced.

Kegan ducked to kiss her again, this time on the lips, and she headed for their room. The door closed behind her, and Kegan turned to me.

“It went well,” I told him when I saw the question on his face. “Pretty simple to figure out, really. A bit weird not to have you guys around, though.”

“I knew you two would be just fine,” the blond man said, and he clapped me on the shoulder. “Do you need to get to sleep, too?”

“Honestly, I’m alright. I slept in the truck. And it’s nearly morning anyway.” Sometimes my military training came back with a vengeance, and it seemed this morning was going to be one of those times. “What about you?”

“Half-faerie,” Kegan sighed, and he gave a shrug. “I rise with the sun, and all that. I imagine Kylah will be up soon, too.”

“Well, if you’re not going back to sleep, you can tell me how your guys’ job went,” I said, and Kegan and I headed to the kitchen area, made coffee, and sat down at the island to talk business.

Conleth, as it turned out, could not have been a nicer guy. Artemis’ praise had not been unjustified, and Asami and the Campbells had both liked him. He’d directed them to the case of a missing vampire, which I’d already known, but the conclusion of the story was news to me.

The vampire, a young guy named Eddie Jacobs, had been missing for close to a week, and his friends were concerned, so they’d buckled and brought their concerns to the Order. Since a missing vampire was hardly a threat to humanity-- unless he was going on a rampage and indiscriminately killing humans, which he wasn’t-- the Order just put up a flier, as they normally did. However, Eddie’s friends were still concerned, so they’d brought the issue to Conleth, and he’d called Artemis.

After a short investigation, Artemis, Kylah, Asami, and Kegan had surmised they were dealing with a cover-up of some kind, and they eventually located Eddie’s burned body. As they dug deeper, they’d learned Eddie had been killed by a seer, a human who’d been friends with one of the half-faeries kidnapped and killed by Amaryllis and Sullivan Scratch. Since Scratch had been a vampire employing other vampires, the seer decided to take out his anger and grief on the first vampire he’d seen-- never mind that Eddie had nothing to do with Scratch.

“Shit…” I muttered with a grimace, once Kegan finished his story. “That’s… awful.”

“I know,” Kegan agreed. “But we got justice for the poor kid, and the seer who killed him will face repercussions. This case highlights just how scared the magical community is getting, though. Even if it’s not public knowledge, people have come to expect Scratch had some connections to Phoenix.”

I looked down into the dark brown depths of my coffee and considered my next question for a long moment.

“How long before you think we’ll have to take it upon ourselves?” I finally asked.

It was obvious this was the only option at this point. The Order clearly weren’t going to do anything meaningful, they had no idea where to start, and any Eyes they’d sent there had gone missing, never to return.

“I don’t know.” Kegan frowned. “Not long, probably. But not now. We still don’t know enough. We go running in now, with guns blazing, and we’ll just get ourselves killed.”

“You’re right,” I sighed.

At the very least, we needed time to plan, to gather our thoughts and our intel and figure out exactly how best to attack this issue. The next few days would, in all likelihood, be calm as we recovered from the exertion of the jobs, collected payment from Renée at the Colorado Sanctuary, and figured out what our next steps would be. One of the upsides of working as ‘bounty hunters’ for the magical world, doing the jobs no one else could or would do, was that we were pretty comfortable for money. We could afford to take time off to figure things out.

“You know the price has gone up again,” Kegan then said, and I looked at him. “For Phoenix. It’s a quarter of a million, now.”

“Seriously?” I asked as my eyebrows shot up. “They must be getting desperate.”

“I don’t think it’ll do anything,” Kegan said. “Anyone who went when it was a hundred grand got killed, and anyone who knew them say they never came back.”

“Still,” I said. “If the Order thinks they can just con everyone in the magical world into feeding themselves into Arizona, like cannon fodder, they must really be out of other ideas.”

“Put like that, it might even be a good thing for Phoenix,” Kegan observed as his expression turned grim. “More subjects to experiment on.”

I knew he was thinking of the chimera in Oregon, and I had to suppress a shudder. I’d yet to see something as viscerally unsettling as that creature, and I hoped I never would.

“Maybe we can ask Renée for some details,” I suggested. “When we go to collect payment. How much was the vampire thing?”

“Three grand,” Kegan said with a shrug. “Missing persons cases don’t go for much unless it’s clear one thing is taking several people.”

Once again, I thought of Sullivan Scratch and all those half-faeries we hadn’t been fast enough to save. If the Order hadn’t been so negligent, so uncaring about the magical world, lives could have been saved. And things wouldn’t be hanging by such precarious threads.

I wondered if my team and I could stop everything from coming crashing down. Honestly, I didn’t know, but I knew we had to at least try.

Kegan and I sat on the barstools around the kitchen island sipping our coffee, and the conversation turned to lighter things. As Carmen’s brother, I felt it was my duty to check in and see how their relationship was going, and I had to admit it was sweet to see Kegan blush bright red and grin into his mug as he said things were going well.

The sun began to rise in earnest, and with it, Kylah. When she came downstairs, her face split into a blazing grin as she saw me sitting there, and she all but tackled me in a hug.

“You’re back!” she gushed, and her green eyes were sparkling. “When?”

“Only an hour or so,” I answered as I pressed a kiss to her temple. “How are you? And Sami?”

“Good! The job went well,” the blonde woman answered. “It’ll be nice to all be back together again. Where’s Carmen?”

“Sleeping,” Kegan said as Kylah let go of me to hug him hello.

Like this, when Kegan was sitting down, and their heads were roughly level, their family resemblance was more obvious than ever. Like Carmen and me, Kylah and Kegan were opposite-sex twins, with identical blond curls, fair skin, and vividly green eyes.

“She’s not exactly a morning person,” I added as Kylah let go of her brother to get herself a mug of coffee.

Once it was brewed and loaded with enough sugar and cream that I wasn’t convinced it could even really be called coffee anymore, she settled between the pair of us, and she leaned her head on my shoulder as we talked.

“That poor girl,” she sighed after I finished telling her and Kegan how my job with Carmen had gone. “I hope she’s at peace now.”

“I think she is,” I said, and I thought of that silvery wisp I’d seen in the smoke. “Whatever ‘peace’ means. What do the Fair Folk believe about death? What comes after?”

I realized as I asked the question that I didn’t know, since I’d never thought to ask. Death wasn’t something often discussed among our group. Among any group, probably. But I was curious to learn all I could about the various magical species’ cultures, how they functioned, how they interacted, and what they believed.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the magical world was way more superstitious than the human world. After all, they were living proof that superstitions contained at least a grain of truth.

“Well…” Kylah lifted her head from my shoulder and twisted a blonde curl around her forefinger as she thought. “It’s a bit… esoteric. The Fair Folk believe all beings of the Wild and the Earth are intertwined, roots of the Great Tree. When we die, it’s like a leaf dying, one part of the greater whole. We die, our bodies return to the Earth, and we nourish those who remain.”

“So there’s… no afterlife?” I asked. “No faerie heaven or something?”

“Not really,” the blonde woman answered with a shrug. “We’re sort-of reincarnated, I guess, because we live on through the others-- the way you might say a human lives on because their children resemble them or something. But there’s no separate plane of existence where our immortal souls hang out for eternity or whatever.”

“It might have something to do with full-blooded faeries being very long-lived,” Kegan added. “The idea of death as a peaceful form of rest, after a long life. I’ve read accounts from faeries who lived to be five, six, seven-hundred years old. They sounded… tired. Almost bored.”

With this in mind, I supposed it was no surprise that the Fae Queen had been so unsettling. Though she’d looked more human than the other faeries, she was, in fact, much further from human than they were. Between her enormous power and her potentially endless lifespan, it was no surprise how she appeared to have gone just a little crazy and become cruel, bordering on sadistic.

Or maybe she’d always been that way.

This train of thought was then interrupted by the arrival of Asami, who stopped at the base of the staircase up to the mezzanine to stretch in a patch of golden sunlight. She let out an appreciative groan, and then she turned to see the three of us sitting at the island.

“Leo!” She smiled and came over to hug Kylah and me tightly, and she also kissed my cheek.

“Hey, Sami,” I said as Kylah and I kissed her cheeks at the same time, which made the dark-haired woman giggle.

She’d clearly just woken up, because she hadn’t even put in her contact lenses yet, and circular-lensed glasses sat on the bridge of her nose. I liked when she wore them, since their large size made her look cute and even more studious than she already was. However, when she spent as much time chasing down monsters as she did poring over mythology books, contact lenses were a more practical choice.

Asami was, unsurprisingly, fascinated to know all about the job Carmen and I had been on, and I told her everything I could remember.

“Carmen’s right,” the researcher said when I’d finished. “Bones don’t burn, but obviously, that’s not necessary for the spirit to be freed.”

“Fire is cleansing and all that,” I said with a smile.

“Exactly.” Asami nodded. “But then, there must be a minimum necessary level of burning required for the spirit to be severed from the physical body. Where do you think it is?”

“No idea,” Kylah said. “But I don’t think it’s an experiment you could reasonably conduct, not without getting your hands on a lot of troubled spirits.”

“True,” Asami admitted with a frown. “It’s a shame, though. It would be so much easier to deal with these problems if we knew more about how to solve them. But I can’t exactly get approval from an ethics committee. I’m not affiliated with the Academiae Medendi anymore.”

“They do that sort of thing there?” I asked.

“Of course,” Asami said frankly. “How else would we know what healing magic is most effective? But only full-time, registered healers are allowed to conduct such experiments. To ensure there’s no abuse.”

This admittedly made sense, and I wondered if Galen Czerny-- a highly decorated healer who recently died and whose forcibly-raised spirit we’d battled a few months ago-- had ever done anything like that. Or if his ‘dual-citizen’ status within the Order would have prevented him from something that required special approval.

After all, the Order was wary of those who weren’t one hundred percent on their side. For perhaps the hundredth time, I wondered why Renée Beckett, a woman who by all accounts was kind and moral and had practically been a surrogate mother to the Campbells, bothered to stay with the Order.

“Hey, look who’s back!” a voice called out, and I turned to see Artemis had also woken and come downstairs.

Being a lycanthrope, she slept with earplugs in-- and occasionally noise-canceling headphones, too-- to compensate for her crazy good hearing. Even so, I wondered if our chatter had woken her, but she seemed cheerful enough as she came over to me and planted a kiss squarely on the top of my head on her way to get a mug.

“Success?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Yep,” I answered with a grin. “We can collect our payment later today. Have you guys already done that?”

“No, we were waiting until you and Carmen got back,” Kylah said. “Kegan and I were going to go and maybe speak to Renée about Phoenix while we’re at it.”

“Probably a good idea,” I agreed, and the thought of Arizona made the back of my neck prickle with unease.

“Do we have to talk about work right away?” Artemis asked us as she perched on one of the other barstools. “We all just finished jobs, we should be taking a day to celebrate, relax, and recuperate.”

“She’s right,” Asami interjected. “We’re no good to anyone if we don’t rest between jobs. And something tells me you haven’t even gone to sleep.”

She looked me and my rumpled clothing up and down, and I shrugged.

“I slept in the truck. I’ll be fine.”

“I take it Carmen’s getting some proper sleep then?” Artemis asked, and she looked over at the door to Kegan and Carmen’s room. “When can we expect her to make a reappearance?”

“Four p.m. or something, probably,” I drawled with a smirk, since I never wanted to miss an opportunity to rag on my sister, even if she wasn’t there to appreciate it by punching my arm.

As it turned out, though, Carmen woke up around noon, and she staggered out looking much better rested than when she’d entered the room. Even so, the first thing she did was make a beeline for the coffee machine, and then she proceeded to ask Artemis and Asami for all the details of their job, while the Campbells and I discussed the really important issue: the mezzanine.

Kegan was adamant we should get a pool table, since there had been one in the Sanctuary and, as he and Kylah had been forbidden from going on real jobs, they’d spent a lot of time there and become quite good. Kylah was in agreement with him-- and with my sister, who’d made her desire for beanbag chairs clear on multiple occasions. Meanwhile, I wanted a minifridge.

And, since the three of us were going to the Sanctuary to collect payment from Renée, we were planning to use the money on precisely those things. Kegan had already found a guy online who was selling his pool table and had agreed to let us come look at it this afternoon.

“We’re still getting beanbags, right?” Carmen asked as she walked from the kitchen area to the front door, which involved passing where the three of us were sitting on the couches.

“Definitely!” Kylah called to her in a firm voice, and my sister grinned.

“Awesome. I’m heading outside to get the mail.”

“If you’re getting beanbags, I’d like one for my room,” Artemis mused as she cocked her head, which made her long braids shift over her shoulder. “It would go nice next to my telescope.”

“Got it,” Kegan said from where he was hunched over a notepad.

Discussion continued in this fashion for a while until Carmen reappeared with the mail. I looked up when she walked in, but my smile died as I noticed her uneasy expression.

“Kegan, Kylah,” my sister said, and she held out the letter. “It’s for you.”

The Campbells looked at one another and then at Carmen as she passed the letter to Kylah. The blonde neatly slid her fingernail under the fold of the envelope, opened it, and allowed me to get a good look at the front of the letter. It was written on thick, creamy paper, and I noticed the elegant black calligraphy.

Handwritten. Expensive. That couldn’t mean anything good. The number of people who knew we lived at this address was pretty short. The number of people who would write something like that was even shorter. For a brief moment, I thought it was from the Fae Queen and panicked, until I remembered there was no way she would have addressed the letter to Kylah and Kegan Campbell. She would have used their faerie names.

Kylah’s expression turned from mildly confused to uneasy when she unfolded the letter.

“Dear Kylah and Kegan,” she began out loud. “First of all, I want you to know how it pains me to have to reach out to you in this way. I have never had the intention of using the pair of you for my own ends, but I am at a loss for where else to turn.”

“Is it from Cassia?” I whispered to Asami, and the dark-haired woman shrugged as Kylah continued to read.

“Second of all, I would like to express how impressed I am with you both, how you have risen to challenges you should never have had to confront, and more, risen above those challenges. I would like to express similar praise to Asami, and of course to Leo and Carmen.”

So, not Cassia.

“Unfortunately, I cannot reveal the purpose of this letter to you now,” Kylah went on, and I saw her blonde brows come closer and closer together as her frown deepened. “What I have to say to you, to ask of you, is a matter requiring the utmost discretion. A matter of life and death. For this reason, I ask that you both come visit me, so we can discuss this in person, in confidence.”

Kylah paused then and bit her bottom lip. She looked reluctant to go on, and there was a long moment before she did.

“Sincerely,” she said at last, “Renée Beckett.”


Chapter 2

A jolt of fear shot through me at the idea that Renée Beckett, head of an Order Sanctuary, descendant of one of the Order’s founding members, with an army of Eyes at her disposal, might need our aid.

I dreaded to think what evil could be so insurmountable, what problem so great, that the Order would admit it needed help. From outsiders. Sure, there were any number of problems the Order either couldn’t or wouldn’t solve, and even though Renée was by far the nicest person we knew who was still tied to the Order, the fact she was still part of it meant she, at least a little, believed in its mission and competence.

Now, though? To have her outright asking the Campbells-- and by extension, our entire crew-- for help?

Another shiver ran down my spine.

“Renée?” Carmen repeated, and I could see in her eyes she felt as uneasy as I did. “What could she need from… from us? She has a whole Sanctuary at her disposal.”

“I… don’t know,” Kylah admitted as she re-read the letter, and with each line, her brow became more and more furrowed. “I can’t see any kind of double meaning or secret message. It doesn’t look like it was written under duress. I genuinely think she needs our help.”

“A matter of life and death,” Kegan read over his sister’s shoulder. “Ours? Hers?”

“Maybe both,” Asami said, and her expression was uncomfortable.

“Why would Renée be sending you a letter right now?” Artemis asked the half-fae twins. “Isn’t she forbidden from associating with the pair of you? With all of us?”

“Not entirely,” Asami told the werewolf woman. “The rules are… complex. But this is definitely very unusual.”

“Which means it can only be bad news,” I said. “And we need to prepare accordingly. You don’t think she’s in some kind of danger, do you?”

“I’ve seen Renée fight,” Kylah told me. “Her command of magic, her skill… she’s definitely older, and perhaps not as fast or strong as she used to be, but she’s powerful. You don’t get to be the head of a Sanctuary for nothing. Aurelius Beckett didn’t found the Order of the Eye on a whim. He was a warrior, and so is she, when push comes to shove.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” Carmen muttered. “If Renée needs our help-- us, here, the little ragtag group of freelancers-- what does she think we can provide that an entire Sanctuary doesn’t already have?”

“Oh, I think I know the answer to that,” Asami said with a smile, and she looked around at us all.

After a moment, it became clear she’d expected us to follow her train of thought. But we, unlike her, were not geniuses, and our minds walked slow and careful down the paths she skipped along with ease.

“And?” I prompted her.

“Perspective.” Her smile turned just a shade mischievous.

That, I supposed, was true enough. We weren’t associated with the Order. We’d all seen it for ourselves and formed our own opinions from watching how it did-- or more to the point, didn’t-- interact with the supernatural world. Ralph Chander had been turned away when his niece, Helen, went missing. Selene Ylva, head of the local werewolf community, had been ignored when she’d reported the gruesome deaths of multiple people. The Order just put up fliers and never really helped unless a problem threatened the secrecy of the magical world.

Renée, I was sure, had a problem with this. She’d seen how the Order shunned Kylah and Kegan for being half-fae. She’d seen them become disillusioned, Asami too, and watched the three of them strike out on their own, to form a family outside the Order, a family dedicated to truly helping magicals in need. All six of us wanted the same thing: to leave the world better, kinder, and safer than we’d found it.

Of course, though, we were still left with a question: if this was our perspective, what did Renée want us to direct it toward?

“There’s only one way we’re actually going to get answers,” Kylah said as she folded up Renée’s letter, tucked it back into the envelope, and set it down on the counter as if she thought it would burst into flames. “And that’s to go to the Sanctuary.”

It was as though she’d read my mind.

Kylah then looked over at her brother, and the blond man had already stood up and was walking to his room, presumably to get dressed.

“I’m coming, too,” Asami said as she got up from her barstool, but it was tall enough that her height didn’t actually change much when she stood up.

“And me,” I said.

I looked over at Carmen, and she’d already risen to catch up with Kegan and stop him with a gentle hand on his arm. He turned back to look at her, and she met his gaze firmly.

Kegan didn’t say anything, he didn’t need to.

It kind of fascinated me how my loud, brash sister got quiet around him. Not like she was tamping herself down, but like she didn’t need to be loud around him.

My sister had always had to shout to be heard. In our foster home, with Theo and Maria and their litany of other kids. In high-school, with thirty-plus students in every class and overworked, underpaid teachers. At the mechanic shop, where she’d been passed over for everyone else because she was young and a woman.

But not with Kegan.

“We’re all going,” Artemis said to Kylah. “We’re your team, remember?”

Kylah and Kegan both smiled, and I could see a slight relief in their expressions. Evidently, some part of them had still believed our mistrust of the Order would translate into the four of us letting them go alone.

As if.

I reached out and took Kylah’s hand, and Asami walked around the kitchen island to do the same. We would, as we always did, go into this together. As a team. As a family.

“Besides…” My sister grinned as she curled both her arms around Kegan’s elbow and rested her head on his shoulder, and the faerie man, despite the ominous tone of Renée’s letter, was smiling down at her lovingly. “We still need to collect payment for our jobs.”

The six of us hurried back to our respective rooms to get dressed and then congregated by the front door. One of the many changes we’d made to the townhouse over the past month had been to install a huge mirror on the wall next to the front door. It was large enough that you could see your entire reflection in it, which was good for last-minute checks.

Or for stepping through.

Kegan stepped up to the glass, since he was the only one who could do mirror magic, and we watched as he cut a shallow slash in his thumb and meticulously daubed a rune in the top corner of the mirror. I was reminded of the first time I’d seen him mirror travel, with a freshly-cauterized wound in his flank. He’d been pale from blood loss, and his shirt was so ruined from blood and stabbing that he’d just discarded it and gone shirtless under his jacket.

Kegan-- quiet, loyal, intelligent Kegan-- had looked like a vampire straight from a nineties movie. Dangerous and brooding. Honestly, looking back, it was kind of funny.

Once the rune was complete, Kegan pressed his palm to the mirror, and it liquefied. Like an upright sheet of rippling liquid mercury. The first time I’d seen such a thing, I’d been apprehensive and kind of terrified. Now, this was just my normal, and the six of us stepped through as calmly as if the mirror had been a regular door.

An instant later, we emerged in the foyer of the Sanctuary in Colorado, and it looked exactly the same as it had last time. With huge stone pillars and huge stone staircases and the Order’s Latin motto written in white marble on the bottom step: Audacia Pro Muro et Scuto Opus.

Boldness is our wall, and action is our shield.

I stepped away from the mirror, which was an enormous sheet of glass on the hall’s left side. I’d forgotten how large it was, and it was on a sort of raised platform made of dark wood.

“The four ways are positioned relative to the cardinal directions,” Asami told me when she saw me looking up at the mirror. “The staircases, deeper into the Sanctuary, are South. The main doors are North. The mirror is West, and the door to the library is East.

“The sun rises in the east,” Artemis chimed in. “Is that significant?”

“The Order likes to associate light with knowledge,” the researcher said with a nod, and she looked over wistfully at the magnificent pair of doors to the east.

I knew she had to miss the library terribly. The Sanctuary had one of the most extensive and impressive collections of literature on the supernatural world in existence. The researcher was turning one of the spare rooms in the townhouse into a study-slash-library, but it would never be the same as the one here.

“Ironic, considering the whole point is to make sure the magical world stays hidden in the dark,” Carmen scoffed.

I looked back at the motto and thought about how it made no mention of protecting anyone. No mention of good triumphing over evil, of fighting for a better world. I hadn’t been part of the Order for long-- honestly, I’d never been part of it, not properly. Even so, I felt a little like I’d been duped all those months ago, and I wondered how many other people like me there were, in this Sanctuary and in Sanctuaries across the world. People who wanted to help and protect but had been swept up in fancy aesthetics and didn’t realize they weren’t protecting much of anything, besides the status quo.

“I’m glad we left,” I heard Kylah say to her brother, and when I looked, both siblings had firm expressions on their faces.

I reached out to Kylah and took her hand, and she threaded our fingers together with a soft squeeze. It was hard to tell if I was anchoring her or if she was anchoring me, because it felt strange to be back here. It always felt strange.

The Sanctuary was so far removed from the real magical world. I’d come to feel comfortable out there, among werewolves and vampires and half-faeries. But here wasn’t real. This was as close to the supernatural world as my army barracks had been to LA.

“Come on,” I said. “We need to see Renée.”

We set off down the hallway, with Kylah and Kegan leading, since they were the ones who Renée had specifically asked for, and also because they knew the way best. Asami and I followed behind them hand in hand, with Artemis and Carmen bringing up the rear.

“Pip,” my sister said, and I turned to glance at her over my shoulder. “Do you think we’ll see Abuela’s painting again?”

I shrugged, because I didn’t know. The hallways here were labyrinthine, and I was pretty sure they physically changed according to where you had to go or how many rooms were needed.

But, as if the ancient, peculiar building had somehow heard Carmen’s request, the next corner we turned was that same hallway as before. It was lined with beautiful paintings, and one caught our eyes.

“There it is,” Carmen whispered, and she paused to admire it.

My eyes scanned briefly over the plaque at the bottom, as if to confirm to myself it was real, and I hadn’t imagined it last time.

Isabella Rivera, seer, ‘Forest at Midnight’ (1962)

“I wonder what her life was like,” my sister murmured.

“Probably not dissimilar to yours,” Asami said, and beside her, Kegan and Kylah stood watching Carmen. “Separation between the realms is getting stricter-- more technology, more documentation. A generation or two ago, seers would have been more able to shift between the realms, so long as they didn’t say or do anything to tip off a mortal.”

“Renée said the Rivera bloodline is old,” Carmen remarked as she let her fingertip slowly trace the engraving of our grandmother’s name on the brass plaque. “Revered.”

“Do you want a title?” I asked in a teasing voice, and Carmen rolled her eyes at me.

“You aren’t interested in our family history?” she asked. “Renée’s ancestor founded the Order. Beckett is an old bloodline. Ours is, too. So, what did our forebears do?”

I understood her fixation, the desperate need to have some kind of anchor, something to root you down. A family, a history, something to connect to. Carmen and I had gotten by with just the two of us for so long, but every time we were reminded of how our parents had lived in this world, it was a little harder to ignore how we knew almost nothing about our own culture.

“I’m sure the library has plenty of books on the matter,” Asami said to my sister, and she squeezed my hand. No doubt she’d seen my own expression tighten with a sort of longing. “I can help you look.”

“We’ll all help,” Kylah agreed, and she kissed my cheek as she reached out to touch Carmen’s shoulder. “After we speak with Renée.”

“Of course,” my sister said with a nod, but she already looked happier.

Artemis gave her a one-armed hug, and I was reminded of how important family was to werewolves. To Artemis, being so cut off from your ancestry probably sounded like a nightmare.

Honestly, I didn’t like it too much, either.

We got to the end of the hallway of paintings and soon after came to the infirmary. Asami insisted on sticking her head in, which was fair enough since she’d spent a fair amount of time in there, and soon after the six of us were being pulled in by a cheerful Jasper.

“I feel like I haven’t seen you all in ages!” he said brightly as he shook my hand and Carmen’s, hugged Asami and the Campbells, and then turned to Artemis. “I’m Jasper Fell.”

“Artemis Desir,” the amber-eyed woman replied, and she extended a hand.

“Lovely to meet you.” Jasper shook her hand firmly and smiled.

If he’d noticed Artemis was a werewolf-- and he probably had, since he was a healer and therefore dealt a lot with auras-- he had no issue with it.

“I hope none of you are here because you got stabbed again?” Jasper then asked with a pointed look over at Kegan, who rolled his eyes, which made the healer grin.

“We’re here to speak to Renée,” Asami explained. “Collect payment for some jobs.”

“That requires all six of you?” Jasper asked as he glanced around the group.

“It’s a big payment,” I joked with a shrug.

“Hey, I’m not here to interrogate you,” Jasper chuckled. “You’ll probably get enough of that from the others.”

“Others?” I asked. “Why?”

At that, Jasper’s cheerful expression faltered a little.

“Well…” he said uneasily and cleared his throat. “Some people in the Sanctuary have kind of… taken offense. To the three of you leaving and forming your own group.”

He directed this last bit at Asami and the Campbells.

“I don’t think I really care what they have to think,” Kylah said with an even expression, though I saw her green eyes flash. “We chose what we thought was the best option. For ourselves, and the magical world.”

“Oh, believe me, I know,” Jasper said as he raised his hands. “It wasn’t fair for the two of you to be benched all the time. I’m glad you’re doing something you enjoy. Just… you know, this isn’t the sort of place people normally leave.”

“Am I the only one who thinks that sounds a bit cult-like?” Carmen asked aloud to no one in particular.

“I wouldn’t say that.” Jasper’s mouth twisted with unease, and I suspected my sister’s comment, knowingly or not, had touched a nerve. “But… some people aren’t happy.”

“Well, some people weren’t happy when we were here, so you can’t please everyone,” Kylah said briskly.

It was intriguing to see her being a little more forceful, a little more stern. I knew the blonde woman had it in her, but she was ordinarily kind, cheerful, and assumed the best of everyone. But I’d also seen how she’d stood up to Amaryllis, a faerie woman who had tortured and killed any number of half-faeries, and I liked when Kylah made it clear she wasn’t someone to be crossed.

“Agreed,” Kegan said in a dry tone.

Then, as if to prove his point, a woman I recognized walked into the infirmary.

“Jasper,” she said. “I need my bandages-- oh.”

The change in Flora’s tone between the word ‘bandages’ and the word ‘oh’ was almost laughably big. Her bright blue eyes lingered pointedly on Kylah and Kegan, and she made no effort to hide her disapproval.

“Hello, Flora,” Kylah said coolly.

“Kylah,” Flora responded as her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Kegan. When did you come back?”

“We haven’t,” Kylah said and lifted her chin. “We’re collecting payment for a couple jobs.”

“Right.” The disapproval and slight disgust in Flora’s face became all the more obvious. “You’re still… doing your little freelancing… thing? Cute.”

“It’s not for everyone,” I said with a shrug. “We just all prefer to be doing something… more proactive when it comes to serving the magical community.”

Flora’s gaze snapped to me as if she hadn’t even seen me-- or Carmen, or Artemis, or even Asami-- until I’d spoken.

“I suppose I’m just not the type to get overconfident,” she said as her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and her voice was very carefully even. “Freelancers don’t often live long, you see. I’d recommend caution.”

“Duly noted,” Carmen said, but her tone was flat and completely lacking any pretense of politeness. “Now, if you don’t mind, we have a payment to collect. Nice to see you again, Jasper.”

“Nice to see you, too,” Jasper murmured while looking extremely awkward.

I saw Asami flash him an apologetic smile as the six of us filed out and left him with Flora, who was probably only a closed door away from complaining about Kylah and Kegan.

Whatever. She could sit in bitterness and dislike if she wanted. We all had better things to do with our time.

“I see now why you decided to leave,” Artemis remarked as we moved away from the infirmary. “Was it always like that?”

“Flora was one of the… most persistent,” Asami told the werewolf woman. “But Jasper was nice, he’s always been nice. The Order has a lot of different viewpoints.”

“Not as many as you’d think,” Carmen scoffed. “Everyone here thinks hiding the magical world is more important than keeping it safe.

“I choose to believe that most of the people here genuinely want to do good,” Kylah argued, though she didn’t look entirely confident. “They just… might have a different idea about how best to do that. And the Order does have a lot of resources. That’s attractive.”

“Yeah, because they don’t share them with anyone else,” Carmen muttered.

I nudged her lightly in a silent plea for her to let the matter lie, at least for now. I knew Kylah and Kegan-- and to a lesser extent, Asami-- had a lot of complex feelings about the Order.

My sister shot me a look but thankfully lapsed into silence.

The hallway to Renée’s office felt shorter this time, but maybe the building was picking up on how none of us wanted to be here any longer than necessary. Either way, we came to those familiar double doors, and Kylah knocked three times. The sound echoed around the cavernous hall, and then a voice called out.

“Enter!”

Inside, Renée was at her desk looking almost exactly the same as the last time we’d seen her, when she gave us the keys to our house. However, I reckoned the thin silver streaks in her tightly-curled black hair had gotten slightly less thin, but with everything going on in Phoenix right now, I could hardly blame her for being stressed.

“Kylah,” She smiled when the six of us walked in and rose from her chair. “Kegan, Asami. And the rest of you, of course. It’s good to see you all. Please, sit.”

Renée gestured to the seats in front of her desk, of which there were three. Kylah sat in the center one, and I elected to stand beside her. Carmen did the same when Kegan sat in the left seat, and Asami took the right chair with Artemis standing vigil behind her. I laid a hand on Kylah’s shoulder as she reached out to twine her fingers with Asami’s. Then I looked over at the researcher and saw Artemis had a hand on her shoulder, too.

“Thank you for being so quick,” Renée said as she smoothed out the jacket of her cream pantsuit and sat back down. “I take it you mirrored here?”

“We did,” Kylah said, with a look at Kegan.

“I would have mirrored myself, but I was hesitant to appear… conspicuous,” the older woman explained. “This is a delicate matter. I trust you haven’t disclosed the true purpose of this visit to anyone else?”

“When Jasper asked, I said we were here to pick up payments for some completed jobs,” Asami told her.

“That isn’t a lie, by the way,” Carmen jumped in. Her tone was polite, but it was clear she didn’t want us to get so side-tracked by Renée’s mysterious request for help that we forgot about getting paid.

“Prudent,” Renée remarked and sounded faintly impressed. “Do you have proof?”

In answer, my sister pulled out two fliers from her back pocket-- the one she and I had dealt with in Dixon, and the missing vampire the others dealt with back here. She also handed over her phone, which contained several photographs of the research we’d done to locate Lizzie Cook and what had happened to her.

“Conleth Edan-Chander can vouch for the other one,” Artemis said as Renée examined the photographs and the fliers.

“I’m aware,” Renée answered. “He notified me yesterday. That poor boy. Eddie Jacobs, correct?”

“Yeah,” Artemis said with a nod.

“What will happen to the guy who killed him?” Carmen asked.

“He’ll face trial and be punished accordingly,” Renée said as she pulled out a checkbook from a drawer and began to write two checks-- one for Carmen and me, one for the others. “Since he was a seer, he falls under my charge, even though he was not an Eye. I will liaise with Benjamin to devise a suitable punishment.”

“Benjamin?” I asked.

“Benjamin du Sang,” Renée clarified. “He is the head of California’s vampire community-- in much the same way Selene Ylva is for the werewolves.”

She tucked the two checks into an envelope and passed it across the desk to Kylah. Once Kylah had the envelope safely stowed in her pocket, Renée settled back into her seat and leveled her gaze at us all.

“Once again, I would like to thank you all for arriving so quickly. This is a very time-sensitive matter.”

“What can we help you with, Renée?” Kegan asked, but his tone was earnest, like an adult son to his mother.

Knowing what I did about Cassia, and about the twins’ childhoods, I felt kind of sorry for him. Renée clearly cared about them a lot, but she hadn’t been a mother to them-- and now, she never could be. At least Carmen and I had eight years with our mother before she’d died. Kylah and Kegan hadn’t even had that.

“Phoenix,” Renée answered, and her expression twisted, like even just saying the word disgusted her. “The situation has… worsened. If I’m being perfectly honest, it’s an unmitigated disaster. The Order has been completely unable to get it under control. We still have no idea who or what we are up against, or how to stop them.”

I thought for a moment about telling Renée what the Fae Queen had told us. But really, what did it help? We had no location for a base of operations, no names of people involved, no explanations about what they’d been doing to all those missing people.

“The entire state of Arizona has thus been declared a danger zone,” Renée continued. “No Order members are cleared to enter its borders, and we strongly discourage anyone in the magical community to go there either, even if we can’t outright forbid it.”

Some part of me didn’t like where this was going. For a second, I wondered if Renée intended to send the six of us into Arizona as some kind of elite strike team, since we’d had so much fortune with our other jobs, some of which had come close to unveiling parts of Phoenix’s overall operation. But I knew Renée cared deeply about the safety of those she was responsible for, and even though Asami and the Campbells had left the Order, this extended to them.

“The Council believes we should be taking more drastic action, but I’ve made my position clear that so long as I am the head of this Sanctuary, I will handle it-- and the veil of the western half of North America-- as I see fit.”

The implications of this statement weren’t good, and I was suddenly sure some people on the Council, who ran other Sanctuaries, were trying to depose or replace Renée with someone who’d take a more hardline stance. And probably someone who would pay even less attention to the pleas of the magical community.

“So… do you want us to help you figure out what’s going on in Arizona?” Kylah asked, and she was clearly wondering whether Renée was desperate enough to send us out there.

Though, realistically, that would just end with us as cannon fodder.

“Oh, good god, no,” Renée said at once while looking shocked, and a small wave of relief washed through me. “I would never dream of sending you there. You don’t have the resources or the numbers. It would be a death sentence. No, I need your help with a more… sensitive issue.”

“Sensitive how?” Kegan asked.

“Before I answer that, I need your utmost discretion,” the older woman told us all, and her expression turned very severe, like an especially strict principal. “When I said this was a matter of life and death, I wasn’t exaggerating.”

“Of course,” I said readily, and the others all nodded.

Renée nodded back curtly, and then she stood from her desk and stepped out of the room.

A moment later, she re-entered, and two children walked in behind her.

“This is Pyrrha and Aidan McKenna,” Renée said as she gestured to each of them.

The boy, Aidan, looked barely eight years old, maybe even younger. The girl, Pyrrha, was older but still young. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. Both of them were slender, with tawny skin a little darker than my own, flame-colored eyes, and dark wavy hair. Pyrrha’s was tied up in a ponytail, but I could see the ends were fade-dyed crimson. Their auras swirled in bright silver lines around their ankles, but they looked somehow unusual.

Whatever these two kids were, I’d never encountered their kind before.

“Oh!” Kylah was the first to speak, and her tone was surprised but non-judgmental. “Hello. I didn’t realize we’d be… meeting anyone.”

“Hi,” Pyrrha said shortly. She was looking at us all with a wary expression, and one of her arms protectively encircled her younger brother’s skinny shoulders. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kylah, and this is my brother Kegan,” the blonde woman explained. “These are Leo and Asami, my partners, Leo’s sister Carmen, and Artemis.”

“Right,” the young girl said with a doubtful expression, and then she turned to Renée. “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” Renée nodded. “Why don’t the pair of you sit? Then we can discuss this properly.”

Still looking unsure, Pyrrha edged closer to where we were all sitting around Renée’s desk. Asami vacated her seat so Pyrrha could take it, and she and Aidan were small enough that they could both squeeze onto the chair.

“Arizona, being so dangerous, has resulted in a lot of refugees, if you like,” Renée told us all. “Pyrrha and Aidan, here, are two such refugees. They have applied to be put under the Order’s protection.”

“What about your parents?” Carmen asked them, and I didn’t miss how Pyrrha’s face crumpled, just for a moment, before she schooled her features into a tightly-controlled mask of indifference.

“They’re dead,” the girl said flatly. “They were killed by whoever’s terrorizing Arizona. Adi and I fled to avoid being killed, too.”

“Oh, god. I’m so sorry.” My sister frowned. “You came here all this way on your own?”

“It was that or die,” Pyrrha answered, and her arm tightened around Aidan’s shoulders.

I recognized that look on her face. Even though Carmen and I were the same age, I’d felt like that after our parents had died-- terrified of letting her go, of letting her out of my sight, in case I lost the only family I had left.

“Well, you’re here now, at least,” Carmen said, and she looked over at Kylah and Kegan. “These two grew up in the Sanctuary, you know. It kept them safe.”

“Lucky them,” Pyrrha muttered a little sullenly, and I saw Renée purse her lips.

I thought, for a moment, it was because she disapproved of Pyrrha’s attitude, but then the older woman spoke.

“Unfortunately, the nature of the situation in Arizona means we have a lot of refugees and asylum-seekers coming out of the state right now,” Renée said, and I realized she was in agreement with Pyrrha, not annoyed by the girl. “And… some people on the Council have argued this could pose a threat.”

I’d only met the Council once, but I immediately had a pretty good idea of who ‘some people’ were. Namely, Samuel White, who had opposed the Campbells being allowed to stay there, even though their status as half-fae could have put their very lives at risk.

“There is suspicion-- completely unfounded, in my opinion-- that someone might use the refugee situation as an excuse to gain access to dangerous places, such as the Sanctuaries of the Order,” Renée went on. “Maybe even that someone could pass sensitive information to the Phoenix group themselves. As a result, until the McKennas’ case has been independently reviewed and deemed legitimate, I am unable to house them here in the Sanctuary.”

“What?” I asked as I blinked at the older woman.

“Where are they supposed to go?” Carmen demanded and looked rapidly between Renée and the two kids.

“That’s where the six of you come in,” Renée said as she interlaced her hands atop her desk.


Chapter 3

“I am unable to house them myself at this moment, however I know you all have at least one spare room at your disposal,” Renée continued. “As well as a not-inconsiderable amount of combat training. More than enough to keep two children safe for a few weeks, I’m sure.”

It took me a moment to realize just exactly what Renée was asking-- or maybe telling-- us to do.

“You want us to take them in?” I clarified.

“In a word, yes.” Renée spoke frankly, and her tone was clipped and brisk as ever.

I couldn’t fault her efficiency.

“But… we’re not foster parents,” Asami said as her brow furrowed. “We don’t have any experience in-- in childcare.”

“I’m eighteen,” Pyrrha snapped and shot the researcher a glare. “I don’t need my diapers changed.”

“It’s not that,” Kylah said to the young girl quickly. “We just… weren’t expecting this sort of thing when Renée said she needed our help.”

“Surely there’s someone more suitable for you two to stay with?” Artemis asked. “Extended family, maybe?”

There were subtle ways that belied Artemis being a werewolf, and this was one of them. She always assumed there was family. Always. I didn’t begrudge her that, because it showed how she’d always grown up with a whole community behind her. If her mother, Phoebe, had been tragically and suddenly killed, Artemis would have still had a community to raise and care for her.

But these kids… I knew they wouldn’t be here if they had any other options. No one chose to go to a foster home if they had a better choice.

“I tried to contact extended family, but they’re all in Arizona, and the vast majority are human,” Renée sighed. “I cannot in good conscience send anyone back within the state limits, and humans are simply not equipped to protect against whatever magical threats lie there.”

“Of course,” Kylah said, but her expression was still troubled. “I… I didn’t realize the Order’s policy toward refugees was so strict. What if there’s imminent danger?”

“There is imminent danger, Arizona is a shitshow-- sorry,” Carmen directed this last bit toward the kids before she turned back to Renée. “But apparently it’s not imminent enough?”

“For what it’s worth, I agree,” the older woman said. “However, it is not the Order’s duty to provide a foster home to wayward magicals, and I am bound by the law. I called the six of you because I believed this would be a… suitable compromise. ‘Migration’ within the magical community is a thorny issue at the best of times. Certain places have different concentrations of different species, and too high of a magical-to-mortal ratio can cause suspicion in the mortal world. Especially with advancing technology and surveillance capacity.”

Part of me did wonder if there was even any point to the Order and their continued attempts of hiding the magical world. I wasn’t about to join up with fanatics like Sullivan Scratch or Amaryllis, who wanted to rip the veil down and rule the world as blood-stained tyrants, but at the same time, the veil wasn’t a natural occurrence. And people like Jamison Hawthorn believed the integration of humanity and magic was the natural progression, the way to the most powerful, most peaceful world.

I wondered, just for a moment, what the Phoenix situation would be like if humanity still knew about magic. Would Phoenix be an even larger threat bolstered by human numbers and weaponry? Or would it have not even been a blip on the world’s radar, quashed by humans and supernaturals united against tyranny?

We’d never know. And it was pointless to sit there, thinking of hypotheticals, when we had real dangers in front of us to deal with.

“The issue is… compounded with children,” Renée continued in an uncharacteristically delicate tone. “As young magicals learn the scope of their abilities, they may at times struggle to control those abilities, and if they’re living in the human world… things can become complicated.”

“Adi and I are fine.” Pyrrha scowled. “We can control our abilities.”

“I have no doubt the pair of you are skilled, given you made it all the way here undetected,” Renée told the girl. “But you’re still young and inexperienced. Aidan even more so. And given what you told me about when you fled…”

“I didn’t burn the house down!” Pyrrha exploded, and she jumped to her feet with her eyes blazing. “And neither did Aidan! It was the people who killed our parents! They burned it so people would try and blame it on us!”

Something inside me twisted.

“You didn’t burn your house down,” Renée repeated, and her tone was becoming brisk again. “I know you didn’t. Do not insinuate that I believed that. I merely pointed out that neither of you are as accustomed to your abilities as fully-grown phoenixes. And, if you are to lie low, it would be easier done in the magical community than the human one. Hence why I have called these six.”

She gestured in our direction then, and Pyrrha glanced at us all looking unconvinced. I couldn’t really blame her. Carmen and I had been mistrustful of Theo and Maria when they’d taken us in. But they’d never done anything wrong. They’d kept us fed and clean, they never hit us, and they helped us with our homework when we’d needed it. But they hadn’t loved us the way our parents had, and they had never quite felt like family.

And Pyrrha, it seemed, knew that whatever she’d had with her parents was gone forever, lost in a fire, just like Carmen and I with our own parents.

Aidan tugged on his sister’s arm and whispered something to her. I didn’t catch it, but I did catch Pyrrha’s reply and the fact it was in Spanish.

“What about Mexico?” I asked, because I hadn’t caught everything Pyrrha said, and she looked up at me sharply and seemed surprised.

“I said we can’t go there,” she told me in English.

“Why not?” I asked her while switching back to Spanish.

Pyrrha eyed me a little suspiciously but then answered.

“Because we don’t actually have citizenship there,” she said in Spanish. “And it’s too far away.”

“Councilman White suggested sending the McKennas to the Sanctuary in Guadalajara, but I would prefer not to pass around children like lost mail,” Renée said. “Especially not to places where they do not have any family ties.”

She spoke in English, but she seemed to have understood what Pyrrha and I had said, so I wondered if she, like Asami, knew many languages.

“There’ll be no need for it, anyway,” I said as I straightened in my chair. “We can take ‘em. That is, if you guys are okay with it.”

I turned back to Pyrrha and Aidan. The young boy mostly just looked tired and a little overwhelmed, and I thought Pyrrha was looking at me with a little less suspicion than before.

“Minimum displacement would be my preference,” Renée agreed with a nod. “Hopefully, once the situation in Arizona is properly dealt with, everyone can return to their homes and be reunited with blood family. I have every intention of this being a temporary measure.”

“Of course we’ll take you guys in,” Artemis said to the two kids, and she smiled kindly at me. “We help people who need helping.”

“We’re not defenseless,” Pyrrha muttered in a slightly grumpy voice. “We got here by ourselves.”

“You did,” Kylah agreed gently. “We’re not invalidating that. But we’re in a position to help you, to make things easier.”

Pyrrha eyed the blonde woman suspiciously, like she was trying to find a loophole, some hint Kylah was actually ridiculing her, but evidently she found none, because she nodded stiffly.

“Okay.”

“Good,” Renée said. “Pyrrha, Aidan, why don’t you go get your things?”

Pyrrha and Aidan slowly walked out of the huge room, and only when the door had closed behind them did Renée slump slightly in her chair and put one hand to her head.

“They made it here on their own, but just barely,” she said in a tired voice. “They were filthy and starving. I’m fairly sure they’d been sleeping outside the entire journey.”

“God…” Carmen muttered. “All the way from Phoenix?”

“It took them three weeks,” Renée said grimly. “Pyrrha told me they had to walk almost the entire way. I suspect they spent what little they had on bus fare.”

I knew it was bad in Phoenix. I knew magicals had been reluctant to go anywhere near Arizona for months now, but I hadn’t quite conceptualized it was that bad. Bad enough to have an eighteen-year-old girl drag her brother over five hundred miles to feel safe.

With this in mind, anger began to bubble up inside me at how the McKennas had come all this way just to be told ‘no’ by the Order. No, you can’t stay here. No, you could be a danger to us. No, we would rather leave you to die than give you somewhere safe to live. Renée had called us as a last resort because she knew we lived in an old Order safehouse that she’d given us, and she knew we would do everything in our power to look after those kids, because her hands were tied.

“Did you confirm that their parents were really dead?” Carmen then asked. “They actually died in the house fire?”

“I don’t yet know all the details, but I doubt it,” Renée said. “They were both phoenixes, and phoenixes cannot be harmed by normal fire. Possibly the house burned down as the parents attempted to break free of whoever was taking them. But Pyrrha seemed very adamant that they were dead. I’ve been trying to find out more information, like whether bodies were recovered and identified, but you know how slow investigations can be, especially human ones. ”

“But why would the Phoenix group try to take the adults and not the children?” Asami asked with a frown. “Why risk leaving witnesses?”

“Maybe the parents knew something they weren’t supposed to,” Carmen said.

“Just one more mystery to add to the pile that is Phoenix,” Renée sighed. “At any rate, I don’t want you worrying yourselves about it. I’m grateful you’ve agreed to look after the pair of them, and they should be your top priority.”

“Of course,” I said at once. They were kids, after all. “We have a guest room, anyway, they’ll be just fine.”

“You must understand, this could be a while,” Renée said emphatically. “The situation in Arizona is not likely to change soon, and the process of vetting asylum applications is… maddeningly slow. You may have them with you for several months. Maybe even longer. I cannot, will not, send them back to Phoenix.”

“We’ll look after them, Renée,” Kylah promised, and she stepped forward and reached over the huge desk to take the older woman’s hand between both of her own. “We know how important it is to have a safe place. You can count on us.”

Renée smiled up at the blonde woman with something almost motherly. “Why do you think I called on the six of you?”

Her dark eyes then slid over to me, and I knew she wasn’t just talking about what Kylah and Kegan had gone through as infants, but about Carmen and me. She knew we had first-hand experience with losing our parents and being lost, adrift, and shoved into foster care. If not for people like Theo and Maria, we could have ended up separated, or fallen into a downward spiral of despair, depression, and drugs.

In that moment, I immediately resolved to be the best babysitter-slash-bodyguard-slash-foster-carer to these two kids as I was able. Our team didn’t just kill monsters, we helped people who needed helping. Sometimes ‘help’ meant a sharp knife and a shield, and sometimes it meant a warm bed and a hot meal.

“I cannot thank you all enough,” Renée said as she rose from her desk. “I’ll sleep easier knowing these two are somewhere safe.”

“I’m sure they will, too,” Carmen said, with a knowing look at me. “Is there anything else we can do?”

“Just look after them,” the older woman sighed. “I’m sure it will be fine. So far, it doesn’t seem like anyone who’s left Arizona is in danger. It seems to be confined to the state limits, but you never know. And they’re…”

“Young,” I finished in an agreeing tone.

Pyrrha and Aidan returned a moment later, each with worn, scruffy backpacks on their skinny shoulders. I could tell from the way they both had one hand in a death grip on the straps that these backpacks contained everything they had left of their old life and their parents. The kids had a similar death grip on one another’s hands.

For the first few days after the fire, Carmen and I had barely let go of each other. Only to go to the bathroom, and then the other had waited outside with our back to the door, waiting for the other to return. We’d even slept in the same bed-- or rather, had lain in it, because neither of us had slept much. Not for a long time.

How was it that we’d been the same age then as Aidan was now? He looked so small, so scared. Had we been even smaller? My stomach twisted unpleasantly again, and I had to look away from the poor boy before everything rose up inside me. Blindly, I reached out a hand, for Asami or Kylah or Artemis, but instead it was Carmen’s fingers that slipped into mine and gripped tight, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding as some of the tightness in my chest relaxed.

“Where are you taking us, anyway?” Pyrrha asked with a sullen expression.

“Back to where we live,” I answered. “In LA.”

“LA?” Pyrrha echoed. “How?”

“Kegan here.” I pointed to the blond man, and he gave a small smile and a shy wave to the two kids. “He can use mirror magic.”

“Whoa, really?” Aidan asked, which was the first sound I’d actually heard him make. I was a little surprised to hear him speak English, but the young boy just gazed up at Kegan, who was a good foot-and-a-half taller than him, if not more. “You can mirror travel?”

“I can,” Kegan said in a kind tone, and Aidan’s flame-colored eyes widened with fascination. “You’ll see for yourself in a moment.”

“Contact me if there are any significant issues,” Renée told us.

She didn’t offer up any kind of phone number or anything, but I knew even if we did have that information, it wouldn’t be a good idea. She’d used paper and pen to get our attention, and we’d responded by coming to speak to her in person. These were the only viable options.

“Of course,” Kylah said, and then the eight of us left the office and headed back to the mirror in the foyer.

Aidan looked considerably less furtive now, and he almost pulled his sister along with him as he rushed to keep up with Kegan’s long strides. The boy almost vibrated on the spot as Kegan retraced the blood sigil onto the glass, and I heard his awed gasp when Kegan stepped away to reveal the mirror had turned into that liquid mercury state.

Pyrrha, however, backed away slightly and pulled Aidan with her.

“We don’t know you,” she said with a suspicious glare. “And you want us to step into that?”

“If it makes you feel any better, Pip and I had the same experience when we first learned about the magical world,” Carmen said to the girl. “But it all turned out in the end.”

“First learned?” Pyrrha repeated, and she frowned a little. “What?”

“We didn’t grow up in it like most seers do,” I explained. “We, uh… we had a situation not too dissimilar to yours, actually. We didn’t learn about magic or anything until only a couple months ago.”

“But the mirror is completely safe,” Kylah assured them both. “Watch, I’ll go in first.”

She walked straight through the shimmering glass and vanished, and even though I knew she was just waiting on the other side, I shivered a little because of the eerie way the not-quite-liquid glass bent and shifted around a body made it look like Kylah had vanished into the ether, never to return.

Pyrrha, understandably, still looked suspicious.

“I’ll go, too,” Carmen then announced, and she followed Kylah through.

Pyrrha looked slightly less uneasy then, and she exchanged a look with her brother, who was still clearly desperate to try it for himself.

“Okay…” the girl said at last. “If Ms. Beckett trusts you.”

“She wouldn’t have called us here if she didn’t,” Artemis pointed out in a kind tone.

Pyrrha swallowed, and then she and Aidan approached the glass. I heard the phoenix girl gasp in a breath before she pushed through with Aidan right behind her, still linked by their hands. In short order, Artemis, Kegan, and I followed, and we emerged in the townhouse again, with a pair of stunned children.

“Oh,” Pyrrha whispered as she looked back at the mirror.

“Again!” Aidan cried out. “I wanna do that again! It felt so weird!”

“Not right now, Adi,” his sister told him. “Let’s unpack our stuff.”

“Your room’s here,” Carmen said, and she led the way down the short hallway to the guest room, whose door was opposite Carmen’s own bedroom she shared with Kegan, with the bathroom door between them at the end of the hallway.

The guest room had been somewhat neglected since we’d moved in, because we hadn’t needed it. Asami had been busy converting the other spare room into a library-slash-study, and the rest of us had focused more on our own rooms. Aside from two single beds on one wall, and a chest of drawers on the opposite wall, this room was bare.

“It’s… not much,” Carmen admitted as she gestured through the open door. “But it’s safe. We promise you that.”

“It’s better than what we left behind,” Pyrrha said as she followed her brother inside, and her voice was thick with barely-controlled tears.

No doubt the images of everything she’d lost and been forced to leave behind were coming back in full force now.

I’d read once that, when someone experienced a trauma, it wasn’t uncommon for them to shut it out, to just push it aside until the immediate danger was over. Now that Pyrrha was somewhere safe and secure with her brother, now that her subconscious knew she was safe, only then would the trauma begin to hit, and she would break down.

I saw the poor girl’s bottom lip wobble as she tried to fight back tears, and evidently Carmen did, too.

“We’ll be outside if you need us,” my sister said to the girl gently, and she closed the door to leave Aidan and Pyrrha in peace.

It was about two hours before the pair of them came back out, red-faced and puffy-eyed but looking just a little bit lighter, like some of the enormous weight had been eased.

“Um…” Pyrrha said when they stepped out of the room.

The six of us were sitting on the couches watching TV. I had my arms around Kylah and Asami, Carmen had her legs thrown over the arm of a couch with her head in Kegan’s lap, and Artemis was sprawled across the big, stuffed armchair, reading a book about baroque architecture.

“Yeah?” Kylah asked encouragingly.

“I’m hungry,” Aidan announced without preamble, and Pyrrha nodded.

“No worries,” I said as I slid my arms off Kylah and Asami’s shoulders. “I’ll make lunch. It’s about time we had some, too.”

I relished in the opportunity to use the large, fancy kitchen with its gleaming new appliances, which were leagues better than the old, battered ones from my and Carmen’s old home. Not to mention, a year of military food had ignited an interest in me to cook with as much flavor as possible-- not that any of the others were complaining.

“I want quesadillas,” Aidan said to Pyrrha as they followed me to the kitchen area.

Much of the lower floor of the townhouse was open-plan, with wide arches in the walls separating the kitchen from the dining and lounge areas. The dining area also had a hardwood floor to separate it from the carpeted lounge.

“Hush,” Pyrrha told her brother. “We’re not having quesadillas.”

“I want quesadillas,” Aidan insisted with a pout. “Like Mamá makes.”

“Made.” Pyrrha’s voice cracked, and she swallowed hard. “And like I said--”

“I can make quesadillas,” I offered. “If you guys want them.”

“I…” Pyrrha began, but then she cut herself off and closed her mouth. “That would be nice, thank you.”

The two of them sat at the kitchen island and watched me cook. It wasn’t that difficult, and a quesadilla was one of the dishes I remembered my own mother making in fuzzy, faded memories, like an old photograph.

I knew it wouldn’t be exactly the same as how Pyrrha and Aidan’s mother had made them, just as I knew I’d never get them identical to my own mother’s. I’d never asked for her specific recipe, and on some level, I was pretty sure a fond rose-tint had warped the memories of eating her food so much that even if I was given a plate of identical food, it wouldn’t taste as good.

Still, I wanted to do what little I could to make the McKennas feel just slightly at home.

It was the first time we’d had so many people in the house that we couldn’t all cluster around the kitchen island, so Carmen laid out the table, and the eight of us sat down like this was a perfectly normal family dinner.

We mostly sat in silence as we ate, but as people began to finish, tentative conversation was struck up.

“So,” Carmen said as she looked up at the kids. “Your mom would cook quesadillas for you?”

“Yeah,” Pyrrha said. “She’s-- she was from Puerto Rico. She wanted us to… to know about our heritage. To know good food.”

“Our mom wanted that, too,” my sister said and gestured to herself and me. “She was from Mexico. Our Dad, too.”

“Our Dad’s not,” Aidan interjected as he picked out slivers of green peppers from his quesadillas with a frown. “He’s white. Mamá says that’s why he doesn’t like spicy food.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked with a laugh.

“He says it makes his mouth tingly.”

“Well…” Carmen said with a grin. “Our dad couldn’t get enough of spicy food. He used to put extra-special hot sauce and peppers on his food. Once, Mom wasn’t paying attention and mixed up her plate with his, and she almost cried from how much hotter it was!”

“Wait, really?” I asked as I looked over at her. “I don’t remember that.”

“We were… seven, maybe?” my sister said, and her face scrunched up as she tried to recall the details. “She drank, like, four glasses of milk.”

“Huh,” I muttered.

If I thought hard, I could maybe conjure up that image, or maybe it was my brain constructing an idea of the memory from what Carmen had said. I wondered how many other memories of them she had that I didn’t, and vice-versa.

“What about you?” Aidan asked as he turned to Kylah and Kegan.

“Well, obviously we’re not Latino like you, our father’s Irish-American,” the blonde woman said with an amused smile, but then she hesitated for a few moments before she carefully added, “…and our mother is a faerie.”

Pyrrha and Aidan both stared at her, then at Kegan.

“Whoa!” Aidan breathed quietly, like he thought he would scare the Campbells away if he spoke too loudly. “That’s so cool! You’re half-faerie?”

“We both are,” Kylah said, and she gestured to herself and her brother.

“Can you do light tricks?” Aidan asked as he eagerly leaned forward. “Can you make sparkles? Can you fly? Can you lie?”

“Yes, yes, no, and yes,” Kylah laughed. “Only full-blooded faeries can’t lie.”

“Can… can you show us?” Pyrrha asked carefully, in that tone of someone who was very curious, but was trying to appear grown-up by not being too eager or too nosy, unlike Aidan, who was unabashedly gaping at the Campbells. “A light trick, I mean?”

“Of course.” Kylah smiled warmly, and she held up her hands over her empty plate.

A small orb of yellow-gold light expanded out at the center and shimmered between her fingers before she let it fade.

“Cool!” Aidan cheered again. “Can you do mirror magic, too?”

“I’m afraid not,” Kylah admitted with a chuckle. “That’s Kegan’s expertise.”

Asami helped me clear the plates as the rest of our group slowly helped the two kids to open up a little. Pyrrha eventually revealed she was curious about Carmen being a mechanic, and Aidan was as fascinated about Artemis being a werewolf as he was about the Campbells being half-faeries, and he peppered her with excited questions. I got the sense that, even though the two kids had grown up in the magical community, neither of them had seen all that much of it.

“It must be Phoenix,” Asami confided to me as we washed up plates, and she was periodically glancing over to the animated conversations in the dining room. “Things have only been really, really bad for a short while, but stuff has been brewing for years. People will have been getting more reluctant to let their kids explore. It’s no wonder the pair of them are so sheltered.”

“Were,” I corrected grimly.

“Were,” the researcher agreed, and her dark eyes were sad. “Were you and Carmen like that? Like Aidan?”

“I don’t really know,” I said. “I don’t really remember. It was so long ago, and our situations weren’t identical. Aidan can still be a kid, at least a little, because he’s got Pyrrha. Plus, they don’t have to hide or ignore their magical heritage.”

Sometimes, I still dreamed of the days when Carmen and I had spoken of silver lines but were eventually cowed into silence by threats of social ostracization or separation within the system.

“She’s taking on a lot,” Asami said as she glanced at Pyrrha again. “She’s so young.”

“Her eyes are older,” I said. “I saw it a lot when I was on tour. Kids forced to be the parent, because the parents are gone.”

“Gods…” she murmured, and she set down the dish towel she was holding and looked down at the counter in silence for a long moment. “The world really can be awful sometimes, can’t it?”

“It can,” I agreed as I reached out and took her hand. “But that’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” she sighed, and when she looked up at me, her dark eyes were shiny with tears. “I’m so sorry, Leo. For what you and Carmen had to go through. For what Pyrrha and Aidan are having to go through.”

“Hey, hey.” I pulled her into a tight hug, rested my chin on the top of her hair, and closed my eyes against the sting of my own tears. “It’s all okay. You know Carmen and I… we really couldn’t be happier. We have the four of you, you’re our team, our family. It’s unconventional, and maybe it was hell to get here, but… we’re here, we love it, and we wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“I… I guess,” Asami admitted between sniffs, and she clung to me tightly. “And it means a lot to hear you say that. But those kids…”

“They’re tough,” I said firmly, and I kissed the top of her hair. “I know they are. They got all the way here from Arizona. And we’re here for them now, too. Yeah? We’re gonna keep them safe and help them as best we can. They’re gonna be so supported because they have wonderful people like you and Kylah to help them. I’m not worried. And you shouldn’t be, either.”

“Right,” the researcher said, and she pulled away from me to wipe her eyes.

When she smiled up at me, it was shaky but genuine. I smiled back and ducked down to kiss first her lips, which made her sigh, then the tip of her nose, which made her giggle.

Then we headed back into the dining area and resumed our places around the table, and I enjoyed watching the two kids, even if it was just for a moment, forget all of the horrible things they’d endured and just behave like curious, excitable kids.

I’d meant what I’d said to Asami, about how Carmen and I wouldn’t change a thing about our lives, but I knew how important it was that Pyrrha and Aidan found a family of their own. Carmen and I had relied on one another for a long time, and it had been unsustainable in the end. It was the fact that we had a wider support system with the others, romantic partners and friends, that had saved us. Pyrrha and Aidan would need to find a family of their own, whatever form that took, in order to survive and truly live among all this pain they had endured.

If they didn’t, I was pretty sure they would end up exactly where Carmen and I would have ended up if we hadn’t banded together with Asami, Artemis, and the Campbells.

Which was to say, dead.

But I wasn’t going to let that happen.


Chapter 4

The afternoon passed with the same careful, tentative atmosphere of a bunch of people trying very hard not to dwell on a very terrible thing. I wasn’t sure if Pyrrha and Aidan would grow frustrated by us not directly acknowledging their situation, or their parents, but I also didn’t want to force them to discuss the matter with us. We were, after all, strangers to them. If they wanted to talk about their parents’ deaths, how they’d fled Arizona, or anything else they’d suffered, we would let them in their own time.

Aidan appeared to be quite content as he peppered Kegan and Kylah with questions about mirror magic and light magic and faeries, and they told him a heavily sanitized version of what had happened to us in the Seelie Court a few weeks ago. They painted Amaryllis as some Disney cartoon villain and the Fae Queen as a kind, fair individual, and the young boy seemed to love it. Pyrrha, being older, and the one who had to bear the brunt of the world, was a little less inclined to relax, but she seemed a little less stiff than before and a little more inclined to trust us all.

Artemis and Carmen rapidly became her favorites, and I could see why. Though Carmen was my sister, and I was contractually obliged to behave around her like she was a goofy brat, I had to admit that being a mechanic who also hunted monsters was something an eighteen-year-old girl would find cool.

As for Artemis, she was objectively, unequivocally cool. Motorcycle-and-leather-jacket-type cool. When the werewolf woman grinned wide, Pyrrha could see her fangs, and I could see the girl struggling to contain her excitement and fascination. As she asked Artemis about how the werewolf community in LA worked, I couldn’t help but wonder how isolated the kids must have been in Arizona. Renée had mentioned how too much movement within the magical world could raise suspicion or flare interspecies tensions, but I hadn’t understood just how multicultural a big city like Los Angeles would be until now.

Eventually, we ordered some pizza, because no one felt up to cooking. After we demolished a few boxes, Aidan was sent to bed, with Pyrrha following closely after. I couldn’t blame her. Tonight was probably the first time in weeks she was sleeping in a proper bed in a truly safe location. I doubted she’d get any actual sleep, though. If my own memories of the first night in the foster home were anything to go by, she would weep until morning into her pillow.

Maybe it had been easier for Carmen and me, being the same age and having one another to hold. I got the impression Pyrrha would try to hide it from Aidan, she would try and protect her brother from the worst of her sorrow so she could support him.

“What’re you thinking about?”

I jumped at Carmen’s voice and realized she’d sat down on the couch next to me.

“About the kids,” I said honestly. If there was one person in the world I could speak frankly to about this, it was my twin sister. “About how Pyrrha seems the type to… keep it all on her own shoulders.”

“Takes one to know one,” Carmen snorted, and I looked over at her.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, and she looked at me like I was crazy.

“Pip,” she said flatly. “You’ve been trying to protect me my entire life. We’re the same age, but you’ve always treated me like I’m your little sister. Like I need to be saved.”

“Okay, firstly, you are my little sister. You’re six inches shorter and ten minutes younger than me.”

“You know what I mean,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “You’ve always been looking out for me way more than you’ve ever let me look out for you. The only reason you got involved in this entire world was because I went gallivanting off, and you followed to make sure I didn’t get myself killed.”

“It was also because of Kylah and Kegan,” I grumbled, and I swatted her shoulder. “And you absolutely would have gotten yourself killed!”

“Maybe, but I’m an adult,” she said as she leaned into the couch and stretched her arms out along its back. “A whole quarter-century on this planet, remember? Only ten minutes less than you, as you just pointed out. But even now, you still think I’m a little less suited to combat, you won’t let me go on missions alone. You want to protect me-- and that’s not a bad thing, but don’t act like you and Pyrrha aren’t the same just because there’s a real age gap between her and Aidan.”

I thought about what my sister had said for a long moment. Maybe I did still think of her as the brash, impulsive teenager she’d been. Not that I’d been much better. I’d suggested just as many dumb things as she had, if we were being honest. She was just the only one with a juvenile arrest record, the only one to be diagnosed with ADHD after she’d disassembled Theo’s beloved prized 1930s Cadillac when we were fourteen. She still liked to take things apart in her free time, be it engines or poorly-set-up cybersecurity, but it was a little less desperate now, like she was genuinely enjoying it rather than frantically seeking peace or focus or the dopamine rush of achieving something.

“I’m never going to complain about you looking out for me, Leo,” Carmen continued in an earnest tone. “But I look out for you, too, remember? We’re a team. We’re family. You shouldn’t bear the weight of it all, and we’re not all helpless bystanders unable to defend ourselves.”

“I know,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “I guess… it’s a hard habit to drop.”

A whole year abroad in the army was bound to leave anyone with a few maladaptive behaviors. Really, I should’ve probably been counting myself lucky I didn’t have severe PTSD or get trauma flashbacks whenever someone let off a firework.

“But,” my sister then said, “I think here, it might be helpful. You can show Pyrrha she can rely on others. She can build her own team, spread the weight. Find support. She’ll probably listen to you.”

“She likes you better,” I said dryly.

“Yeah, because I’m great,” Carmen said with a smirk. “But you two are more similar. You can show her how not to end up taking everything on by herself. Aidan is younger, sure, but he’ll grow up, too. And then she can lean on him like he can lean on her.”

“Have I ever told you how much I hate it when you’re all wise and shit?” I asked with a laugh, and I looped an arm around her neck and pulled her sideways against me into a very undignified hug.

Carmen squealed and tried to free herself, but I didn’t let up until I’d rubbed her head and thoroughly messed up her hair.

When she finally broke free of me, she swore creatively as she untied and retied her ponytail.

“Consider my advice, you ass.” She glared at me and pointed threateningly as she said this, but she was also fighting back a laugh.

I just smiled innocently at her, and then she rolled her eyes and went over to where Kegan was sitting reading a book. We all said our goodnights, and the pair of them went into their room.

“We should probably head to bed, too,” Kylah said from where she and Asami were curled up on one of the other couches. “It’s been a long day.”

“Agreed,” Asami said around a yawn, and she covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

“I’m fine,” Artemis said to the three of us. She was sitting at the kitchen island with an architecture book open on the counter in front of her, and she appeared wide awake and seemed amused by how tired the rest of us were.

“You are semi-nocturnal, though,” Kylah pointed out, and the werewolf woman gave a shrug. “Faeries rise with the sun, remember?”

“Do phoenixes?” I then asked. “If vampires are the children of the night, and werewolves are the children of the moon, are phoenixes like, ‘children of the sun’ or whatever?”

“In archaic texts, phoenixes would be referred to as the children of the sun, yes,” Asami said with a nod. “And the Fair Folk are the children of the earth.”

“The Wild and the Earth, you mean,” Artemis corrected with a smirk, and we all chuckled.

“The Fair Folk are a… Romantic lot, in the literary sense,” Kylah admitted. “Poetry speaks to them. Us.”

“I’ll be sure to add some fiction stories to the study, then,” Asami told her with a smile, and when Kylah tapped the tip of her nose, she giggled.

“Once you, Carmen, and Artemis have the shelves measured out,” I added as I watched the two women fondly. Sometimes I felt such a huge wave of love for them both that I thought my heart might actually burst from it. “How’s that going, anyway?”

“Well enough,” the dark-eyed woman replied, and she craned her head to look back at Artemis. “Thanks to our resident expert.”

“It’s just measuring shit,” Artemis said, but I could tell she appreciated the praise. “But it’s going well! It’ll be wall-to-wall books in there, aside from the desk.”

“I wish we could’ve put in a secret doorway,” Asami sighed. “Like, you pull one book, and it turns out to be fake, and the whole bookcase is actually a door to a secret room.”

“Carmen and Kegan’s room backs on to the study,” I said.

Admittedly, the idea of a secret doorway sounded very cool, but that would have required another room no one was using. And, with the McKennas staying with us for the foreseeable future, that was off the table.

“Oh, I’m sure Kegan and Carmen would find a secret entrance fun,” Artemis said in a mischievous tone.

I knew for a fact Carmen would find it funny for exactly one week, and then she’d become frustrated with how convoluted it was to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night.

“Maybe if they move out one day,” Kylah suggested. “You can turn it into a second, even-more-secret study.”

From how Asami blushed, I could tell she loved that idea dearly, and I couldn’t help but chuckle a little as I stood up from my own seat, moved to sit beside her and Kylah, and hugged them both.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s leave the werewolf to stargaze.”

Artemis bid us all goodnight, and she gave Kylah and Asami each a hug and me a kiss on the cheek before we walked up to the mezzanine and into the master bedroom the three of us shared.

A wave of calm and comfort overtook me as I entered the room. I hadn’t slept in here in days, and I’d missed the way light slanted through the window on the far wall, the feel of the sheets and the mattress, even the smell. Everything so familiar, and so ultimately indicative of my home.

I laid down on the bed without even bothering to undress, and Asami and Kylah each took off their jeans before they laid down beside me, with their heads on my shoulders. This, more than anything, was my home. The three of us here, with the knowledge that Artemis, Kegan, and Carmen were all close by.

“It’s nice to have you back,” Kylah said as she smiled up at me.

She was on my left side so she could face the window. She liked to sleep on her right so she faced the sun when it rose each morning. Now, with only the moonlight, her golden curls were cooler, paler, like platinum, and her skin seemed almost ghostly pale.

“It’s nice to be back,” I replied, and I kissed her forehead before I turned and did the same to Asami.

“It was weird,” the researcher said. “Being here, but not having you with us. I… I think I’ve gotten used to us all being together.”

“Like a werewolf pack,” Kylah said with a small laugh. “It’s different when you’re with Artemis, we know you’re close by, you’re safe. And Carmen, too, with Kegan.”

“It was weird for me, too,” I agreed. Each morning, I’d woken up to find myself sprawled across the queen-sized mattress, like I’d been searching in my sleep for them, for the weight of them in my arms, the feel of their warm skin against mine. Each morning, it had been disorienting, and each night as I’d gone to sleep, I’d craved this big bed in our room in our home, with my wonderful partners at my side. “I’m glad you two had each other, though. And Artemis.”

“She was amazing,” Asami sighed dreamily. “I’m really glad she’s part of our little group now.”

We’d all called each other every night, just to check in and have a quick talk before we all went to sleep. Carmen had phoned Kegan, and I’d called Kylah’s phone and spoken to her, Asami, and Artemis. On the penultimate night of Carmen and my absence, when Asami, Artemis, and the Campbells had finished their own job here in LA, Artemis had slept in this room with Kylah and Asami. The revelation of what happened to Eddie Jacobs had shaken them all, so Asami and Kylah invited the werewolf woman to stay with them. Like children in a fairytale, like Carmen and I on those first nights in the foster homes, united against the dark.

“It wasn’t the same, of course, as when you’re here,” Kylah had said the next night on the phone. “But it was nice to have her. Nice to know we can all rely on one another like that.”

I needed to be more aware of this, according to Carmen. I needed to be more willing to rely on others, and not just in a fight, but with the things weighing on my mind.

“How was the job, in the end?” I asked Kylah and Asami now. “I got a few details from Kegan, but… I still don’t know a lot about it.”

“I don’t think there’s a great deal to tell, honestly,” Asami admitted. “Conleth gave Artemis a call because he thought we could help, and we did. We spoke to Eddie’s family-- his clan, that is. They told us everything they could. We went from there.”

“How do vampire families work?” I asked and was suddenly aware I didn’t actually know. “Vampires aren’t like werewolves and humans, they age and reproduce differently.”

“They don’t reproduce at all,” Kylah corrected me. “When a human is turned into a vampire, the venom sterilizes them. Vampires females no longer have menstrual cycles, and males don’t produce sperm.”

“So…” I said slowly. “Can they-- the vampire males-- can they still… you know?”

“Get hard?” Asami asked dryly, and I nodded while Kylah giggled. “Yeah. Nothing outwardly changes, there’s just no sperm in the… there’s just no sperm.”

“So is the vampire family system more… adoptive?” I then asked. “Like a werewolf pack?”

“Mm… yes and no,” Kylah said with a bob of her head. “The vampire who turns you is your sire, seen as a parent. Similarly, anyone a vampire turns is seen as their charge, a bit like a child. Since vampires age much, much, much slower than regular humans, physical age doesn’t really play into it.”

“That’s also why it’s forbidden to bite anyone under the age of twenty,” Asami added. “To feed on or to turn. It can be really psychologically damaging to be trapped in the body of a child for centuries while your mind still ages.”

“Yikes.”

“Yikes is right,” Kylah agreed grimly. “There was a case about a hundred years ago. A vampire woman desperately wanted a baby, and she began to fixate on a human toddler. She turned it, and it somehow survived the transformation, but within a few years it went mad. It still had childish impulses and tantrums, but it was stronger than any human child. And as its mind tried to age, it was still physically a child. The poor creature murdered over a dozen people before the head of the vampire clan managed to find and kill it. The vampire woman who’d kidnapped the child was executed, too. She knew better, and she did it anyway.”

“Oh, my god,” I muttered. “That’s… awful.”

“It is,” Asami said. “Which is why children are a… careful subject for vampires. Orphaned seers are often raised by vampires without being turned as a sort of compromise. If you and Carmen had been found as children, and the Order hadn’t taken you in, you would have likely gone to the local clan and become their wards.”

“The Order might have turned us away?” I asked with a frown. “Why?”

“Honestly, they turn away anyone they can,” Kylah told me frankly. “The only reason Kegan and I were raised there is because, being half-faerie, we would’ve been at greater risk with a vampire clan. One of the newer vampires might have gotten too tempted by our blood, by the desire to become a daywalker. That’s often the hardest struggle, apparently, for new vampires. They miss the sun.”

“I wonder if Eddie Jacobs missed the sun,” Asami murmured. “He was only twenty-two. He’d been turned barely a year ago.”

“I don’t think I’d like to be a vampire,” I said. “Is it common to be forcibly turned?”

“Less so now than before, I think,” Kylah said, and when she glanced at Asami, the researcher nodded in agreement. “There are much clearer rules now. When the veil went up, spaces for magicals shrank a lot. It became easier to enforce rules like non-consensual biting-- that one goes for werewolves, too, obviously. It’s illegal to feed on or bite someone who doesn’t consent. They have to be at least twenty, and they can’t be super drunk or high. It’s as intimate as sex.”

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t realize it was so… complicated. That must be a weird relationship to have with someone, a partner and a food source. I can’t even imagine.”

“It’s a fraught topic,” Asami said with a nod. “Honestly, in the grand scheme of things, not being able to go out in the sunlight seems pretty minor. Especially in cities with lots of nightlife, like here.”

“Oh, shit,” I said as realization suddenly dawned on me. “There are so many vampires in LA, aren’t there? All those people with insane amounts of money who never seem to sleep? Are they vampires?”

“Some of them are just on a fuck-ton of drugs,” Kylah snorted. “But yeah. I’d say it’s about fifty-fifty.”

“Damn.” I whistled. “Still. Imagine never seeing the sun. Werewolves, vampires, faeries, everything has a drawback. A weakness. Seers might not have any innate powers, but at least I can go out in the daylight and touch silver and lie, y’know?”

“What have you got to be lying about, Leo?” Kylah asked in a teasing voice.

“Oh, so many things,” I said with a grin as I pulled her and Asami close. “How else am I going to stay cool and mysterious?”

“I don’t think it’s so bad,” Kylah said. “If I wasn’t a hunter with you guys, I wouldn’t come into contact with iron, like, ever. I would miss the sun if I was a vampire, though.”

“At least you could still have sex,” Asami said. “And you wouldn’t have to worry about cramps.”

I wondered, briefly, what would happen if a half-faerie was turned into a vampire. If, potentially, being half-faerie would mean they became a daywalker automatically, or if they just became a regular vampire. Somehow, I suspected there weren’t any real-world examples of this happening, given how vampires loved the taste of faerie blood. I wasn’t going to ask right this moment, though, because my mind had turned to other things.

On my and Carmen’s final night in Dixon, my phone call with Asami and Kylah had become… distracted from merely recounting the events of the day. Carmen, who’d slept on the other bed in our motel twin room, had said goodnight to Kegan and gone to sleep, but I’d locked myself in the bathroom and switched on the soft, yellowish lamp above the sink mirror under the pretense of brushing my teeth. Then I’d sat on the edge of the bathtub and listened to Asami and Kylah describe in tantalizing, excruciating detail of how much they missed me over the past few days, and what they were doing in that moment to cope.

“She looks so pretty, Leo,” Asami had moaned softly into the phone as she’d explained how Kylah was undressing and how she’d slipped her hands into the researcher’s panties.

I’d felt myself growing hard in my sweatpants at the sound of their breathy moans as they’d spoken to me, praised one another, and told me how much they both missed me. The tension had built over the line, rising and tightening until the three of us had, hundreds of miles apart, come together.

“That would be nice,” Kylah agreed with Asami’s point and drew me out of my memories and back into the present. “Sex is pretty fun.”

“It sounded pretty fun on the phone two days ago,” I said cheekily. “Rude of you two to leave me out, though.”

“We didn’t leave you out,” Asami protested with a laugh. “Why do you think we called you?”

“Oh, I thought that was just to torment me in a motel room hundreds of miles away,” I said with a smirk.

“You didn’t like it?” Kylah asked, and she looked so innocent, like butter wouldn’t dare melt in her mouth.

“I never said that,” I replied. “I said you two were tormenting me.”

“Oh, well, how terrible of us,” Asami sighed dramatically as she shifted from where she was curled against me to sit up, with her legs curled underneath her. “I suppose we should make it up to you.”

“We should,” Kylah agreed. “We wouldn’t want you to feel neglected, now, would we?”

“You’re menaces, the pair of you,” I groaned, but I had no intention of stopping whatever they were planning.

Kylah giggled again as she, too, sat up with her legs curled daintily underneath her, and I watched as she leaned across me, reached out a hand to draw Asami’s lips to her own, and kissed the dark-haired woman deeply. I heard Asami’s soft moan as she began to kiss the blond woman back, and I swallowed hard.

After a long moment, the two of them pulled away and turned to me with identical, mischievous smiles. Asami then bent down and kissed me hard, and her hands were cradling my face as I felt a second pair of hands, Kylah’s, begin to rub my crotch over my jeans.

“Someone’s enjoying themselves,” the blonde said in a playful voice. No doubt, she could feel how much I’d enjoyed the sight of them kissing one another, and I felt her hands slide up and down my thighs before finally unclasping my belt and pulling my jeans down my legs. “But Sami is a really wonderful kisser, isn’t she?”

Once my jeans were off, Asami pulled away from my mouth and began trailing kisses down the side of my throat. Then she found my pulse-point and sucked hard enough to make me gasp. Kylah giggled again as she and Asami each slid a hand under my shirt, and the researcher stopped kissing my neck just long enough to help me yank it off and toss it aside.

I wasted no time in grabbing Kylah by the waist and pulling her into my lap, and I kissed her hard as Asami and I first pulled off her t-shirt and then unclasped her bra. I felt Kylah shiver against me as Asami kissed the nape of her neck and slid her hands around Kylah’s torso to palm at her breasts while I slipped a hand under the blonde woman’s panties.

“God,” Kylah moaned, and she reached one hand behind her to pull Asami’s lips to her throat and tangled the other in my hair to force me to look up at her. “I love having the pair of you like this.”

“You’re not ‘having’ either of us yet.” I grinned, and I bucked up into her. Without jeans, she could feel just how much I wanted her, this, the both of them. “But we can change that.”

“She’s always so confident until we get her into bed,” Asami said in a teasing tone.

I watched as her hands continued to fondle at Kylah’s breasts, and I noticed the flushed look on both their faces. Even in my wildest fantasies, even two nights ago in Dixon, I could never quite capture it. I could never fully recreate how beautiful they both looked in the throes of passion.

Asami pulled away from Kylah, and with more room to move, I turned so the blonde was lying underneath me. I shucked off my boxers, and Kylah wriggled out of her panties as Asami unbuttoned her shirt until she was left standing in her underwear.

“That won’t do, love,” Kylah murmured flirtatiously.

She came up behind Asami and proceeded to slip the straps of the researcher’s bra down her shoulders and unclasped the back as I hooked my fingers into the side of Asami’s panties and slid them down her legs. Now, none of us were wearing a stitch of clothing-- unless you counted Asami’s nose stud.

“Do you like being between the pair of us?” I murmured to the dark-haired woman.

Standing as close as we were, with our bodies flush, I had to angle my neck sharply down to meet her eyes, since she was almost a whole foot shorter than me.

“Very much so,” Asami replied in a purring voice.

Then she and Kylah each took one of my hands, led me back onto the bed, and guided me to lie back. Kylah straddled my hips and rubbed herself against me, and I could feel how wet she was.

“Tease,” I groaned.

“I missed you,” she replied breathily. “We both did. Want to feel Sami, too?”

I didn’t really get a chance to reply, because Kylah then guided Asami to straddle me while the blonde woman crouched behind her, between my legs. The dark-haired researcher looked down at me with hooded eyes as she settled against me, and I had to choke off a moan.

“Both of you,” I said, and I began to rub against Asami’s clit, which made her gasp and moan. “You’re gonna kill me.”

“What a way to go, though, right?” Asami remarked, and her voice was breathless, too. “Oh, that feels good. Please, Leo, I-- I missed you. Please, I--”

I took hold of her hips with one hand and guided myself to her entrance with the other. Asami let out a satisfied moan as she slid onto me to the hilt, and she pressed her hips close to mine.

“God,” I groaned as she settled onto me. I wanted nothing more than to thrust up into her, but I knew she’d need a moment to adjust, and even now, the feel of her around me was sublime. “Fuck, I missed you both so fucking much.”

“Missed you, too,” Asami panted, and she braced her hands against my chest as she began to move against me.

Behind her, Kylah had one hand on Asami’s breast and the other on her own clit, and she watched the pair of us with a spellbound, hungry expression.

“Like what you see?” I asked the blonde woman in a panting voice.

“You have no idea,” she replied with a grin as she pressed herself flush against Asami’s back.

“Oh, god,” the dark-haired woman moaned and started to tremble on top of me and around my cock. “I… I’m close. You both-- oh, god, you’re both so good, I’m gonna…”

“Come for us, Sami,” Kylah whispered to her.

“Wanna see you,” I agreed in a growling voice, and I used my hands to bounce her a little faster on my cock.

The sight of her, with her back arched, her dark hair awry, desperately biting her bottom lip, was exquisite. I watched as Kylah’s fingers continued to move in time with my thrusts, and Asami became overwhelmed with the sensation. Still, she managed to smile down at me as she rolled her hips against mine, and she was warm and soft and oh so very wet.

“Fuck,” I growled, and I burrowed my face into her breasts. “You feel so fucking good.”

“We wanna see you, too, Leo,” Kylah said, and when I felt her fingers comb through my hair, I raised my head to meet her burning green eyes.

“Y-Yeah,” Asami agreed as she continued to ride me. “Come on. You, too.”

Her breaths became shallower and shallower, her moans higher and higher pitched, until finally, her mouth dropped open in a silent ‘O,’ and she shuddered around me as she came. The sight of her and Kylah, the feel of her around me, the charged energy of the room… I was helpless but to follow her right off that edge, and my world splintered apart in a wave of pleasure as electricity tingled through every nerve in my body.

Asami’s pussy quivered around me as I filled her up with my seed, and she mewled as she continued to ride me in slow, twitching motions.

Slowly, eventually, we both came back to earth.

“You…” Asami panted as she rolled off my cum-slick cock and smiled up at Kylah and me. “You two…”

“Oh, we’re not done yet,” I said with a grin as I set my sights on Kylah, who was looking at the pair of us with an expression that was far too smug and far too hungry.

I wrapped my arms around the blonde and kissed her hard, and then I rolled her underneath me, palmed at her breasts, and pinched her nipples between my fingers until she gasped into my mouth.

“Leo,” she moaned as her back arched against the mattress.

Beside her, Asami watched with a dazed and captivated expression, and when she reached out a hand, Kylah grabbed onto it immediately.

I kissed my way down Kylah’s body, over miles of smooth, warm skin and toned muscle, until I reached the apex of her thighs. I didn’t start out slow and teasing, since I was too desperate myself by this point, so I dove in and ran my tongue over her pussy in all the ways I knew would make her scream.

“Oh, god!” she wailed, and when I looked up, I saw she was clinging to Asami’s hand for dear life, and her other hand tangled in my hair and tried to keep my face pressed against her sex. “J-Just like that, god, just like that.”

“You’re so pretty like this,” Asami teased and fondled Kylah’s breast with her free hand.

Then I flicked my tongue over her clit, and Kylah let out another moan.

“Please, Leo,” she begged as her glassy green eyes found mine. “Please, I-- I want to--”

“We both want you to,” Asami said, since my own mouth was occupied. “We want to see you. Come on, Kylah. Be a good girl and come for us.”

I sealed my lips around the blonde woman’s clit and sucked hard as I simultaneously slipped two fingers inside her, and that was it. I felt her spasm and twitch around me as pleasure wracked her body, and I didn’t stop licking at her until she batted me away with a laugh.

“Bet that was better than a phone call,” I said to the pair of them, and they both laughed with those glazed, sated expressions.

The three of us snuggled up under the blankets with our bodies spent, but with an undeniable sense of satisfaction and relief.

It really was good to be home.

“I love you both,” I sighed, and I turned to kiss first Kylah, then Asami. “So goddamn much.”

“I love you both, too,” Kylah agreed, and she was smiling at us both widely.

“Me, too,” Asami agreed and snuggled closer to me. “I wouldn’t want this any other way. I’m glad we’re all together again.”

“Me, too,” I said with a deep yawn. “And right now, I think I want to sleep for about twelve hours.”

“Only twelve?” the researcher teased as we all snuggled into one another and began to drift ever close toward sleep.

But what felt like a few minutes later, Carmen burst into the room without so much as a knock, and her eyes were wild while her expression was stricken.

“Leo!” she cried, and I expected the next words out of her mouth to be a chastisement about my state of undress, even if she couldn’t see anything through the blankets.

But that wasn’t what she said.

“Something’s wrong.”


Chapter 5

Even before she said the words, I knew something was deeply wrong. From how Carmen called me ‘Leo’ instead of ‘Pip’, to how she said nothing at all about me being obviously naked under the blankets with Kylah and Asami, to the complete lack of humor or levity in her expression.

“Monkey,” I said in an effort to calm her distress, and Kylah and Asami both looked over at my sister with matching expressions of concern. “What is it?”

“I… I don’t know,” Carmen said. “But… you need to get up, now. I just-- I just know something bad’s about to happen.”

The precise way Carmen’s abilities worked was still unclear to me-- and also, probably, to her-- but I knew she wouldn’t be this concerned over nothing, and I knew the value of trusting your gut even when you didn’t have a supernatural ability to sense bad things approaching.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll get up.”

“We all will,” Kylah added firmly, and Asami nodded.

“We all will,” I amended. “We’ll be down in a sec, okay?”

My sister just nodded, but her expression was still uneasy as she ducked out of the room. Kylah, Asami and I rushed to get dressed, and we pulled on jeans and shirts until it looked like we were about to leave for a job. Then Kylah crouched down in front of one of the bedside tables and pulled open the drawer to reveal her five silver knives lying in a wooden box, as if they were fancy tableware.

I knew she would keep one of those glittering blades for herself. The other four would go to each Carmen, Kegan, Asami, and myself. Artemis, being a werewolf, was strong and fast enough that she didn’t need a weapon. If anything, holding a knife would slow her down.

A few moments later, the three of us then walked out of the room and onto the mezzanine. I peered over the barrier before we got to the stairs, and I saw Kegan, Artemis, and my sister standing near the mirror by the front door. Kegan and Artemis were also fully dressed, and I wondered if either of them had even gotten into pajamas at all. I knew Carmen tended to be a night owl, and Artemis, too, for obvious reasons.

“What’s wrong, Carmen?” Asami asked when we got to them.

“Where are the kids?” Kylah added as she looked around.

“Still asleep,” Kegan said.

“Still in their room,” Artemis corrected and cocked her head. “I can hear their breathing. They’re not asleep. But they seem fairly calm.”

Given it wasn’t actually that late, and Artemis didn’t appear to have been in bed when Carmen had summoned us all, I wondered for a moment if she’d heard Kylah, Asami, and I earlier. Then I reasoned the werewolf woman was more than capable of putting on her noise-canceling headphones if there was a problem.

And anyway, we had more pressing concerns right now.

“That’s good,” Carmen said before she looked to Asami. “And I don’t know what’s wrong. Not exactly. I just know… something.”

“It’ll be your abilities getting stronger,” the researcher explained. “Like how Leo figured out how to boost his and others’ auras because he’s better at sensing them. You’re getting more attuned to whatever you can sense. More accustomed to channeling magic.”

“That’s all well and good, but I’d like to know what it is Carmen’s sensing to begin with,” Artemis interjected, and her expression was troubled. “I can’t hear anything other than the kids.”

“I don’t think it’s based off a physical presence,” my sister said. “I got bad vibes just by looking at a flier. I just… know something’s coming.”

Artemis opened her mouth to respond, but then she tensed.

We all saw it. Like she was a recording someone had pressed ‘pause’ on. She just stopped dead still, not moving a muscle, not even blinking.

“Artemis?” Asami asked with a frown. “What--”

“Carmen’s right,” the werewolf interrupted, and her voice was threaded tight. “They’re coming.”

“What?” I asked as my heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean, who’s--?”

That was all I got out before the front door was blown clean off its hinges.

Six enormous, masked men burst through the front room of the townhouse. Their auras were somehow intensely bright, like when Carmen and I had first learned of the supernatural world, and I could tell at a glance that all six of these assailants were human seers.

I didn’t even look as Kylah tossed me a knife, and I snagged it out of the air. The blonde woman was already heading to the McKennas’ room, with Asami right behind her, and each of them were holding their own blades. Two of the men lunged after them, but Artemis and I leaped into action.

I raised my knife and plunged it deep into the first man’s chest, underneath his ribcage, and I felt a sickening ‘pop’ as I ruptured something, maybe his lung or his heart. Either way, he crumpled to the ground. At the same time, Artemis collided with the second man, knocked him to the ground, and ripped out his throat with one hand tipped in razor-sharp claws.

I looked up from the bodies of these first two men and saw Kegan and my sister were engaged with the rest. One of the men was trying to slip past while the other three occupied Carmen and Kegan, and I knew he was trying to follow where Kylah and Asami had gone.

These people could only have come for the McKennas, but why the McKennas were being hunted, I couldn’t say.

“Fuck!” I heard Kegan yelp as one of the men managed to slash a blade across his torso. It was the same place he’d been stabbed when we’d first met him, and I knew the scar tissue from Kylah cauterizing the wound would have limited his motion there.

I didn’t stop to think and just leaped to Kegan’s aid.

As Kegan engaged the man, I darted around from behind and sank my blade into the attacker’s lower back. He let out a strange howling noise that was pained, but not quite human-sounding. It sent an unpleasant shudder through me, but I couldn’t stop, because there were still three left.

Artemis was grappling with one of them on the ground. This one had evidently been smart enough to grab her wrists and stop the werewolf-woman from clawing his throat out.

“Leave her alone!” Carmen yelled, and she rushed up behind the man and stabbed her blade into his shoulder.

He reared back with another of those awful howling noises, and that was all I saw before the remaining two men barreled into Kegan and me. I slashed at the bastard who tackled me and was aiming for his ribcage, but he raised his arm at the last second, so my blade bit into his forearm.

I took advantage of missing my strike to grab his arm with my free hand. I then twisted around and shoved his arm up behind his back until I felt the muscles strain, and a dry gasp exploded out of the guy’s mouth. I braced my other arm tight around his neck, and I pressed the point of Kylah’s knife into the side of his neck.

“Why are you after the kids?” I demanded in a harsh, cold voice. “What do you want from them? Who sent you?”

The man said nothing.

I glanced around and saw that with Carmen’s help, Artemis had managed to do to the fourth man what she’d done to the first. Kegan was pulling his own knife out of the fifth man’s chest, so my captive was the only one still alive.

“Tell me,” I hissed as I jostled the man in my grasp. “What do you want with them?”

“Where are they?” the man asked instead of answering. His voice sounded… not right. Raspy, yes, but it didn’t seem to be due to my arm wrapped around his throat. “Where are you keeping them?”

“We’re the ones asking questions here, buddy,” my sister said coldly as she moved to stand in front of me. “Why do you want to know?”

“They’re here, aren’t they?” the man said. “You’re hiding them from us.”

His voice hissed a little on the ‘s’ from “us,” and I saw Carmen suppress a shudder.

“Tell us what we want to know, and I’ll let you live,” I said.

“Liar,” the man groaned. The word was long and round in his mouth, like he struggled to say it clearly.

“Fine,” I said. “Tell us what we want to know, and I’ll make it quick.”

“Liar,” he said again. “You don’t have the stomach for torture. Little humans. So fragile.”

“You’re human,” Carmen said, and her brow furrowed with confusion.

“And you are fragile,” I said as I dug the knife a little deeper into his skin. “Wanna test the limits of that fragility?”

“Where are you keeping the children?” the man asked again, and he didn’t even flinch as a line of blood trickled down his throat. “Where are they? Where are they? Where are they?”

His voice began to rise in volume and pitch, and something unsettling crawled across my skin. This wasn’t going at all how any of us had anticipated, and everything about it felt wrong.

“Where are they?” the man continued to chant. “Where are they? Where are they? Where are--”

I’d heard enough, so I quickly snapped his neck, and he fell silent.

With a shudder, I let the man’s body fall to the floor with the others, but then I realized there weren’t any others. Not anymore.

They’d all rotted. Instantly. Or perhaps crumbled was the right word. All that remained of the other five dead men were piles of greenish-gray powder, not unlike ash. Or mold.

The four of us watched in a sort of morbid fascination as the sixth man’s body began to crumble, too, and it left the same ash-like substance behind.

“What the fuck?” my sister asked, and she took a half-step forward.

“Don’t.” Kegan thrust out a hand and put his palm on her forearm. “Don’t… touch it.”

“Agreed,” I said, and I was faintly disturbed by the piles. “No one touches this.”

“Bit late for that,” Artemis muttered, and I looked over to see her previously-blood-stained hands were now covered in a thin layer of the ash-like powder.

“Even their blood?” Carmen asked, but then she shook her head. “Never mind, let’s wash that off.”

She led the werewolf woman over to the kitchen area and turned on the faucet so Artemis could clean the substance off her hands. As they were occupied with this, Kylah and Asami returned from down the hallway with Pyrrha and Aidan. Asami had a hand covering Aidan’s eyes until she saw the ash, and then she let him look.

“What happened?” Pyrrha asked. She was still fully dressed in the same clothes as when she’d gone to bed, though her hair was now loose. I suspected she hadn’t even been close to sleeping.

Aidan, however, was in pajamas that were patterned dark blue with faded white stars.

“Someone… broke in,” I said. “We think they were looking for you.”

“Us?” Pyrrha asked and pursed her lips. “But… why? What would they want?”

“That’s what we want to find out,” Kylah said, and she looked at me. “Did you get anything?”

“Only that they were fu-- uhhh, really crazy,” my sister said, and she caught herself at the last minute with a glance toward Aidan. “Obsessive, you might say.”

“Definitely a few screws loose,” Artemis agreed as she walked over while drying her hands. “But they’re gone now, okay? We stopped them, they’re not gonna hurt you.”

“But what if more come?” Pyrrha asked in a stricken tone, and she put her arms around Aidan’s shoulders.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” I said, and I looked to Kegan, who was standing beside the mirror almost expectantly. “Do you think we should go to Renée? Bring them back to the Sanctuary?”

“And do what?” Artemis asked with a raised eyebrow. “You heard what she said, she can’t take them until their case is deemed ‘legitimate’.”

She made extremely sarcastic air quotes around the word ‘legitimate,’ but I couldn’t blame her.

“This attack won’t help their case,” Kylah said in a grim tone and evidently agreed with Artemis. “It might prompt the Council to insist the kids are relocated from us, but that’s it.”

“Maybe they should be,” Asami said gently, and she looked over at Pyrrha and Aidan. “If you guys are in danger, you shouldn’t be here.”

“But if they’re in danger, we should be around to protect them,” I argued before I met Pyrrha’s gaze. “It’s up to you guys, but I’m sure you already know we don’t have a lot of options.”

“We should still go to Renée,” Kegan said. “Let her know about what happened. And anyway, the Order is warded.”

“Isn’t this place warded?” I asked.

“Not properly,” Asami sighed as she shook her head. “It can’t be. Else those men wouldn’t have been able to get in.”

“Their auras were human, though,” Carmen said. “Can wards keep a human out?”

“No, but it should still protect against magical attacks,” the researcher explained. “Even if they come from a human. I suppose it must have been a while since the wards were fortified. This place was an old Order safehouse, it might not have been used in a long while.”

“Is that something you can fix?” Artemis asked.

“It’ll take time, but yes.” Asami nodded, and her nose stud glinted in the overhead light.

“Then we go to Renée,” I said, and I looked at Pyrrha again. “Is that okay? We can take you there and explain what happened while Asami fixes the wards.”

“I’ll stay here with her,” Artemis said, and she put a hand on Asami’s shoulder. “In case more people show up. Plus, someone needs to put the door back on. And get rid of this… ash.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.

“Is that ash?” Carmen then asked, but she’d addressed her question to the McKennas and was pointing to the piles. “Phoenixes burn to ash, right? Do you think they could’ve been phoenixes? Or, part-human, part-phoenix?”

“That’s not phoenix ash.” Pyrrha shook her head. “There are no burn marks, no fire made that. Like you said, phoenixes burn.”

She looked faintly disgusted by the piles of powder, and I couldn’t blame her. Something about it was just innately unsettling. But the girl’s tone was firm, and I could tell she was absolutely sure about what she said.

“These guys didn’t burn, they just… rotted,” I said, and when I looked to Asami for any idea of what was going on, she just shrugged.

“I’ll have a look when I finish the wards, but that doesn’t sound like any magical creature I’ve ever heard of,” she said.

“One thing at a time, let’s get you guys somewhere safe and speak to Renée,” Kylah said firmly to Pyrrha and Aidan.

“You want me to stay behind with you?” I asked Asami and Artemis, but they both shook their heads.

“We’ll be just fine,” the researcher assured me, and she kissed first my cheek and then Kylah’s as Kegan pricked his thumb and re-activated the blood rune on the mirror.

Pyrrha, Aidan, Kylah, Carmen, myself, and finally Kegan all stepped through and emerged once again in the Sanctuary’s foyer. Barely a moment later, two Eyes, brandishing weapons, sprang out from one of the hallway entrances.

“Freeze!” one of them cried out and shone a bright light into our faces.

Pyrrha turned away squinting, and she shielded Aidan’s eyes.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“Peter,” Kylah said as she blinked against the brightness. “It’s me-- us. Kylah and Kegan Campbell.”

“Campbell?” the voice echoed, and the light was suddenly pointing away from our faces.

As I blinked away the dark spots that scattered across my vision, I saw the two guards more clearly. One of them was a man, evidently called Peter, and the other was a woman.

“You’re not Eyes anymore,” Peter said to Kylah, and he looked between her and Kegan. “You can’t be here. Certainly not at this hour. You don’t have permission to come and go as you please anymore.”

“Did we ever?” Kylah asked dryly. “Not that it matters. We’re here on urgent business, we need to speak with Renée.”

“Renée is the head of this Sanctuary, she doesn’t come at your beck and call,” the woman said sternly. “You’ll have to wait until morning.”

“This can’t wait until morning, it’s important!” Carmen insisted, and I could tell my sister was rapidly becoming irritated. She’d always had a short temper when it came to rules she didn’t understand, and she also didn’t appreciate the often-disrespectful tone Order members took with the Campbells.

“You don’t get to give orders here,” the woman said to my sister. “Watch your tone.”

“Watch my fucking fist if you don’t let us speak to Renée!” Carmen snapped. “We’re not here because we want to be! There are fucking lives at stake!”

I winced a little at the cursing, but Aidan didn’t seem to notice that part. He did look a little distressed by the arguing, though, and I saw him glance up at his sister nervously.

“You need to calm down,” Peter said to my sister.

“I’ll calm down when we’re speaking to Renée,” Carmen retorted.

“It’s important, Peter,” Kylah agreed in a much calmer voice, and she stepped forward to block the man from Carmen’s view. “We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

“That doesn’t mean you get to order us around,” Peter told her.

“We need to speak to Renée,” Kylah insisted.

“And we told you, wait until a more suitable hour!” the women guard snapped. “Now leave, before we make you leave!”

“Don’t talk to her like that!” Carmen spat and stomped forward to stand shoulder to shoulder with Kylah.

“Like what?” the female Eye sneered. “Like a civilian who has no right to be here at this hour? Like all of you?”

“What on earth is going on down here?” a voice demanded, and we all whipped around to the enormous double staircase.

Coming down the bottom few steps was Renée, but not like I’d ever seen her. She was in a white nightdress with a robe pulled around her, and her gray-streaked hair was hidden under a white silk wrap. She stared at us all, and I was met with the feeling of being discovered by a stern aunt or grandmother, someone you didn’t want to disappoint.

“Councilwoman Beckett,” Peter and the woman chorused and straightened up like soldiers at attention.

“Did we wake you?” Peter added.

“No, it was the otherwise-completely-silent night that woke me,” Renée said in a prim tone. “What’s got you making such a racket? Oh!”

She’d finally moved close enough to see us and the McKenna kids. I saw Renée’s dark eyes look at each of us individually, and her lips pressed together in a grim line.

“Kylah, Kegan,” Renée said at last. “I assume you’re not here on a whim?”

“No, not at this hour,” Kylah said.

“Very well, then. Why don’t the six of you come to my study, and we can discuss this in private.”

“But Councilwoman,” the woman guard began. “They’re not Order members, they--”

“They are my guests, Rhea,” Renée cut in firmly. “And I am inviting them to my study for a discussion and a cup of hot cocoa.”

I saw out of the corner of my eye that Aidan, and even Pyrrha, perked up at the mention of cocoa.

Renée didn’t say another word as she led us in a procession through the hallways and to the now-familiar sanctuary of her office. Once inside, she directed us not to the enormous desk at the far end, but to the three couches clustered around a fireplace and a coffee table off to the left side of the room.

I wondered how sensible it was to have a fireplace in a room that was filled practically wall to wall with books, but no doubt there were spells to make important materials fire-retardant. Either way, the couch was more comfortable than the somewhat-stiff chairs we normally sat in, and I sank into one gratefully. Carmen sat next to me, Kylah and Kegan took a second, and Pyrrha and Aidan crammed onto no more than half of the third couch.

Renée vanished into a side room for a few moments and then emerged with two mugs of cocoa, which she handed to the McKennas before she sat on the other end of their couch. Her elbow resting on the arm of the sofa, and her head was propped up by her fingertips as she surveyed us all.

“If you have good news, I would very much like to hear that first,” she said.

“We’re okay,” Kylah said at once. “All of us. No one got hurt.”

“I got a little hurt,” Kegan chimed in, and he pulled back his jacket to reveal the red slash in his t-shirt. It was shallow, so it had already clotted, but it had yet to be properly cleaned, and the blood smeared around it made it look worse than it really was. “It’s not serious, though. And the kids are fine.”

“We are,” Pyrrha said with a nod. “We were in our room.”

For a moment, Renée looked like she was contemplating swatting Kegan upside the head, but for whatever reason, she restrained herself.

“I’m glad no one was seriously hurt, and that you two, in particular, are alright,” she said to Pyrrha and Aidan before she turned back to me. “What was it that caused the risk of hurt to begin with?”

“We’re not entirely sure,” I said. “Some men busted into the townhouse. Six of them. Their auras were human, but…”

I trailed off and was unsure how to explain it.

“But they crumbled into ash-mold-stuff when they died,” Carmen finished for me. “They didn’t behave quite human, anyway. They were… weird. Unhinged.”

“I see…” Renée said slowly. “How did they manage to get into the house?”

“Asami reckons the wards have been a bit neglected,” I said. “She stayed behind to redo them. Artemis is helping and keeping an eye on her.”

“Good,” the older woman said with a nod. “It would be unwise to leave one of your teammates alone. Someone is clearly targeting one of you.”

“Targeting us,” Pyrrha interjected in a small voice. She was staring down at her cocoa, at the mini-marshmallows floating in it, but then she looked up at all of us. “They were after Adi and me, weren’t they?”

“They… they were,” I admitted before I looked at Renée. “We tried to question the last one standing, but he… he wasn’t making any sense. He was unilaterally focused on finding the McKennas.”

“I see,” Renée said grimly. “That is… concerning.”

“Do you know how they found us?” Pyrrha then asked. “Did we do something wrong?”

“In all likelihood, they tracked your auras,” Renée explained to the girl and sighed. “The wards on an Order safehouse aren’t nearly as strong as a Sanctuary’s, and if the wards were neglected, your auras might not have been disguised properly.”

This made me uneasy. Carmen and I had only been in the supernatural world for a few months, but already we were noticing our ability to detect auras had dampened a little as we’d become habituated to it. These men must have been incredibly powerful, or incredibly skilled hunters, to be able to detect the kids’ auras in a sea of other ones.

And of course, with the way the men had died… something greater was definitely going on.

“Is there any way you can keep them safe here, then?” Kylah asked. “I know their case is still being reviewed, but you yourself just said--”

“I know,” Renée cut the blonde off in a heavy tone. “But my hands are tied. The Council is just too concerned with Arizona and potential infiltrators right now.”

“But this has to be related to that,” Carmen said, and everyone turned to look at her. “It has to be, doesn’t it? Pyrrha and Aidan fled Arizona. Obviously, whoever… whoever came after their parents is coming after them, too.”

“Not necessarily,” Kylah reasoned, but she still looked unsettled. “Attacks have always been confined to within the state’s borders. At least to our knowledge.”

“What’s to say that’s not changing, though?” my sister asked. “The Phoenix lot want more than just Arizona. Anyone who enters the state trying to stop them never comes back. What’s stopping them from crossing state lines? Expanding their reach?”

“I admit, that does sound plausible,” Renée said as her lips pursed into a thin line. “There is still a great deal about Arizona we just don’t know. But even so, I’m afraid I cannot offer sanctuary to you, Pyrrha. You’re eighteen, meaning you’re an adult, and my powers of protection are lessened. I might be able to take Aidan in, but not you. For what it’s worth, I am deeply sorry.”

“So… where do we go?” Pyrrha asked, and she swallowed nervously. “I don’t-- I won’t be separated from Adi. I won’t!”

“No one’s going to separate you,” Kylah promised the girl. “We have no intention of that, I swear. But if you really are in danger from the people in Arizona, we might need to rethink the current plan. Is there any reason why they might be coming after you two?”

“No,” Pyrrha said at once. She glanced from Kylah, to Renée, and back again, and then she set down her cocoa and wrapped an arm around her brother’s shoulders. “We didn’t hear, or see, or do anything. We just woke up. And… and our parents…”

She trailed off, and no one pressed her to continue.

Even so, something didn’t quite feel right. I couldn’t be sure if Pyrrha was actually hiding something, or if she was just trying to distance herself from the trauma of what she and her brother had witnessed that night. Carmen and I had both tried to distance ourselves from our own terrible memories after the deaths of our parents, but the details here could be of use to Pyrrha and Aidan.

“What about before?” Kylah pressed gently. “Not necessarily the day of, maybe a few weeks before. Were your parents acting strange? Did they seem nervous? Did they maybe talk about leaving the state?”

“I don’t know!” Pyrrha snapped before she ducked her head down, and I wondered if she was trying to stop herself from crying.

Aidan became distressed, and he set aside his own mug of cocoa to hold on to his sister tightly, as if we were going to rip him away from her right then and there.

“We didn’t-- we didn’t notice anything,” Pyrrha said after a long moment, but she was still speaking into her lap. “Neither of us. We just woke up, and the house was burning. I could hear our parents yelling, but when I came out of our room to look for them, I-I saw my dad lying in the hallway. He wasn’t moving. Then I heard my mother scream for us to run. I could see her shadow at the end of the hall, but something came up behind her through the smoke. They struggled, and then… then…”

She trailed off as her breathing grew heavy, but she didn’t need to finish. I didn’t know if she was just trying to protect her brother, or if she hadn’t seen anymore, but Pyrrha had seen enough to convince herself that her parents were dead. 

“You don’t have to say it,” Kegan murmured. “No one will make you.”

Pyrrha shook her head and took a deep breath. 

“That’s all I saw, I swear,” she said. “I just ran back into our room, grabbed Aidan’s hand and our backpacks, and fled out the window.”

“Okay.” Kegan nodded. “Thank you. We just wanted to know if you saw anything that might explain why those men came after you two, out of all the other Arizona refugees.”

“We don’t actually know there aren’t any other attacks on refugees,” I said. “Other Sanctuaries may have had similar things reported, but they’re keeping it quiet to protect vulnerable people.”

“True,” Renée admitted. “But given the sensitivity of this information, and the fact we know some of the Councilmembers believe the refugees may pose risks to the magical population in a different area, it might be safer to keep this quiet.”

“So, you can’t do anything,” Pyrrha said, and she sounded so defeated. “None of you.”

“That’s not true,” Kylah said quickly. “Asami is working right now to make sure the wards are safe, and the rest of us are going to be there to protect you guys just like we did tonight. Okay? We’re not abandoning you. We said we’d help you, and we will help you.”

Pyrrha looked unconvinced of this, and I didn’t blame her. Aidan was about the only person she knew she could trust right now, and he was only eight.

“I will see what I can do here, but I do think the safest option for now is for the pair of you to return with these four and stay with them,” Renée said as she focused on the two children. “I chose to involve them in your case because I know they can and will keep you both safe.”

“Plus, Leo can manipulate auras,” Carmen said. “If he can boost them, he can probably dampen them too, and it’ll help disguise you guys better.”

“What?” Pyrrha looked up sharply, and her watery eyes focused on me. “You can do that?”

“Uh, maybe, yeah,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve never tried it before, but like Carmen said. If I can heighten them, I should be able to reduce them, too.”

Renée stood from her seat, and the rest of us took it as a cue she was dismissing us and followed suit.

“I’m sorry I cannot do more to help you directly,” she said to us all. “But please do keep me informed. I’ll do my best to find out if there have been any other attacks on refugees outside the state.”

“Thanks,” I said.

It wasn’t exactly what we’d hoped for, but it was about what I’d expected. This whole situation was just a giant mess.

Renée escorted us back to the mirror, and soon enough we were back in the townhouse. The first thing I noticed when I stepped out of the mirror was how the air seemed a bit different. Charged, somehow. I had to guess this was the result of Asami’s work on the wards.

The second thing I noticed was that the piles of ash-mold were gone, and the door was back on its hinges. Artemis was crouched by the door with a screwdriver, tightening the last screw on the lower hinge, and she looked up when we stepped out of the mirror.

“Well, how’d it go?” she asked as Pyrrha led Aidan back to their room, presumably to go back to bed. The poor boy was already yawning.

Asami came out from the study a moment later, and when she saw Kylah and me, she rushed over to give us each a hug and a kiss. Touching her was like a tiny shock of static electricity, which was also probably related to how she’d been fortifying the ward.

“About as we expected,” Carmen answered Artemis’ question with a sigh as she watched the two kids go to their room. “Renée’s hands are tied, especially since Pyrrha’s an adult. Taking Aidan in would mean separating them.”

I wasn’t surprised by how Artemis balked at the idea of Pyrrha being separated from the last family member she had left. I would feel the same way if I was in her shoes.

“Obviously, that’s not a viable option,” I said. “But while I agree the best thing right now is for them to stay with us, since we can protect them, it might not be a bad idea to see if we can find somewhere less… danger-prone.”

“I see what you mean,” Kylah agreed with a frown, and she folded her arms. “This used to be an Order safehouse, and it’s got six hunters living in it right now. We could be attracting more danger on top of whatever’s after the kids. Maybe we should suggest moving them.”

“This would be after we stopped whoever’s after them right now, though, right?” my sister asked. “Between my danger-radar, and Leo’s ability to manipulate auras, we’re probably better-prepared than most to keep these kids safe.”

“I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened if we’d only had my warning,” Artemis said with a frown. “We were all already dressed and armed by the time I heard them. And I sleep with noise-canceling headphones, so…”

“It could’ve been really bad, let’s leave it at that,” Kegan said as he came up to hug my sister from behind. He ducked to rest his chin on her shoulder, and without even seeming to even think about it, Carmen raised a hand to caress his cheek.

I was pleased by how comfortable they were with each other and how obvious it was that Kegan loved her.

“But I agree,” the blond man then said. “We should find a less… combative place for them afterwards.”

“But where?” Asami asked. “They don’t have any family, not outside Arizona, anyway. And who knows when it’ll be safe for them to go back?”

We all thought for a long moment. We couldn’t just dump the poor kids on some random person, but we couldn’t exactly go through the human foster system, either. It wasn’t like with Carmen and me, we were seers, not phoenixes. There was no risk of us accidentally burning something down and revealing the entire magical world.

“What about Con?” Artemis suddenly suggested, and we all looked at her.

“Conleth?” Kylah clarified, and the amber-eyed woman nodded.

“He’s a phoenix,” she said. “And a social-worker. If anyone knows how to safely place a couple of phoenix kids, it’ll be him. We can go and ask him.”

“That… actually sounds like a really good idea,” I said and perked up a little. “But we don’t have his address, do we? Where do we go?”

“Well, the most logical option would be his office,” Artemis answered. “So, I guess we go back to the meeting hall.”


Chapter 6

The meeting hall, the hub for all of Los Angeles’ lycanthrope activity, didn’t seem like the most logical place for a phoenix to work, but werewolves were very social, so it helped to have access to human documentation, and Conleth was married to a werewolf.

Honestly, I’d forgotten his office was in the meeting hall because I-- as well as Carmen-- had yet to actually meet Conleth, although we’d heard a lot about him from Artemis and Ralph, Conleth’s husband.

“It’s the middle of the night now, though,” Asami pointed out. “No one will be working.”

“Agreed, we need to at least wait until daytime.” Artemis nodded. “Lycanthropes might be semi-nocturnal, but they don’t work at night.”

“What do we do in the meantime then?”

We all looked up to see Pyrrha had rejoined us, and she was holding Aidan’s hand protectively. They both still looked exhausted, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that they were eavesdropping. Especially since we were talking about their futures.

“We get some rest,” Kylah told the girl kindly. “You two should try and get some sleep.”

“But what if more of those men come?” Pyrrha insisted, and her eyes flicked toward the front door.

“I’ll stay awake,” I promised. “Keep watch.”

“And I need to continue warding the house, anyway,” Asami added. “Even if more people do come, and I sincerely doubt anyone else will come tonight, we’ll be ready for them. Just like earlier.”

“You’re safe here,” Carmen said to the two kids. “Honest.”

“Okay…” Pyrrha still looked reluctant but also a little relieved, and she steered her brother back to their room. “Come on, Adi. They’re right, you do need to sleep.”

“So do you,” Aidan said to her, and he sounded half concerned and half petulant.

I suspected, after all the excitement of the night, that Aidan felt wide awake. But if I knew anything about kids, based off how I’d been at his age, he would fall asleep the moment his head touched the pillow.

Once we heard the door to the guest room click shut, the six of us got down to more serious business.

“We need to find out who those people were and what they want,” I said immediately.

“Maybe Conleth will have some answers,” Carmen suggested, but Artemis and Asami both looked doubtful.

“If this is connected to Arizona, to Phoenix-- and it probably is-- I don’t know how much use Con will be,” the werewolf woman said.

“Well, we have two options,” my sister said. “Either the decision to expand the attack zone arbitrarily started with the kids-- maybe someone thought they’d be easy targets. Or it’s not arbitrary, and the McKennas know something that the Phoenix group don’t want getting out.”

“Or,” Artemis suddenly chimed in with a grim expression. “Maybe the McKenna’s parents were the original target, but they fought back and died before they could be taken. And for some reason or another, their children are next on the list.”

“I don’t really like any of those options.” I pressed my lips into a thin line. “But if it’s the first, moving them might be enough to dissuade any further attacks.”

“We can’t guarantee until we know why, specifically, those men were after them, though,” Kylah said with a frown. “It’s safer to have them stay with us, at least until we know exactly why they were attacked.”

“Should we not bother Conleth yet, then?” Carmen asked and raised an eyebrow.

“No, I still think we should speak to him,” Artemis said. “Give him as much time as possible to find someone suitable. Plus, if worse comes to worst, maybe the kids can be housed in the meeting hall for a while.”

“A hundred fiercely territorial werewolves should be more than enough to stop whoever sent those guys,” I agreed.

Artemis had, after all, killed the first one with barely any effort.

“For now, though, we should get some rest while we can,” Kylah said before she turned to me. “Leo, are you sure you want to stay up?”

“Someone has to.” I shrugged. “And Sami’s too busy doing the wards. Besides, Renée said we shouldn’t leave anyone on their own right now.”

“True, but I’m the one who should stay up,” my sister told me. “I have the bad vibes radar, remember? If I sense anything weird, I’ll raise hell again. Plus, I’m not a faerie, so I’m less affected by the sun being down.”

She shot a pointed look to the two Campbell siblings, who, more so than the rest of us, looked exhausted.

“Monkey’s right, you guys need rest more than any of us,” I said. “You guys sleep. I’ll come up in a second.”

“You sure you’ll be okay to stay up?” Kegan asked Carmen in a low voice, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw my sister smile at him encouragingly and kiss his cheek.

“I’ll have Sami to protect me,” she said. “I’ll be just fine. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Kegan and Artemis both returned to their rooms, as did Kylah and I. Though, as Kylah and I laid in the large bed, it felt strange to not have Asami beside us. Unbalanced. She was only downstairs, but it felt like she was miles away. Had it really only been a few hours ago since we three had all been basking in the afterglow of making love? That had been days ago, surely. Everything had gotten so much more dangerous so quickly.

“Those poor kids,” Kylah whispered. She had her head on my shoulder, and my arm had curved around her back to rest on her hip. “They must be terrified.”

“That’s why we’re going to do everything we can to make them feel safe,” I murmured and pressed a kiss against her forehead. “We’ll find whoever sent those men after them. We’ll stop them.”

“Aidan is so young,” the blonde woman sighed. “Pyrrha, too, of course, but Aidan especially. Were… were you really that age when your parents died?”

“I guess,” I said. “It feels different when I think about it. I feel like I was older.”

Kylah hummed noncommittally and snuggled against my shoulder, and we lapsed into silence.

Sleep did not come easily, but it must have come at some point, because I woke up with Kylah jostling my shoulder. She was already half-dressed in her typical skinny jeans, though she hadn’t yet put on her t-shirt, and her blonde curls were still tousled.

“Come on, sleepyhead,” she said in a teasing voice. “Things to do, people to see.”

The turn of phrase reminded me of a joke my sister sometimes told. Carmen would swap the words around, so she said ‘things to see, people to do.’ It was stupid, and she’d said it far too many times for me to actually find it funny anymore, yet I chuckled when I remembered it.

“What’s so funny?” Kylah asked me as she pulled on her t-shirt. It was, as usual, a white V-neck. She had to own about a dozen of them, because I rarely saw her in anything else.

“Just my sister being goofy,” I said as I pulled on jeans and a t-shirt of my own, and the pair of us headed downstairs to see that the rest of our troupe, kids included, were already congregated in the lounge area.

Aidan was nibbling on toast, and Carmen and Asami were drinking coffee.

“How’re the wards coming, love?” I asked the researcher, and I leaned over the back of the couch to kiss her cheek from behind.

“Getting there,” she said around a yawn. She had clearly been up all night. At some point, her eyes must have become irritated from having contact lenses in, because she was wearing her glasses again, and she pushed them up onto her forehead so she could rub her eyes.

“Apparently, they’ve been super neglected over the years,” Carmen added.

“I’m not at all surprised we had an attack, really,” the dark-eyed woman said. “They were barely fortified. This place clearly hasn’t been used by the Order in years.”

“That must be why Renée was able to give it to us, then,” I said. “A place no one used would be less likely to be noticed when it fell off the books mysteriously.”

“How much more time do you think you’ll need?” Kylah then asked from where she was sitting next to Asami on the couch.

“A while,” the researcher answered. “Ideally, I’d like to finish them before the sun sets. I’d rather not leave us vulnerable for another night, so I’ll need to stay behind. Besides, it’s dangerous to just leave half-erected wards. The magical energy will be very noticeable.”

“Like a neon sign telling anyone nearby there’s something important here, and it’s not being properly guarded,” Kylah agreed, and she threaded her fingers with the researcher’s. “I’ll stay behind to help.”

“I can, too,” I said, but Asami shook her head.

“You need to go with the others to see Conleth,” she reminded me.

“She’s right, Pip,” Carmen agreed. “You’re the only one who can potentially dampen the kids’ auras.”

“We’ll be fine here, love,” Kylah said, and she twisted around on the sofa to smile up at me encouragingly. “But Carmen’s right, you need to disguise the McKennas until our wards are properly fortified.”

I had to admit, I was a little uneasy at the idea of leaving the pair of them here in the townhouse, alone, but I knew it was just an irrational concern born out of my love for them. I’d seen both Kylah and Asami in countless fights, I knew they were plenty capable.

And if we were taking the McKennas, there would be no reason for any assailants to come here, anyway.

“We should get going, then,” Artemis said. “So you can get back to the wards. You call us if something goes wrong, though, yeah?”

“Of course,” Asami said to the werewolf woman. “Though I can’t imagine it’ll be very exciting. Ward magic is like doing taxes. Complicated, time-consuming, and very dry.”

If our resident researcher said something was time-consuming and dry, then I knew it had to be unbearably boring. For a moment, I imagined Carmen trying to set up ward magic, and I had to bite back a laugh. She wouldn’t last five minutes.

I kissed both Kylah and Asami goodbye, and then the rest of our group-- myself, Carmen, Kegan, Artemis, and of course the McKenna kids-- headed out. This time, we used the front door instead of Kegan’s mirror magic, since the werewolf town hall was within walking distance.

“Before we go, I need you to give me your hands,” I said to the McKennas as we paused at the threshold of the safehouse. “It’ll be easier for me to detect your individual auras and dampen them if I’ve felt them more closely.”

“Closely?” Pyrrha asked.

“Touched your skin,” Kegan interjected. “Like how a tracking spell needs something of the person you’re tracking. It’ll be easier for Leo to pick out your auras if he has a good sense of what to look for.”

Pyrrha gave me a slightly doubtful look but extended her hand anyway. I shook it once, firmly, then did the same to Aidan. Almost immediately, it was like I had a mental database into which their auras had been added, and the silver lines swirling around the kids’ ankles were easier to discern.

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “Let’s go.”

I doubted there would be much of a threat in broad daylight, but it couldn’t hurt, and I knew Carmen would be staying alert for any shifts on her danger radar.

“Do you think Selene will have anything to say about this?” I asked Artemis as we all walked down the road. She and I went at the front, with the McKennas behind us, and Carmen and Kegan bringing up the rear. “About the McKennas, I mean?”

“I’m not sure,” the amber-eyed woman replied with a furrowed brow. “She’ll protect them if we ask, of course. But I don’t know if she’ll have any information we’ll find useful. Phoenixes aren’t really her responsibility, you know.”

“Whose are they, then?” I asked. “I know Selene leads the werewolves, what about phoenixes?”

“I don’t really think there’s a specific leader,” Artemis said as she cocked her head, and her braids trailed over her shoulder. “Lycanthropes are a bit unique for having a more formal, organized system. Vampires all have a leader, but they interact less. It’s more so the Order knows who to discuss issues with than a sense of community, like with lycanthropes. Half-fae are different too, because they often don’t have a blood family that will accept them, so they tend to band together.”

“A found family, you might say,” I said and thought of the Campbells.

“Yeah.” Artemis smiled. “Phoenixes reproduce like humans, similar to lycanthropes, but aren’t as formally organized. I suppose it’s more like having an immigrant community in a city. There’s no one leader, but there’s a support group, a… well. A community.”

“And where’s the Los Angeles phoenix community?” I asked.

“I’m not really sure, I don’t know any phoenixes, aside from Con,” the werewolf woman told me with a shrug. “I don’t think there are too many in LA.”

“Good thing you know Conleth, then,” I said.

I was looking forward to meeting him, after having heard so much from so many other people. And, from what Artemis had said, he was definitely someone who would be able to help.

We came to the meeting hall not long after, and Artemis led the way as we walked in. The hallways were familiar and felt friendlier than the Sanctuary’s had, even if there weren’t any paintings by my grandmother hanging on the walls. But the halls were just as maze-liked, and I began to wonder if this building, like the Sanctuary, warped and shifted according to its needed size and where its occupants needed to go.

“Artemis?”

A voice made us stop, and we all turned to see a dark-haired young man striding toward us. After a moment, I remembered his name was Mani. He was-- or he had been-- the twin brother of a werewolf named Lowell, who’d been murdered by Legion less than two months ago. The first time I’d met him, we’d dueled.

“Mani!” Artemis said warmly, and the two embraced. “What’re you doing here?”

“Admin.” The werewolf man shrugged. “What about you? I thought you were living in the human city now.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I can’t come in here,” the amber-eyed woman replied with a smirk. “We’re here to see Conleth, know if he’s in?”

Artemis gestured behind her to me and the others, and Mani scanned us all. His eyes snagged on the McKennas, and I saw a tiny furrow of concern in his brow before he moved on and saw me.

“Hey, you’re the hotshot who socked me in the jaw,” he said, and the cheerfulness in his tone juxtaposed what he was actually saying. “You helped Artemis find that bastard who killed my brother.”

“Leo,” I reminded him, and I extended a hand. “Nice to see you again.”

“You, too,” Mani agreed as he took my hand and shook it firmly. Unsurprisingly, he had a very strong grip. “As for Con, I think he’s in his office, but he might have left already.”

“Left?” Artemis frowned.

“Said he has family visiting, he was gonna take a half day or something,” the werewolf man said with another shrug. “But I’m pretty sure you can catch him.”

“Alright, thanks,” Artemis said, and she patted Mani on the shoulder before leading the rest of us past him and down yet another hallway.

Finally, we came to a door with a brass plaque neatly engraved with Conleth’s name. Artemis knocked, and a moment later, a man’s voice called for her to come in.

The inside of the office was fairly typical. There was a couch and a coffee table at one end, bookcases filled with books and folders, a filing cabinet in one corner, and a kind-faced man sitting at the desk.

“Con,” Artemis greeted, and the man stood from the desk to embrace her.

The first thing I noticed was that he was not nearly as ridiculously huge as his husband, Ralph. Conleth was a normal-sized man about my height, but slightly more slender. He had fair skin, reddish-brown hair, and burning orange eyes-- not dissimilar to the McKennas-- behind narrow rectangular glasses.

“Nice to see you again, Artemis,” he said when he and the werewolf woman parted, and his voice had a pronounced Irish lilt. Then he looked at me. “You must be Leo Rivera, my husband’s told me a lot about you.”

“All good things, I hope?” I joked as I stepped forward to shake the phoenix man’s hand.

His skin was warm, warmer than normal, but after having shaken Pyrrha and Aidan’s hands to get a sense of their auras, I reckoned this was just normal for phoenixes.

“Nothing but praise for the people who saved his Helen,” Conleth assured me, and he looked to my sister and shook her hand, too. “You must be Carmen. Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“We have a… sensitive situation,” my sister said as she dropped Conleth’s hand, and she gestured to the McKenna kids behind us.

“Oh!” Conleth made a noise that was half surprised, half delighted. “I don’t see many young firebirds around here. Hello to you both, what are your names?”

“Pyrrha McKenna, sir,” Pyrrha said as she shook his hand politely. “And this is my brother, Aidan.”

“My name is Conleth, but most people just call me Con,” the phoenix man said with a friendly smile. “It’s lovely to meet you both. Now, how can I help you?”

“Pyrrha and Aidan are refugees from Arizona.” Artemis got right to the point, and she gave the man a quick rundown of the situation so far: their dead parents, their pending case with the Order, and the attack last night.

“Jesus Mary,” Conleth remarked when the amber-eyed woman had finished, and he turned back to the kids. “That’s quite an ordeal. I’m sorry for your loss. You must be quite formidable to have made it all the way to the Colorado Sanctuary by yourselves.”

“It was that or die,” Pyrrha muttered, the same thing she’d said to Carmen when we’d met the girl in Renée’s office. But this time, she said it with a little less suspicion.

I had a feeling Pyrrha felt more trusting of Conleth. Maybe because he was a phoenix, maybe because he was a social worker, or maybe because she had begun to trust us and believed we would only take her and her brother to safe people.

“We need to figure out whoever’s after them now,” I said. “And whether they’re being targeted specifically, or if the group in Arizona is just expanding their reach, and it was a coincidence. Either way, we think it’d be good to have a safer place set up for them.”

“I see,” Conleth said with a frown. “And obviously, the Order can’t take you. I’ll bet it was that blasted Sam White who got all uppity about potential infiltrators.”

“You know Councilman White?” Kegan asked and looked surprised.

“Unfortunately,” Conleth drawled, and he raised one extremely derisive eyebrow. “I take it you’ve had the displeasure?”

“Something like that,” Kegan said grimly. “At any rate, it means we can’t rely on the Order to keep the McKennas safe right now.”

“Of course,” Conleth said and thought for a long moment. “I admit, it’s tricky. It would be easier to find somewhere for Aidan because he’s still a minor, the rules are different. But I’m sure everyone here would prefer not to separate the two of you.”

He looked at Pyrrha as he said this, and I saw her expression tighten.

“I’m not leaving him,” she said, and Aidan clung to the hand she had around his shoulders. “I’ll adopt him if I have to. I’m old enough, he’s my brother, it would be easy for me to become his legal guardian.”

“That’s a good idea,” Conleth agreed. “But it’s not strictly necessary. As his sister, and as an adult, you’ll already be considered his legal guardian by any but the most particular.”

“I won’t be separated from him,” Pyrrha said fiercely, and from the way her jaw set and the determination in her eyes, I saw a bit of myself in her.

I had to admire the girl. Sure, she was an adult, but only barely, and here she was, stepping up and fighting as hard as she could to make things as good as possible for her brother. If Carmen had been my little sister in earnest, and not simply my younger twin by a matter of minutes, I probably would have been doing the same thing as Pyrrha when our parents had died.

“If you really want to formally adopt Aidan, I can help you do that,” Conleth said. “It’ll make it easier for the two of you to stay together, and for you to exercise parental powers such as administering healthcare. But that will take a while, and it won’t solve the question of where to keep you both.”

“I like it at the townhouse,” Aidan said to Conleth. “Kegan and Leo and the others are all nice. Why can’t we stay there? They kept us safe.”

“We did, but it’s not proper for you two to stay there forever,” Kegan said. “You need to go to school, to be able to live somewhere that isn’t a hunters’ home.”

“Agreed.” Conleth nodded. “It’s suitable for now, because you’re in need of protection, but not on a more permanent basis.”

“Where would you suggest, then?” Artemis asked, and the phoenix man let out a long sigh and dragged a hand across his chin in thought.

“The magical community is quite… separated,” he said to us after a moment. “There aren’t many spaces where supernaturals of varying species can interact. So, support systems are often very separated, too. Were there a… a foster home for supernaturals, I would be able to recommend that. But there isn’t.”

“Are there foster parents?” I asked. “Is there a home the McKennas could go to?”

“If and when the refugee case is deemed legitimate, that provides more options,” Conleth said. “As for now, you want something secure, but on a temporary basis. My first suggestion in that instance would be Ralph and myself, since I’m qualified, and we live close to you all. We could look after the children if the investigation becomes more dangerous. And Ralph is of the opinion he still owes you a significant debt. Of course, this is all contingent on if you two would be alright with it.”

He addressed this last part to Pyrrha and Aidan, who exchanged a look with one another.

“Why would you take us in?” Pyrrha asked, and her expression was perplexed and slightly wary.

“Well, because I know what it’s like to not have anywhere to go,” Conleth said with a sympathetic smile. “I lost my mother when I was a little younger than you. Only sixteen. I didn’t know my father at all. It was… difficult, for a long time. And when I was able to support myself, I decided I wanted to help anyone and everyone out of that situation. Become the person I needed when I was young. And, being a phoenix, I might be more able to help the two of you specifically than, say, you staying with these fine people. Do you know if the townhouse is flame-retardant?”

“I… honestly don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s a nice building, I’d imagine everything’s up to code.”

“Phoenix fire is different, but that’s good to know all the same,” Conleth said as he faced me. “At any rate, my position right now is limited. Renée Beckett, by involving you, has essentially elected you to be the children’s legal guardians. Ralph and I would only be able to help on a temporary basis until the McKennas’ case reaches a verdict. Then I would be able to operate as their advisor and counsel-- if Pyrrha chose me for that, of course.”

“That’s good to know,” Pyrrha said. “Thank you.”

“Is there any way you could help us figure out who might be after them?” Carmen then asked the phoenix man. “Like, can you access a human database?”

“I do have access, but I don’t know if the McKennas would have a case file in the human system,” Conleth answered. “I certainly couldn’t see any police reports, but if you like, I could have a look. It might also help to know if there are any suitable human relatives to put you two with once this is all over.”

“I can look for a police file, if you like,” Carmen added, and then she turned to me, Artemis, and Kegan. “Might give us a clue, actually, if we can see what the scene looked like.”

“Monkey,” I said warningly.

“What?” she asked. “It’s not my fault cops have terrible cybersecurity.”

“Not everything in the world is a puzzle to be taken apart like an engine,” I told her, but she shrugged and seemed entirely unintimidated by my stern tone.

“I can’t speak to the police department’s files, but any information you can provide me would be useful,” Conleth said, and I could see he was fighting an amused expression at me and my sister’s bickering. “How about we meet tomorrow, once I’ve had a chance to look everything over? I might be able to find a clue as to who, precisely, is after them.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea, thank you, Mr. Edan-Chander,” Kegan said in a gracious tone, and he leaned across the desk to shake Conleth’s hand.

Conleth insisted we didn’t need to be so formal and bid goodbye to the McKennas, and then the six of us headed back to the townhouse.

When we got there, Asami was finishing up the last pieces of the warding, so Kylah told us all to sit quietly in our rooms so the researcher could concentrate. By mid-afternoon, the wards were refortified, and we were able to all sit down and have a proper discussion.

“It is suspicious how the hard border has suddenly broken,” Kylah admitted as she glanced over at her brother. Kegan was entertaining Aidan by displaying some mirror magic tricks while Pyrrha was intently watching Carmen hack into a police database. “Why start attacking outside the state now? Why go after the kids? Whoever’s after them must think they saw something, or know something.”

“Maybe the attackers think the kids saw them clearly enough to make an ID,” I suggested.

“Those men were pretty anonymous-looking,” Artemis said with a frown. “If they’re anything like the people who took the McKennas’ parents, I doubt they could’ve been identified. But I suppose we don’t know if they actually are similar.”

“Still,” Kylah said. “Surely whoever killed their parents would have been unimportant lackeys.”

“So?” Asami said. “The Phoenix group allied themselves with people like Amaryllis and Sullivan Scratch. The only person we’ve directly encountered is Legion, and we don’t know his real name. They pride themselves on secrecy. It’s probably the only way they’ve gotten as far as they have-- no one knows exactly who to go after.”

“Which means, neither do we,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “How are we supposed to protect those kids if we don’t know what our target looks like?”

“We move cautiously,” Kylah said. “Especially if this really is just about Phoenix getting more brazen, rather than them going after the McKennas specifically.”

“Why can’t it be both?” Artemis suggested. “Maybe they’re just petty. They don’t want anyone fleeing the state, so anyone who does try to leave gets hunted down. They’re dead either way.”

I suddenly remembered what the Fae Queen had told me about the Phoenix lot wanting to seek a kind of immortality. How they wanted to push the boundaries of what magic was capable of, so they could presumably remake the magical world. How they had lured in allies like Scratch and Amaryllis by saying they wanted to tear down the veil and either enslave or exterminate humanity. How these people were willing to do anything and everything to get what they wanted-- whatever that was.

Maybe they did want the veil gone. Maybe they wanted all of humanity dead. Or maybe they wanted something else, and Amaryllis and Scratch had just been a means to an end. I didn’t understand how enslaving a ghost or creating a chimera related to tearing down the veil-- or, really, to achieving immortality-- but it was entirely possible we were still missing something.

“I think Artemis might have a point,” Asami then said, and her voice was uneasy. “Phoenix might be sick of people fleeing the state. The magical population of Arizona has plummeted over the past several months. And if we know one thing about the Phoenix group, they like to experiment.”

She paused here, and her eyes were sad and a little bit scared behind the round lenses of her glasses.

“And experimentation requires subjects,” she finished.


Chapter 7

Asami’s words were chilling. I knew she hadn’t meant to scare us, and sometimes she didn’t seem to realize how ominous she could sound, but a shiver ran down my spine nonetheless.

“Sami…” Artemis said, and the werewolf’s normally bronze skin color had paled. “You… you think they’ve been doing the same inside Arizona as outside?”

“I suppose it makes sense,” Kylah said, but her tone was uncomfortable, and her expression was tight. “Kegan and I only caught glimpses of reports when we were in the Order, but what we saw was… a lot. Bodies rarely turned up, and if they did, they were mutilated beyond recognition, or recovered in parts. The human authorities have been attributing them mostly to animal attacks, because there’s no better explanation.”

“But then, why do experiments outside the state, too?” Artemis asked.

“Like Sami said, I guess. Scare people. Make them see that fleeing won’t do any good.”

“Regardless of the reason why, it seems fair to say that whatever the Phoenix group has been doing outside Arizona’s borders is comparably tamer to whatever’s going on inside,” Asami said grimly. “They have more resources, more influence. We don’t even know if the chimera and Galen were formally sanctioned, maybe some of the group just went rogue and left to do their own experiments.”

“Yeah, they don’t seem to be employing the most stable people to help them,” I agreed as I thought of Legion, Amaryllis nic Sage, and Sullivan Scratch.

“Either way, the number of people they have available for… for those experiments will have dramatically decreased,” the researcher said. “They need more. So they need to reduce the number of people fleeing and expand the area they’re willing to work in. Scratch and Legion-- and even the chimera in Oregon-- could have been… an attempt to test the waters, to see how far they could extend their reach before the Order got too suspicious.”

“We know the Order is suspicious,” Artemis scoffed and crossed her arms. “The real issue is they’re too scared to engage, and too proud to ask for backup from the rest of the magical community. So, instead, they send small handfuls of noble, naive idealists to charge off and get killed in the process.”

“Are you including our group of noble, naive idealists in that assessment?” I asked with a smirk.

“We’ve gotten lucky,” the amber-eyed woman told me firmly. “We’re skilled, for sure, but we’ve also been lucky. Lucky Carmen’s magical affinity allows her to detect danger. Lucky yours allows you to boost and dampen auras. Lucky Kylah can use faerie light to incinerate people. If we were missing any one of our six, we’d be fucked.”

“Not to mention, we’ve been able to rely on help from others,” Kylah added. “Ralph, and the rest of the werewolf community as a whole. Jamison Hawthorn, and now Conleth, too.”

“Strength in numbers,” I said with a nod. “That’s where the Order’s been falling short. They haven’t been sending large teams of Eyes because they don’t want to risk losing more, but they also won’t ask for help from the wider community.”

“If everyone banded together as one, we could stop them,” Artemis said as her amber eyes glinted. “I’m sure of it. If the Order and everyone else weren’t so… isolationist.”

“Maybe this will be it,” I said. “Maybe this will be enough. Renée has proof that Phoenix is starting to expand outside Arizona. They could sweep across the whole country if they’re not stopped. Maybe the rest of the Order will realize if they don’t do something now, everyone will suffer in the long term.”

“Maybe,” Asami agreed. “Or maybe Sanctuaries outside the US will leave us to deal with our own problems.”

I preferred to believe that the natural impulse was to help those in need, rather than abandon them, but I couldn’t deny that, at the very least, some of the Order’s higher-ups preferred to leave everyone who wasn’t an Eye to fight their own battles, no matter how those threats might spread and grow to affect other people. If everyone in power thought like that, there would be little to stop Phoenix from sweeping across the entire country, or even the entire world.

“But the purpose of the Order is to hide the magical world from humanity,” Artemis argued. “These freakish murders being blamed on animal attacks will raise eyebrows eventually. The Order will have to step in at some point.”

“It might be too late then,” Kylah said as she wrapped a blonde curl around her finger. “The Order prefers… well, they called it ‘minimal interference,’ but really it’s just an excuse to take on as little responsibility as possible.”

“Even when the Phoenix group’s primary objective seems to be destroying the veil?” the werewolf woman asked.

“Technically, that’s still a rumor.” Kylah shrugged. “Until it’s concrete, something proven, the Order won’t get involved. They’ve lost too many of their own in Arizona already. They’re going to take a distant and hands-off approach until they know more.”

“Which means, if we want the Order’s help, we need to prove to them that Phoenix intends to tear down the veil,” I said. “Since refugee children and hundreds of mutilated bodies aren’t enough.”

“How do we do that, though?” Artemis asked me, and she frowned in frustration as she tapped one finger against the counter. “The closest thing to ‘proof’ we have is the Fae Queen’s words, and no one in their right might would take second-hand faerie intel at face value.”

“We need to get more information about Phoenix,” I said. “Not necessarily that they want to tear down the veil-- we don’t even know if that’s actually what Phoenix wants, or if they just said that to get Amaryllis and Scratch and others like them to cooperate. At the very least, the chimera in Oregon and everything with Legion should be enough to at least get the Order listening. They weren’t just coincidences.”

“We still don’t have any proof of that, though,” Kylah sighed, and she rested her elbows on the counter and propped her head up in her hands. “I mean, we all know the chimera must have been something to do with Phoenix, it doesn’t make any sense otherwise, but we never apprehended whoever actually created it. Until we do, and until we solidly link them with Legion, it’s all speculation. The Order won’t move for speculation.”

“So, we need to dig deeper,” I said, and I heaved a sigh of my own. “In the meantime, what do we do with the McKennas? Conleth was right, they can’t stay here permanently.”

“They’re the priority,” Artemis agreed. “But as for right now, they’re surely safest here, with us. Like Carmen said, she can detect danger, and you can dampen their auras.”

The conversation was prevented from going any further at that point, because Pyrrha came over to the kitchen area. Evidently, Carmen had finished hacking into the McKennas’ local police database, because she came over, too, with a flat expression on her face.

“Anything?” I asked, and my sister shook her head.

“House burned down,” she said. “It’s being treated as a freak accident. Don’t know if the cops there actually believe that, but accident cases are way quicker to close.”

“At minimum, they have at least four missing people,” Asami said with a frown.

She was right, of course. The McKennas had straddled the human and magical worlds. Surely they would’ve had human friends, and Pyrrha and Aidan would’ve had friends of their own, or at least classmates. Someone must have noticed they were missing.

But I supposed a small, half-Puerto Rican family’s home burning down wasn’t going to be much of a priority.

“They have bigger cases, I guess,” Carmen grumbled, and she slid her laptop onto the counter and took a seat. “I’m sorry, kid. I was hoping we’d find something useful.”

“I didn’t think you would,” Pyrrha told her frankly. “It’s easier to rule the whole thing an accident and just say it’s handled. They won’t have done an investigation if they can avoid it.”

“It does mean our search is going to take a little longer, though,” I told the girl. “A police report might have had details pointing to who specifically came after your parents, and after you and Aidan.”

“These people, I don’t think they’re the type to leave behind clues,” Pyrrha said. Then she seemed to draw herself up, like she was bracing for something unpleasant, and she looked me right in the eye. “I want to help.”

I blinked at her.

“What?” I asked blankly.

“I want to help,” Pyrrha repeated in a determined voice. “The six of you. With finding whoever came after Adi and me. Whoever killed our parents. I want to help your investigation.”

“No,” I said at once. I surprised myself with the speed of it, with how settled my decision sounded, but I didn’t regret it. “No way. You’re only eighteen. And we’re in charge of keeping you both safe. Involving you like that would just put a bigger target on your back.”

“I know the risks,” Pyrrha insisted with a scowl. “And I’m a legal adult, I can make my own decisions. There’s no way these people will just stop and give up. I can help you!”

“How?” I asked. “You’re completely untrained, and you’re already a target for them. You told us you and Aidan didn’t see anything, you don’t remember anything.”

I didn’t intend to sound harsh, but hearing my own voice, I realized I did. Perhaps it was better that way, though. The last thing I wanted was for Pyrrha to get injured or even killed because I was too worried about hurting her feelings.

Pyrrha jutted out her jaw, and for a moment she looked every bit like a petulant teenager who’d just been told she couldn’t go out with her friends at night. It was strange to see hints of youth in someone who’d suffered so much and was grappling with such difficult problems.

“I can help,” she insisted. “They’re going to strike again, you all know it. Let me be a target so Adi doesn’t have to be. I don’t even have to fight, if you don’t want me to. I can-- I can identify them or something. Just. Please. Let me help.”

Before I could respond, Artemis leveled a very serious gaze at the girl. It was a look that said she was going to treat Pyrrha as an adult, a real adult. I knew the phoenix girl appreciated how Artemis had been treating her maturely, but this, I sensed, was greater somehow.

“Pyrrha,” the amber-eyed woman said gravely. “Do you have any idea why those men were after you and Aidan? Why they might be targeting you two specifically?”

“No,” the girl replied, and her voice was cold. “If I did, I’d tell you.”

“Did you see anything?” Artemis then asked. “Anything you could use to identify them?”

“I…” Pyrrha opened her mouth, but her voice faltered. “I… We didn’t see anything. Neither of us. We just woke up and… and…”

She trailed off, swallowed hard, and looked deeply uncomfortable.

“Okay,” the werewolf woman said in a softer voice, which was gentler than her usual, no-nonsense tone. “Okay.”

“I’m tired,” Pyrrha abruptly said, and she tugged on the crimson end of her ponytail in a gesture that was equally nervous and suspicious. “I need to sleep-- we need to sleep. Neither of us have slept.”

I couldn’t really blame the phoenix girl for her tiredness or her strange behavior. She was navigating something even more difficult than what Carmen and I had gone through. At least we’d been able to support each other, being the same age. At least we hadn’t had to evade murderous gangs of strange men after being put in the foster home.

“Let’s think about dinner, then,” I said to the girl. “You and Aidan can get an early night. I suppose none of us slept a lot last night, anyway.”

Carmen went out to pick up some pizzas, and we all crowded around the kitchen island to eat in semi-uneasy silence. No one really felt up to conversation. Talking about the McKennas and Phoenix was too difficult. Talking about anything else felt trivial. When Aidan finished his food, Pyrrha led him to bed, and we all awkwardly bid the two kids goodnight.

I reached out to touch Pyrrha’s arm as she passed, and she turned to me.

“Yeah?” she asked.

“I wanted to apologize,” I said. “If… if I made you uncomfortable or anything. I-- none of us-- mean you or Aidan any harm. It’s just…”

“A really shitty situation?” the phoenix girl offered, with just a hint of wryness.

“Yeah.” I let out a breathless laugh. “We’re all trying our best. We want to help you guys.”

“I know,” she said, and her voice was careful. “Really. It’s just… yeah.”

“Yeah,” I said again.

Pyrrha gave me a wan smile and headed to her room. I had no idea what would be going through her head right now. Probably any number of things. Too loud and too messy and too painful to really think about.

I wondered if the supernatural world had therapists or grief counselors. I didn’t know, so I resolved to ask Conleth the next day.

Shortly after Pyrrha and Aidan turned in, the rest of us felt compelled to do the same. We really weren’t running on all that much sleep, and we’d need all our wits about us to fight whatever was coming. I had a feeling, after this latest attack, that Phoenix would start taking notice of our little crew-- assuming they hadn’t done so already. Either way, being in their crosshairs was not an enviable position.

“I’ll be up later,” I said to Kylah as Asami half-leaned against the blonde woman and was practically asleep on her feet.

It was no surprise the researcher was especially exhausted after how she’d exerted herself to repair the townhouse’s wards.

“No rush,” the blonde woman said with a smile, and she leaned up to kiss me.

I kissed her back, then Asami, and then the two women headed upstairs.

“I’m gonna turn in, too,” Kegan agreed as he rubbed his eyes.

I wasn’t surprised. Like Kylah, like all half-faeries, he was sensitive to sunlight, or the lack of it. He mumbled a general goodnight to us all, and he kissed Carmen’s cheek before he shuffled off into his own room.

That just left Carmen, Artemis, and me clustered around the coffee table. I looked between the two women with an expectant expression.

“I don’t sense anything,” my sister answered my silent question. “No danger or anything. I think Sami’s wards did the trick.”

“And I can’t smell anything unusual,” the werewolf woman added. “I think we’ll be safe. For tonight.”

“Even so,” I said. “Somebody should stay up. Just in case.”

“I will, then,” Carmen said at once. “Since I’m the one with the bad-vibes radar.”

“Monkey, you stayed up last night,” I pointed out. “You need to get some actual sleep.”

“Agreed,” Artemis said. “You can’t take two nights in a row. And we need you alert for when we take the kids to see Con again tomorrow. They’ll be more at risk outside the townhouse.”

“They’ll be more at risk at night,” my sister insisted. “I’m fine, really. Besides, I don’t think I could sleep, anyway.”

Her voice was bitter, and it cut through me like glass. What was she talking about?

I cast a glance at Artemis, and without a word, the amber-eyed woman understood my meaning and rose from her seat.

“I’m gonna… head up,” she said and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Get changed. I’ll keep an ear out, though.”

I watched Artemis head up the stairs to her own room, but out of the corner of my eye, I observed my sister. My loud, brazen, confident sister, who now looked small and tense and so unlike herself that I felt like I was looking at her through a funhouse mirror.

“Okay,” I said in a heavy tone. “What is it?”

I’d expected resistance, refusal, something like that, but instead Carmen just looked at me with worried, sad eyes, and once again I felt something painful inside my chest. She was sitting there with her arms wrapped around herself and hugging her elbows in a nervous posture.

“I… you remember what Pyrrha said?” she asked me after a moment. “When she was describing what she and Aidan had gone through? About… about her parents?”

“Yeah,” I answered uneasily. The story had been difficult to hear. “What about it?”

“I just… ever since we took them in from Renée, I’ve been… I’ve been thinking,” my sister said. “Ever since she explained their house burned down, that whoever took and killed their parents tried to cover their tracks, I… And today, with the police reports, the fire… and Conleth… and how this might not be the first time Phoenix have--”

“Monkey,” I cut her off, because I realized where she was going with this, and something in my head just screamed for her to stop. “I… no. No. That… that’s not what happened to Mom and Dad. They died in a freak accident.”

“Are… are you sure, though?” Carmen pressed. “I mean. How can we be sure? It was over fifteen years ago.”

“Mom and Dad’s--” My voice choked off before I could say the word ‘bodies,’ and I cleared my throat to try and sound less strained. “They were in the house. The firefighters and EMTs found them. And anyway, we didn’t live in Arizona.”

“SoCal isn’t that far from Arizona,” my sister said darkly. “And who’s even to say this is the first time Phoenix has breached the state border? Like Renée said, maybe this is just the first time we’ve noticed because it’s the first time their mission to capture or silence whoever escaped didn’t work. We don’t even know how far back Phoenix’s work goes because we don’t even know what they’re doing. All the Order has to go on is when Eyes started going missing. When Phoenix started murdering and kidnapping supernaturals en masse. We--”

“Carmen,” I said sharply, and she stopped talking and stared at me. She seemed surprised by how caught up she’d gotten, and I softened my tone. “We don’t know anything for sure, I admit we don’t. But… it doesn’t make sense. Why would they have left you and me alive? Why didn’t they take Mom and Dad? Or us, for that matter? And we don’t have any reason to believe the Phoenix lot would’ve done it. You heard Renée, Dad never considered joining the Order for even a moment.”

“Renée also said she knew about us,” my sister told me and was clearly still suspicious. “She said everyone thought we’d died in the fire. Maybe whoever set the fire believed that, too.”

“So, what?” I demanded, and I was unable to keep the frustration entirely out of my voice. “Mom and Dad died in a… some kind of hit? What does that mean for us, really? We’re already targets for most of the supernatural world because we’ve been screwing up Phoenix’s plans. Mom and Dad have still been dead for almost twenty years. If they died because of Phoenix, and it wasn’t some freak accident, surely that just means they were fighting against something bad. They were trying to do some good.”

“It means they were taken from us!” my sister cried out, and she jumped to her feet with her arms spread in anger. “It means it wasn’t just some accident, someone wanted to hurt them, and that someone succeeded! Don’t we-- don’t we owe it to them to figure it out for sure?”

Her voice trailed off into something small and hurt, and I rose from my seat to gather her in my arms. I hugged her tight, and we clung to one another, suddenly eight-year-olds again, lost in the world, alone but for one another.

“It was years ago, Monkey,” I murmured. “Anyone who could confirm that is probably dead by now.”

“But doesn’t it make you mad?” she asked, and her voice was muffled as she pressed her face into my shoulder.

“Of course it does!” I said with a breathless, hopeless laugh. “It makes me fucking furious! But if that is true, and they were deliberately targeted, it’s because they were fighting against Phoenix. They wanted to make the supernatural world safer. All we owe them in that case is to continue their work. And if… and if it really was just an accident, we still owe it to them to make both our worlds as safe as possible. To live full and happy lives. To do all we can to make the world better for people like Pyrrha and Aidan.”

I pressed my lips to her forehead, screwed my eyes shut, and willed the burn of tears in my eyes to go away.

“Like Conleth said,” I told her in a low voice. “Be the people we wished we’d had. The people who can find out for sure what happened to the McKennas, who can make sure it never happens to anyone else.”

“It hurts, Leo,” Carmen sniffled, and her voice was sad and broken. “It still hurts.”

“I know,” I sighed. “But there’s more in our lives than hurt now. We’re bigger than that hurt.”

“I know,” she echoed my words and my tone. “I… I’m sorry. I know it doesn’t do any good to… to speculate.”

“But I understand why,” I told her. “I just… I don’t think it’s gonna do us any good. It won’t change the past. And it won’t change what we need to do for the McKennas.”

“They’re good kids,” my sister said, and she pulled away from our embrace and wiped her eyes. “I want to help them, really. I… I think I feel a little better now, sorry.”

“Hey, don’t apologize,” I said and rubbed her shoulder. “I’m glad you can talk to me. I always want you to feel like you can talk to me.”

“Course I do, you’re my brother,” she said with a watery smile. “I just… I think I need a minute to myself.”

“Of course.” I nodded. “I’ll keep watch tonight, though, with Artemis. You get some rest. I think you need it.”

“Yeah, I think so, too,” she agreed, and she went in for one last, quick hug before I headed upstairs.

I knocked softly on Artemis’ door, and she called for me to come in. I wasn’t surprised to see her clothes were unchanged-- that had, after all, been a lie to give Carmen and me some space. The amber-eyed woman was sitting on her bed, with one leg stretched out before her, and the other was bent at the knee and propping up an architecture book.

“Everything okay?” she asked as she marked her page and set the book aside.

“Not everything, but it’s better.” I rubbed the back of my neck as I sat down on the edge of the bed, and I was suddenly aware of how emotionally wrung-out I felt. “I don’t think she-- either of us, really-- ever properly… came to terms. With our parents’ deaths. Being moved from foster home to foster home, then worrying about being separated, then being caught up in school… I think we just kept ourselves too busy to let ourselves deal with it.”

“I understand that,” she said gently. “It’s not an easy thing to accept. For what it’s worth, though, I am sorry. For both of you.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I reached out to touch her hand. “You help, you know. All of you. The family Carmen and I missed out on.”

“Family is far more than blood,” Artemis agreed. “I’m glad you two are finding your place in this world. I just hope we can do the same for the McKenna kids.”

“We will,” I said firmly. “We’ve just got to figure out who’s after them, first, and how to stop them. God. It never ends, does it?”

“Until Phoenix itself is taken down… probably not, no,” the werewolf woman admitted with a wry smirk. “But you don’t have to do it alone. None of us do. Numbers will be the thing to save us, mark my words. And we don’t have to figure it all out tonight.”

“Thank god,” I groaned, and I leaned back to lie across the bed, with my feet still on the floor. Then I pressed my hands over my face and slowly dragged them down. “It’s been a fucking day. My head is so full. And it’s all sad, painful, horrible shit. I just want to stop thinking for a while.”

“That sounds good. I can stay up and watch for the night, you should get some sleep.”

“No, no,” I said. “I’m not like, tired. Just… worn out. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah,” she chuckled. “Like you said, it’s been a fucking day.”

“And I don’t wanna leave you to watch alone. I don’t think that’s a smart idea. Let’s just… talk about stupid stuff. Things that don’t matter.”

“Okay,” Artemis said with another laugh, and she moved so she was lying down beside me, with our heads level and our feet dangling off opposite sides of the bed. “What do you want to talk about?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Uh… how about, why did you choose to study architecture?”

“Oh. Well… I’m not totally sure, honestly. I just… like it. I like buildings. It’s a kind of art mixed with function, you know? You’ve gotta make the building work for its function-- a school, a hospital, a museum, whatever. But that doesn’t mean you can’t also make it as pretty as possible. I think the world would be nicer if more people thought about making things look nicer. I know I’d prefer a nice home over a plain, purely functional one, y’know?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “That makes sense.”

“Too much of the world is function, these days,” the werewolf woman continued. “It’s important, obviously. But people are more and more inclined to leave beauty by the wayside, like it doesn’t matter, like making something look nice is entirely superficial. But it’s so much nicer to be in a place that’s pretty. Healthier. More interesting.”

“Do you think this house is pretty?” I asked, and I rolled over onto my stomach to look at her.

“It’s not bad.” Artemis shrugged. “I like the big windows. But the building itself isn’t very creative.”

“Are you happy living here?”

“Of course,” she said with a smile. “But that’s more to do with the people than the building. People make things pretty, too. Decorating walls. Growing gardens.”

“If we had a yard, we could grow a garden,” I said. “That’d be cool.”

“What would you want to grow?” she asked me.

“I don’t know. Herbs, maybe? For cooking? Or maybe just flowers. Something to brighten things up.”

“Calla lilies, for Kylah,” the amber-eyed woman suggested in a soft voice. “Or kerria, for Kegan.”

I watched her face for a long moment, and her expression was gentle and peaceful as she stared up at the ceiling and envisioned a future garden. She was tough, and usually her face showed it, with determined eyes and a set jaw. But here, it was like she allowed herself to not be tough. She didn’t have anything to prove to me, to the rest of our crew.

“What flowers do you like?” I asked her.

“Night phlox,” she answered instantly. “They bloom with the moon, come in different colors, and their honey-vanilla scent is soothing.”

“Of course you’d like a flower that follows the moon,” I laughed and tapped the tip of her nose.

“Oh?” She gave a small scoff. “What about you, then? What do you like?”

“Any flower that makes you smile,” I answered readily. “We can grow brug-mansies, or whatever they’re called. Anything you want.”

I kissed her, and like every time before, it was a storm. Lightning crashing and thunder rolling. I lost myself in the scent of her skin, the taste of her mouth. My troubles, they didn’t fall away entirely, but they lessened for a moment.

We shed our clothes without even seeming to be consciously aware of it. One moment, Artemis was in my arms, and we were fully clothed, and the next, we were underneath her blankets, with her warm skin against my own and the weight of her body above me.

Neither of us said anything. Both of us were wanting to forget, if only for a moment, to pretend we had nothing to think about, to bask in that simplicity. I felt the ends of her braids tickle my arms around her back, and I felt her fanged canines nip my lip gently as I kissed her.

Like before, she took control, and I was happy to let her, to do anything and everything to make her feel good, to let both of our minds clear. She rolled us over and gave a soft moan as I rolled my hips against hers, and the tip of my cock rubbed against her pussy. I propped my weight on one forearm as my other hand slipped below the blankets to tease at her clit, and my thumb rolled gently, then not-so-gently, over the small nub in all the ways I knew she liked.

Artemis was fierce and strong and powerful, and she liked sex the same way. Purposeful, passionate-- like a storm. She swept me away with her determination, with her surety, and when she arched her back off the mattress and pressed herself into my hand, I knew she meant it with every fiber of her being. She raised her arms and wrapped them around my neck, and then she pulled me close against her before kissing me hard.

I kissed her back just as deeply, with my hand still between her legs. Two of my fingers slid inside her easily, and she gasped raggedly into my mouth. I grinned and pulled away from her lips to kiss her throat. My tongue running over her pulse point, and without my lips to swallow them, she sang her soft moans to the air, like a symphony of her pleasure.

“Leo,” she whined at last, and she rolled her hips against mine purposefully.

I took her meaning and pulled my hand from stroking her to take hold of my cock. I lined up and pushed inside, slowly at first, to let her adjust, but when she raised her hips again, I sank to the hilt with a low moan.

“God,” I groaned into the crook of her neck, and my brain stuttered as I was enveloped in the sensation of her warm pussy.

“Please,” she breathed and kissed me again, and her legs wrapped tightly around my hips and pulled me in as deep as I could go. One of her hands scratched lightly along my scalp and made me shiver again, and the other wrapped around my shoulders to tug me close.

We moved in tandem, as rhythmic as a dance. It was heady, filled with soft, moaning breaths and muffled pants, and we got lost in one another and the haze of our pleasure. I kissed her again and again, and I was reluctant to come up for air or be any more separate from her than absolutely necessary. Our hips parted and met once again, each time a little harder, a little faster, a little more desperate. The air was warm and thick with lust.

“You feel so good,” she moaned as I kissed her neck again.

I had my weight on one arm again as the other teased at her breast, and I palmed the soft flesh and rolled her nipple between my fingers until she bit her lip. Her hand was in my hair again, and the other was gripping my shoulder hard enough to leave thin, red scratch lines.

I could feel her walls beginning to twitch around me, so I kept my pace, and my hand left her breast to tease at her clit again. I was close to the edge, too, but I was determined to hold on at least as long as her.

“Cum for me,” I murmured against her mouth.

“Leo,” she gasped as I rubbed my thumb over her clit, and she began to twitch all over. Her legs were shaking around me, and her bottom lip was caught between her teeth. She freed it as she let out another moan, and then her eyes met mine as we both rose higher, and higher, the tension winding tighter and tighter and tighter until--

With a soft cry, Artemis’ mouth fell open, and I felt her shudder around me. That was all I was aware of before I was flung over the edge, too, and my climax coursed through me as I thrust as deep inside her as I could go. I could feel my cock erupt inside of her, and I shook and shuddered as waves of pleasure crashed over us both. Vaguely, I heard myself moan her name into her ear.

When we both came down off our highs, Artemis gently pushed me off her, and we laid side by side, with our chests heaving and my body tingling slightly all over. I felt electrified, as if I’d been struck by lightning.

“I needed that,” I said at last, and my voice was a bit breathless.

“We both did,” Artemis agreed, and she shuffled closer to me and rested her head on my shoulder.

I curled my arm around her, and the pair of us stared out at the slanted window at the end of the room and the Los Angeles skyline glittering in the night. I wondered how many stars Artemis was even able to see here, with so much light pollution from the city below.

I fell asleep before I found the energy to ask her.

I slept deeply and peacefully, and so did Artemis. We rose late, and no one disturbed us. When we finally dressed and went downstairs, it became clear that no one had woken up especially early. We’d all needed the sleep.

Everyone also seemed in a better mood than last night, but everything did look more hopeful in the dawn of a new day, so as I made pancakes for everyone, we discussed our plan.

“I know you’re all going to speak with Conleth again,” Asami said, and she stopped to kiss my cheek as she swiped up her coffee mug from the machine. She was wearing her contact lenses today, and the large circular glasses were nowhere to be seen. “But I’ve decided I’d like to stay behind and fortify the wards a little more.”

“Is there a problem with the wards?” Kegan asked. He didn’t sound nervous, just perplexed, as if he couldn’t fathom Asami having made a mistake.

Though, neither could I, really.

“Oh, no,” the researcher replied, as I’d expected. “I just want to be extra safe. I want to do everything we can to make this place a real haven, not just for the McKennas, but for all of us, too. If we’re going up against Phoenix, we’re going to incur some powerful enemies.”

“Agreed,” Artemis said darkly. “So, what do you have in mind?”

“We need to burn sage,” Asami answered at once. “And rub the ash over every door and window frame. Basically, anywhere that could be an entry. We should also carve protective runes in the frames, too. Ideally, we’d do that with pure materials.”

“What are ‘pure’ materials?” Carmen asked as she squinted over her coffee mug.

“Magically-imbued weapons, that sort of thing,” Asami replied with a wave of her hand.

“I’ll help you, then,” Kylah said. “My knives should work for carving, and I can burn the sage with my faerie light.”

“Will that protect against faeries, though? If a fae comes looking for us?” I asked as I thought of Amaryllis.

She was dead, sure, but there would be others like her.

“Sage protects against ill will and curses,” Kegan explained. “No matter who casts it. And the knives might be fae-forged, but that doesn’t make faeries immune to them. It’ll just imbue the runes with a bit more power.”

“You should stay behind, too, then,” Carmen said as she turned to the blond man. “The quicker we get this done, the better.”

“Are you sure?” Kegan asked. “It’s more dangerous going out, and if you’re taking the McKennas with you--”

“It’s daylight, and they’ll have me,” Artemis cut in as she walked over and slung an arm around Carmen’s shoulder. “Besides, Leo can dampen their auras, and Carmen can keep an eye out for anything suspicious. I think she’s right, you should stay here. We’ve got this.”

“Agreed,” I said. “I think we’ll all sleep better knowing this place is as fortified as it can get. And in case anyone comes back, looking for trouble, better they encounter three of you.”

“You were always better at runes than me, anyway,” Kylah said to her brother with a teasing grin, and Kegan smiled at her fondly.

We ate our pancakes, and I was pleased to see Pyrrha and Aidan have about seven each. Not just because it meant they liked my cooking, but also that they had real appetites. In my own experience, grief and stress could lead to eating very little, and Aidan especially was still growing.

“I liked Conleth,” Pyrrha said as we all prepared to leave.

Kylah had retrieved three of her knives from her room, and Asami had collected every sprig of sage in the entire house. I made a mental note to buy some more as soon as possible. There was an apothecary not too far from the werewolves meeting hall-- what I’d come to mentally refer to as ‘the magical district’ of LA-- that sold it and most other magically-useful plants.

“He’s very kind,” Artemis agreed as she, Pyrrha, Aidan, Carmen, and myself clustered around the front door. “Let’s hope he found something useful about what’s safest for the pair of you.”

“Give Conleth our best,” Kylah said, and she stepped forward to kiss my cheek goodbye.

I smiled at her, trying to appear at ease, but I knew it wasn’t convincing.

“We will,” I said, but all I could think about was what Conleth would have in store for all of us.


Chapter 8

The walk to the meeting hall was uneventful, as anticipated, since it was broad daylight. Even so, I dampened Pyrrha and Aidan’s auras the whole way, and I didn’t let up until we’d crossed the threshold of the hall, and I was sure the sheer number of werewolves who frequented the buildings would mask their auras sufficiently.

Artemis directed us to Conleth’s office, and this time, we didn’t encounter anyone on our way there. I wondered if it would be at all useful to try and speak to Selene Ylva, the head of the local werewolf community, but seeing as the McKenna kids were phoenixes, I wasn’t sure how much help she would be able to offer.

But that, of course, was why we were seeing Conleth.

His office door was open when we approached, so we just walked in and were greeted with the realization that Conleth wasn’t on his own. His husband, Ralph Chander, was also there, along with Ralph’s niece, Helen de Luna.

“Ralph!” Carmen grinned with delight, and she stepped forward to give the enormous man a tight hug.

Ralph chuckled and hugged her back warmly, and then he stepped back and looked her up and down in appraisal.

“Magic suits you,” he said in a decisive tone. “How are you?”

“Pretty good,” my sister answered with a smile. “It’s nice to be doing something that really matters. Which is why we came to see your lovely husband, of course.”

Carmen gestured to the phoenix man, who smiled graciously.

“Conleth told me you were dealing with a… sensitive case,” Ralph said as his gaze came to rest on the McKenna kids.

I could see trepidation in Pyrrha’s eyes as she regarded this enormous man, but Ralph offered his warmest smile, and the phoenix girl seemed to relax slightly.

“Hello, there,” the massive werewolf man said. “I’m Ralph. I understand you two have already met my husband, Conleth?”

“Yes, sir,” Pyrrha said politely. “I’m Pyrrha, this is Adi… Aidan.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” he said kindly. “And I can promise that you’re in capable hands.”

The phoenix girl gave him a tentative smile, but it looked genuine. Despite his intimidating stature, Ralph was one of the nicest people I knew, and if the McKennas could find themselves comfortable with him, it would help if we ever needed to send them somewhere that wasn’t an ex-Order safehouse and a target for whoever was operating out of Arizona.

Just then, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I saw Helen had approached me while Ralph had been introducing himself to Pyrrha.

“Hello again.” I smiled.

“Hey,” the werewolf girl answered.

She looked better than the last time I’d seen her, but that was hardly a surprise. When we’d found her, she’d spent days in the clutches of a chimera, too scared and too injured to move. She’d sprained her ankle, thereby rendering it impossible for her to just flee. She’d been thin and dirty and exhausted and terrified.

But this Helen, here and now, was almost unrecognizable. Clean and well-fed and happy. Her dark, wavy hair was shiny instead of lank and matted. Her tawny skin had a healthy glow, and her gray eyes were bright and inquisitive. I also noticed she had a stud in her nose, and I wondered if Asami’s own nose piercing had inspired it.

“I… I wanted to say thanks,” she continued, and her gaze drifted over to Carmen. “To both of you-- all five of you. I didn’t really get a chance last time.”

“No thanks necessary, Helen,” Carmen said firmly. “We were just doing our jobs.”

“I know,” she said. “But still. It means a lot that you… that you guys saved me. I know a lot of people wouldn’t have bothered, they’d have focused on stopping the chimera above everything else.”

“We were hardly gonna leave you there,” I said. “But I’m glad you’re doing better. Visiting your uncles?”

“Helen’s actually thinking of moving down to Los Angeles,” Ralph corrected with a broad grin. “Now that she’s an adult.”

His tone was immensely proud. Helen, meanwhile, flushed slightly and shot him a look.

“Uncle Ralph!” she said, and her tone was petulant and teenage.

Carmen and I exchanged a look, and Artemis, seeing our confusion, stepped in.

“In lycanthrope circles, you’re considered an adult once you complete your first transformation,” the amber-eyed woman explained to the pair of us.

About a week and a half ago, Artemis had explained to Carmen and me what a werewolf’s transformation entailed. It was a grueling, energy-intensive process that, for fledgling werewolves, could take a while and even be a bit painful. But, as they got older, it got quicker and easier, though no less exhausting.

The amber-eyed woman then turned back to Helen and smiled warmly.

“Congratulations,” she said. “How was it?”

“Difficult,” Helen admitted with a sigh. “But… rewarding, in a sense. Like I’d been pushing at a door, and finally it gave. Almost like a release.”

“Her mother and I were early bloomers, too,” Ralph added proudly. “Most lycanthropes don’t fully transform until they’re twenty, but she managed at eighteen!”

“It’s not that impressive,” Helen said. She was still blushing from embarrassment, and she raised a hand to brush a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “Just a genetic lottery, really. But it means my parents are more willing to let me move out. I thought after… after Oregon, they’d never let me out of their sights again.”

“I can understand that,” my sister said in a sympathetic tone. “How’re you doing?”

“I’m not gonna live in fear,” the werewolf girl said as she lifted her chin. “I know that much. I’ve always wanted to come and live in LA, with a bigger community-- not just lycanthropes, but all kinds of magicals.”

“And Conleth and I are very proud,” Ralph said in a fond tone, and he grinned broadly at the way Helen flushed, shot him a look, and stepped away.

By moving away from her uncle, whose sole mission at this point seemed to be embarrassing her, Helen ended up right next to Pyrrha, and the two girls looked at one another as if only just noticing the other was in the room.

“Oh,” Helen said and sounded slightly surprised. “Hello.”

“Hi,” Pyrrha answered in the same tone. “I’m, uh… I’m Pyrrha. McKenna. This is Aidan.”

She put an arm on her younger brother’s shoulder, and the boy grinned broadly up at Helen.

“Nice to meet you!” he said loudly and thrust a hand into the werewolf girl’s face.

“Nice to meet you, too,” Helen said as she took Aidan’s hand and shook it mock-solemnly. Then she looked back to Pyrrha. “Helen de Luna. I like your hair.”

“Thanks,” Pyrrha said, and she raised a hand without seeming to realize she was doing it and tugged on the end of her crimson ponytail. “I… like your nose stud.”

The two girls shared a shy smile, and I couldn’t help but smile, too, at the sight of them. I hoped Pyrrha and Helen got along, because they had a lot in common. For one, they were both half-Latina and half-white, both supernaturals, and were both dealing with the aftermath of a difficult trauma at uncomfortably young ages. I also suspected it would be good for Pyrrha to have supernatural friends her own age, since I doubted human schooling had accounted for that.

I could only imagine the difficulties of puberty when it was a significant possibility you might accidentally set something on fire. And you weren’t able to tell any of your friends about it. Assuming you even had any friends, when you were unable to tell them one of the most important aspects of your identity.

Carmen and I had struggled growing up for many reasons, and one of them had been figuring out how to navigate being both American and Mexican. We’d been told we weren’t American enough to belong, told we were too American to belong, our Spanish had a weird accent, our English had a weird accent. Always falling short, always failing, never being enough.

For all those reasons, I wanted Pyrrha to find a family of her own, a community, where she could be entirely herself without being judged.

“So, Conleth,” my sister then said, and she half-leaned, half-sat on the edge of the phoenix man’s desk. “Find anything useful?”

“Did you?” he asked.

“Nope,” she sighed and looked a little demoralized. “Just that there was a fire.”

“I’m afraid I didn’t find much else, either,” Conleth said with a frown. “An online news article about the fire was about it. Apparently, it started in the living room. I don’t think human resources are going to be very useful in this particular investigation, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Artemis told him readily. “You’re not a hunter, like us. You’ve been extremely helpful already.”

“Con told us about your predicament,” Ralph then said to Pyrrha and Aidan, and his expression was sympathetic. “If there’s anything we can do, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Oh,” Pyrrha said as she blinked in surprise. “That’s… that’s very kind of you. I wouldn’t want to impose, though--”

“Hardly!” Ralph laughed, and he gave a grin I could only describe as wolfish. “We lycanthropes have a strong sense of community. Artemis has taken you in, and Artemis is one of ours. Leo and Carmen, too, after all they’ve done for us. For me, personally.”

He reached out an arm to hug Helen against his side, and she reciprocated by trying to stretch her arms around his considerable torso. She wasn’t exactly small, but Ralph was just ludicrously large.

“Seriously,” Ralph said in an earnest tone. “We are here to help you. Both of you.”

“Just not in terms of identifying the threat, unfortunately,” Conleth said with a sigh, and he cast an irritated look at his desktop computer.

“That’s our job,” I said firmly, and I looked over to Pyrrha. “And we do it well. We’ll solve this like we’ve solved everything else.”

It was heartening to see the phoenix girl give me a small smile. She believed me. She trusted us.

But despite the relief that rushed through me, there was still something weighing on me, and I turned back to Conleth.

“Uh, Conleth?” I asked, and the phoenix man looked up at me.

“Yes?”

“Could I…” I began but then hesitated. “Could I speak to you in private for a sec?”

“Of course,” Conleth replied, and he stood from his desk and looked around at the others. “If you could all give us the room for a moment?”

Carmen, Artemis, Pyrrha, Aidan, Helen, and Ralph all began to file out into the hallway, though Ralph did stop to peck Conleth’s cheek as he went. I saw Carmen give me a grave look as she left, and I saw how she understood what this was about.

Once the enormous werewolf man had closed the door behind him, Conleth sat back down at his desk and gestured for me to take one of the seats across from it.

“What is it, Leo?” he asked in a kind voice as I sat down.

I could tell why he was so well-liked by the supernatural community. He had a gentle, nonjudgmental temperament that made you feel safe.

“Well… I wanted to ask you about, uh… about a fire.”

“A fire?” he repeated, and he blinked and adjusted his glasses as they slipped down his nose. “I may be a phoenix, but that doesn’t mean I--”

“A house fire,” I corrected quickly. “Similar… similar to the one that happened at the McKennas’ home.”

“Ah.” Conleth leaned back in his seat, and something about his expression was expectant.

“You know,” I said as I stared at him.

I didn’t ask it, I said it.

“In… a manner of speaking,” the phoenix man said carefully. “I am… broadly familiar with your story, Leo. The Rivera line is quite well-known in the magical world. A lot of rather powerful seers. Your own father, for one.”

I remembered when our group had run into Ralph in Oregon. He’d been terrified and angry and had lashed out at us. He’d told me I know your story, Rivera.

“And?” I prompted.

“And… I know your parents were, tragically, killed in a fire about fifteen years ago,” Conleth said delicately, but then realization dawned. “Ah. I see. You think what happened to the McKennas…”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.” I blew out a frustrated breath. “I just… Carmen pointed out similarities, and I told her it was just coincidence, but… I don’t know, it made a bit of sense. And with our father apparently being a skilled seer, and how Arizona has something seriously fishy going on… maybe… maybe they’ve been operating longer than the Order thinks. They only started to really notice, what? A year ago? I just… I can’t stop thinking about it. I need to know.”

“Leo,” Conleth said, and his expression was sympathetic as he leaned forward across his desk. “I wish I could guarantee for you that your parents’ death was an unrelated tragedy, or it was something to do with what’s happening in Phoenix. Unfortunately, I can’t. Part of the reason they’ve been able to operate like this for so long is no one knows the full scope of what they’re capable of, what they’re doing, or even why. It is more than likely you’ll never truly know.”

My mouth twisted, and Conleth’s expression turned apologetic.

“I know that’s not what you want to hear,” he said. “But the fact of the matter is, this world is messier and more convoluted than most people want to admit. Coincidences do happen. So do tragedies.”

“The report of the fire that killed my parents said it started in the living room, too,” I said. “But… I guess you’re right. It’s probably too late to know now. And even if we did, it wouldn’t bring them back.”

“Would learning that Phoenix weren’t culpable in your parents’ deaths make you any less determined to stop them?” Conleth asked me.

“No!” I said at once. “No, of course not.”

“There you go, then,” he said with an encouraging smile. “It might not be the answer you want, but… you and your sister are set on doing good. It’s admirable, truly. You don’t need some… revenge in order to set yourselves on the path to helping people. It’s just who you are. And, regardless of whether your parents’ deaths were a tragic accident or something more nefarious, I think they would be proud of how you’ve both turned out, and the life you have made for yourselves in the magical world.”

“I…” My voice faltered again and was thick with emotion. “Thank you, Conleth.”

“You’re very welcome, Leo,” he said warmly, and his eyes sparkled like a fond parent’s.

I saw now why he was so beloved by the magical community. He was very good at his job.

I took a moment to compose myself before Conleth let the others back in, and then we discussed as a group how to move forwards. It was confirmed that, if we needed to put Pyrrha and Aidan somewhere safe, if our townhouse became too much of a magnet for threats, they could go and stay with Ralph and Conleth.

As for finding whoever was after them, how to accomplish it remained unclear.

“Like you said, we’ve figured out everything else up to this point,” my sister said confidently. “We’ll figure this one out, too. We might just have to dive a bit deeper into Sami’s library.”

“Give Asami our best, won’t you?” Ralph asked. “And the Campbells, of course. Jamison told me about what you all did for him in the Seelie Court around the Solstice. For his sister.”

“How’s he holding up?” my sister asked the werewolf man in a soft tone.

“Some days are easier than others,” Ralph answered with a sigh. “Justice can be cathartic, but nothing will bring her back. And not many full-blooded faeries are so eager to socialize with their half-human siblings, let alone to campaign for their recognition within the Courts.”

“Amaranth seemed like a lovely woman, from what we heard,” Carmen agreed, and I knew she was thinking of Larkspur and how distraught he’d been by Amaranth’s death and at the prospect of being blamed for her murder. “We’re sorry for his loss.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Ralph said as he waved a hand. “You saw that Amaranth got justice. That’s all Jammy could’ve asked for, really.”

Other than his half-sister not being murdered by a power-hungry bigot, but I didn’t say it out loud. It would only serve to upset Ralph-- and Jamison, if the werewolf man ever told him about this conversation. Amaranth’s death could be attributed, at least in part, to Phoenix. They’d allied themselves with Amaryllis in some manner, encouraged her to capture and kill half-faeries. Seeing as how obsessed she’d been with the Fae Queen, with power, I couldn’t help but wonder if Phoenix’s plan had, at some point, involved deposing the Queen and instating Amaryllis as a new Queen who was more sympathetic to their cause.

We’d never know for sure, though. The possibility of finding that out had died with Amaryllis, and I wasn’t particularly upset by that. As Conleth had said, the world was messy. All that truly mattered was helping people and saving innocent lives.

“It was nice to meet you,” Helen said to Pyrrha and Aidan as we went to leave. “I… I hope things work out.”

“Me, too,” Pyrrha answered with a rueful laugh, and she stroked a hand through Aidan’s dark curls in a protective and maternal gesture. “And, you, too. It was nice to meet you, I mean.”

Helen smiled broadly at the phoenix girl, waved at us all as we left Conleth’s office, and called another thank you as we departed.

“She’s a sweet kid,” Carmen said to me fondly as we walked down the hallway toward the town hall’s exit. “I’m glad she’s moving down here.”

“Me, too,” I said. “It’s a shame we haven’t made any progress on the case, though.”

“Not every lead will be a correct one,” Artemis reminded us. “Think of it this way: we ruled out a dead end. That’s still progress.”

“Probably for the best, too,” Carmen said. “I don’t want to have to involve non-magical authorities if we don’t have to. Oregon was snarled enough, and that was in a pretty rural area. Well, a town next to a national forest, anyway. The less we need to involve cops or whatever, the better.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Back to magical means, then. How are you holding up?”

I directed this next question to Pyrrha, who had gone quiet and had a thoughtful expression on her face, and she was startled when I spoke to her.

“I… I’m okay,” she said. “It’s… I don’t know. It’s weird to have nice experiences and feel happy when… when everything else is going on.”

“As with people, life is never in black and white,” Artemis told her sagely. “Bad times have good in them, too.”

“And thank god for that, or life would be unbearable sometimes,” Carmen added with a smile. “But yeah, Ralph and Helen are great. The whole werewolf community is, really.”

“I’m glad we have a safe option for you two if things at the townhouse get too dangerous,” I agreed. “You’d be okay to stay with the three of them, if it came to it?”

“Yeah,” Pyrrha replied, but it sounded like her full attention wasn’t on this conversation, and a furrow appeared between her eyebrows. “I just… I think I might know how we can find whoever’s after Aidan and me.”

“You do?” Carmen asked and looked stunned. “Damn. How? Do you remember something?”

“No,” the phoenix girl said. “But I don’t need to. Those men who came for Adi and me, they knew something, they must have. Whoever was employing them or something.”

“You want to try and track them down?” my sister asked, and Pyrrha shook her head.

“No, I want them to come to us.”

“You want to wait for another attack?” Artemis asked with a frown. “That seems dangerous. Not to mention, Asami’s spent time refortifying the wards. No one will be able to attack the townhouse without some serious magical power. Much more than whatever those men had.”

I remembered the strange auras of those men. Seers, but something else. They hadn’t seemed especially powerful, admittedly, but something had been… off about them. I didn’t like the idea of just waiting on them.

“We can’t guarantee they’ll try again in the same way,” I said. “Certainly not the same place. They’ll be able to see the wards. And anyway, waiting on another attack… it could take time.”

“No,” Pyrrha insisted. “I don’t mean we just wait around and do nothing. I mean we get them to come to us. To me.”

She turned to me, and her expression was hard and determined. She had her arm protectively around Aidan’s shoulders, and he looked up at her with an uneasy frown.

“You said you can amplify auras as well as dampen them,” the phoenix girl said to me. “So amplify mine. Use me to lure them out. Use me as bait.”


Chapter 9

“Absolutely not,” I said flatly.

I was both very surprised and not surprised at all that Pyrrha would have asked something like this. I’d had no idea she was this desperate, but really, when I thought about it, it made perfect sense.

She was scared. She’d lost her parents, and she was all Aidan had left. Honestly, if I’d been in her position with Carmen, I couldn’t say I wouldn’t have done the same. Carmen already told me in the past that I had a bit of an overprotective streak, which made sense, considering what our childhood was like. I could only imagine how much worse I would be if Carmen had been years younger than me, instead of a few minutes. If we’d had the same age gap as Pyrrha and Aidan, Carmen would’ve been Pyrrha’s age right now. Younger, even.

Pyrrha, despite her fear, or maybe because of it, glared up at me.

“You can’t tell me what to do,” she said as she jutted out her chin. “I’m an adult, and I can make my own choices. I want to help.”

“We’re still in charge of keeping you safe,” I retorted. “You’re under our protection, and I say it’s way too dangerous.”

“I have to agree, Pyrrha,” Kylah interjected in an apologetic tone. “It’s one thing to want to help with gathering information, but using yourself as bait? There are a million ways it could go wrong.”

“I’m willing to take that risk,” the girl said firmly. “You don’t think I know it’s dangerous? But what are my other options? Cower in a hole until they find me anyway? If we do that, we’ll just be unprepared and caught off guard. This way, we can be ready for them. We can get answers about who they’re working for and why they want Adi and me.”

Frustratingly, she made a good point. Just sitting around and waiting for another attack wouldn’t have been my first choice, either.

“We’re not just sitting around waiting, though,” I said to convince myself as much as Pyrrha.

“Leo’s right,” Asami agreed. “We’re trying to find information about what happened, we have connections in the supernatural world who can help.”

“What good are they, though?” the phoenix girl demanded, and a heart-wrenching desperation had entered her tone. “You already took us to Mr. Conleth, and neither he nor Carmen could find anything! You weren’t able to question any of the men who attacked us here, either. We’re blindly stumbling around in the dark, hoping we’ll knock into something useful!”

“Pyrrha, you’re a smart kid,” Artemis chimed in. She was probably the member of our group the young phoenix liked most, and because of that, she was probably the best candidate to try and talk some sense into the girl. “You know it’s not that simple.”

“It could be,” Pyrrha countered with her orange eyes flashing, and when she turned to look at Artemis, I could’ve sworn a lick of fire curled through the air from the end of her fade-dyed ponytail. “I’m ready, I’m willing, and I know what I’m offering. Take the opportunity!”

“And if you get hurt?” Carmen asked, and my sister sounded almost wounded. “If something goes wrong, and a fight breaks out? Which, if you get your way and we lure out whoever’s after you, is what will happen. What if you get hurt? What if Aidan has to grow up without his big sister, too?”

Pyrrha stared at Carmen, and every muscle in her body was tense with emotion. I couldn’t tell if the girl was holding in sobs, screams, or literal flames, but she was shaking with the effort of holding herself together.

“Easy,” I said to her gently. “It takes twice as long to piece yourself back together as it does to fall apart.”

When the young girl turned to look at me, her eyes were bright with tears, but I couldn’t say if they were sad or angry. Probably both.

“It would be worth it,” she insisted in a tight and strangled tone. “If it meant Adi was safe.”

She put her arms back around her brother’s shoulders. He’d been quiet throughout all of this, but he clung to Pyrrha now and looked confused and afraid. Even if he didn’t understand everything being said, he understood the emotions, the terror, the desperation, the rage. It was all so wretchedly unfair. Pyrrha wanted some semblance of control, some vague inkling to prove she had power over her own destiny, instead of being carted around and put in boxes so she didn’t get broken.

“You think no one can see you’re already broken,” I said to her in a soft, knowing voice. “You want to believe you have everyone fooled, so you can do what needs doing. But you also wish someone would reach out and help.”

“I’ve given up wishing,” the phoenix girl scoffed bitterly. “Wishing didn’t get me-- us-- anywhere. I did that. I brought us here. I got us out of Arizona alive, into the Sanctuary.”

“You’ve been strong,” I agreed. “Way stronger than anyone your age should ever have to be. We don’t think you’re weak, Pyrrha. But we can see you’re tired. You can’t stay awake for the rest of your life, guarding Aidan every night. You have to sleep at some point, too. You have to accept help. And we’re offering it.”

She glared up at me, unsure and mistrustful, but I could see she wanted to believe it. She wanted to believe I was speaking the truth.

“I can do this,” she told me. “I know I can. They want Adi and me. From what you’ve all said about them, they won’t stop until they get us. So, let’s lure them out, and you can fight them on your terms.”

“On your terms, you mean,” I said pointedly.

“I’m on your side.” She shrugged. “Isn’t that good enough for you?”

“That depends,” I replied. “We’re on your side. Is that good enough for you to trust us?”

“I won’t spend my entire life hiding,” she said with a scowl. “I can do this. I want to know who killed our parents, who destroyed our lives. I want to show them I’m not some-- not some helpless little girl they can walk all over!”

“No one’s calling you that,” Kylah said. “And no one thinks that. But we’re more qualified to deal with this than you.”

“I’m not saying I want to do this all by myself!” Pyrrha insisted. “But I can help! If I can… if I can put myself at a little more risk to keep Adi safe, to finish this in a few days instead of-- of weeks, or months, or who even knows how long-- then I want to.”

She was panting for breath by the end of her spiel, and she glared up at us all, as if daring us to deny her.

“Pip?” Carmen then asked, and when I turned to look at her, she nodded toward the study. “Can I talk to you for a sec? In private?”

My gaze flicked between her and Pyrrha, and I was pretty sure whatever my sister wanted to discuss related to our young guests, so I nodded and followed her into the study.

Asami was still only partway through converting the room. About half of the shelves were up, and there was a strong smell of wood varnish. Sawdust was everywhere.

“Alright, Monkey,” I said. “What is it?”

Carmen bit her lip and looked unsure and uneasy, and she didn’t say anything for a long moment.

“Well?” I prompted with a raised eyebrow.

“I… I think Pyrrha might have a point,” my sister confessed.

“What?” I demanded. “But in there, you just said she could get hurt! Aidan could grow up without his big sister!”

“I know,” she said, and her tone was pained. “I did say that. And I do agree. But… Pyrrha’s right, too. It… it might not be so bad an idea to try and fight these guys on our terms. And if we use her-- if we go along with her plan, I mean, then we don’t have to fight them here, in our home.”

“She might be an adult, legally, but she’s still a kid, Monkey,” I said with a frown. “She’s eighteen. Do you remember what we were like at eighteen?”

“I remember you joined the military,” Carmen retorted. Her voice was awkward and stiff, like she didn’t want to admit it but felt she had to. “And then I spent the next six years wondering if today would be the day I woke up to a letter saying you’d been killed in action.”

I pressed my lips together and didn’t have a rebuttal.

“I know,” my sister said again. “I know, I don’t-- I don’t have the right to use your old behavior as justification for hers, but I mean… you knew what you wanted, then. You knew it was a risk, but you… but you believed in something!”

“Yeah,” I said hoarsely. “I believed in something. And then I went over there, and I saw people on our side die horribly. I saw people on their side die horribly. I saw soldiers kill and torture civilians just because they felt like it. Because they thought they could get away with anything.”

“Leo…” Carmen murmured.

“I spent six years of my life getting bossed around, having every minute of my life dictated to me,” I continued, and the words rose up in my throat like bile and came tumbling out. “I was told not to think for myself, to just stop thinking altogether and be a soldier and follow orders. And I admit, it took me longer than it should have to realize I didn’t belong, that I didn’t agree with everything we were told to do. But once I did, I got out. The decision I made when I was eighteen was a dumb decision, because I was a dumb kid.”

“This is different, though,” Carmen said as her eyes bored into mine. “Pip, I… I can’t begin to imagine how hard it was. The things you… went through. But this isn’t the same. We’re not putting a gun in her hand and shipping her halfway around the world. We’re not making her a-- a fucking child soldier. She wants to protect her brother.”

“I wanted to protect you,” I pointed out. “And this country. Look where it got me.”

Because the fact of the matter was, I still woke up with horrible nightmares from time to time. The fact of the matter was, if Carmen and I hadn’t met Kylah and learned about the supernatural world, we would be scrambling to save every cent we could while living paycheck to paycheck. The fact of the matter was, I’d seen enough eighteen-year-old kids in warzones. I didn’t want to see another.

“It’s not like that.” My sister shook her head. “You know it isn’t. We’ll be there to protect her. And honestly? I’m not that confident we’ll find something without her. The Phoenix group is good at destroying paper trails. We still have no idea who made that chimera in Oregon, and we don’t have any idea who Legion really was. If Pyrrha can lure some of them out of the shadows, and we can be there to protect her, maybe we can make real progress.”

“But like you said, what if something goes wrong?” I asked as I crossed my arms.

“Then she can use her phoenix powers and incinerate them,” my sister said. “I know that look in her eyes, she’s not going to back down. She won’t put Aidan at any more risk. And in her mind, keeping him here, waiting for another attack, that’s a risk.”

Unfortunately, I saw her point with that one. Pyrrha refused to be separated from Aidan, at least on a long-term basis, but so long as those strange men were out there, anywhere they stayed that wasn’t a Sanctuary would be a danger. And we all knew if Aidan was taken under Sanctuary custody, he would have to be separated from Pyrrha, and who knew if they would ever be reunited?

I wondered if her desire to go out and volunteer herself as bait came from a sense of guilt, from the fact Aidan could probably be staying safely in a Sanctuary if not for her being eighteen. If not for her being too scared to let him go.

Not that I could blame her. Just as Pyrrha was all Aidan had left, he was all she had left, too.

“You really think she can do that?” I asked. “I don’t know how phoenix abilities work.”

“Sami told me some details,” Carmen went on. “Pyrrha’s young, but we’ll be there to help her, and she’s got a grasp on her abilities. They get a lot stronger after puberty, apparently. It takes effort to learn to control them.”

Effort to control them… that actually made me feel a little more at ease. If Pyrrha found herself in danger, it would be easy for her to call up her powers, she just had to stop holding back.

I still didn’t like it. At all. But I could see my sister’s point. And I hated waiting around. I wanted to be proactive, to be the one on the offensive, to catch the other side off guard.

Carmen and I shared one last look before we walked back into the main room, where the energy felt charged and tense. Pyrrha glanced over at me expectantly, and her expression was still firm.

“Alright,” I told her. “We’ll go with your idea. We’ll use you to flush them out.”

The relief that swept over Pyrrha’s face made me feel more than a little uncomfortable, but what else could I do? I knew the deep-seated drive to do anything and everything to protect family, the desire to feel like you were doing something and making progress.

“You think so?” Asami asked, and she and Kylah still looked unsure. “It seems risky.”

“It is, but I see where Leo’s coming from,” Artemis said, and Kegan nodded in agreement.

“A lot of Arizona’s influence has been coming from secrecy, I think,” the tall blond man said. “They’re shrouded in mystery and intrigue. There’s no telling which rumors are true and which are false, but we know some of them are real, which means all of them could be, and they’re gruesome things.”

“The supernatural world is superstitious,” the werewolf woman agreed as she folded her arms, and her mouth had twisted with displeasure. “The Phoenix group is capitalizing on that. Building up a legend around themselves so everyone’s too scared to even try and get close.”

“It would explain why they’ve been coming after you and Aidan,” Asami admitted to Pyrrha. “Maybe they believe you or he saw something, that you could spill a secret they need to protect their image.”

“I didn’t see anything,” Pyrrha said firmly. “And Adi was asleep in bed. But I guess they must’ve thought we did. Or, like Ms. Beckett said, they don’t want to let anyone get away.”

“The best defense is a good offense, or so I hear,” Artemis remarked, and she cocked her head and looked over at Carmen and me. “If it comes to a vote, I’m in agreement.”

“I am, too.” Asami nodded. “It’s dangerous, but… there’s no way we can take on these people without risk. Certainly not without waiting and letting more people die.”

Kegan moved over to stand next to Carmen, and that was all the confirmation we needed from him.

Which just left…

“Kylah?” I asked as I turned to the blonde, and my voice was very deliberately devoid of any pleading. I wanted her unadulterated, honest opinion.

“It’s… it’s dangerous,” she sighed and twirled a strand of hair around her finger. “I know that sounds trite. I know all of this is dangerous. But… there’s a slippery slope to these sorts of things. We say we can sanction an eighteen-year-old using herself as bait, we’ll guard her, sure, but… what if we use this precedent for other things? What if… what if we become like the Order? Wanting to recruit young, so we can fill children’s heads with rules long before they ever get old enough to question what they learn?”

“Kylah,” I said, and I stepped forward to gently gather the blonde woman into my arms.

She ducked her head so her forehead pressed into my shoulder, and she hugged me tightly. She wasn’t crying, but I could tell she felt like she might.

“We’re not the Order,” I went on. “You’re not the Order. You and Kegan, you spent practically your entire lives there, but you knew better. You still learned authority shouldn’t be blindly obeyed. You and Kegan have your own moral compasses, and you know right from wrong. Just look at you right now.”

I pulled away from the half-fae just enough so I could look her in the eyes, and my smile was soft and nonjudgmental. Then I leaned forward to kiss her forehead, and she managed a small smile in return.

“We saw Helen today,” I added. “Helen de Luna. Remember her?”

The blonde woman nodded but didn’t say anything. I knew her voice would be shaking if she spoke, which was probably why she didn’t.

“She’s doing well,” I continued. “She told us she wasn’t going to live in fear. She’s moving to LA to live with Ralph and Conleth. I think it’ll be good for her.”

“That’s nice,” Kylah said as she wiped at her eyes, though no tears had spilled over yet.

“Living in fear is… it’s something I understand,” I told the blonde. “And I know it’s something you, and everyone else in this room, understands. It can be… empowering to stand up to the people who hurt you and the systems that mistreated you. To know you don’t always have to rely on other people. Not because you don’t have people to support you, but because you also have the strength to defend yourself and others.”

I looked at Pyrrha. The phoenix girl had her arms around Aidan’s shoulders again, but she was staring at me and Kylah with wide, flame-colored eyes, and I knew what I’d said had been the truth.

Kylah had noticed it, too.

“You really want this?” she asked as she turned to the girl. “It’s one thing to… to want to face things. To want to protect your brother. But there are other ways to do that, without putting yourself so far out in danger.”

“I do want this,” Pyrrha said without a flicker of doubt in her voice or her expression. “I want to show them I’m not scared. I can fight back. And… I trust you guys to keep me-- us-- safe.”

“Okay, then,” Kylah said, and her voice was quiet but strong. “Okay. We’ll do it.”

“Thank you,” Pyrrha said earnestly, and she looked around at us all. “Really. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” Carmen scoffed. “We haven’t caught the bastards yet.”

“Monkey!” I said sharply as Aidan giggled.

“Right. Sorry.” My sister cringed.

After some discussion, it was decided our plan would be enacted outside Pandemonium, since it was a hotbed of supernatural activity. I was a little unsure about going near that place, even though we knew Amaryllis, who’d been running her half-faerie kidnapping ring out of it, was dead. We also knew it had, before Amaryllis’ death, changed hands.

“It’s just reopened,” Kylah explained as she rummaged through the closet for a suitable outfit. If we were going to flush out whoever was hunting the McKennas, we all needed to look the part-- meaning we needed to look like we were going dancing, not hunting. “I’ve been wanting to check it out, see what’s changed.”

“Kylah, Amaryllis was running a trafficking ring out of it,” I deadpanned. “And you want to go back? Isn’t the new owner a vampire?”

“Like you just said to Pyrrha, it can be helpful to know you can fight on your own,” the half-faerie woman said without looking away from the closet, and then she pulled out one, two, three dresses on hangers. “That place doesn’t hold any power over me. I won’t let it. And besides, Jamison said he knew of the woman who bought it, and she’s apparently nice. Or, at least, not a murderous bigot.”

She held up the first dress herself and examined her reflection in the mirror.

“I’ve also heard of her, Leo,” Asami said from where she sat cross-legged on the bed and watched Kylah decide on a suitable outfit. “I don’t think we need to worry. Not about her, anyway.”

“If you’re sure,” I sighed. I still didn’t know nearly as much about the magical world as they did, especially when it came to the actual people. Famous names meant nothing to me. “But I’m still not convinced we should be leaving you and Kegan alone here with Aidan.”

This was the other half of the plan. Since Aidan was a minor, he couldn’t come with us to a nightclub anyway, but he was also much more of a child than Pyrrha. She had at least a basic grip on her abilities, and she’d gone through puberty, so they were close to full-strength. Aidan, meanwhile, was kind of helpless. It felt a little mean to say, but it was the truth.

“I’m the logical choice,” Asami assured me. “I’m the one who fortified all the protections around the townhouse. They’ll respond strongest to me and my magic. As for Kegan, he’s not exactly the clubbing type.”

“He really isn’t,” Kylah agreed while judging the second dress as she held it up against herself. “He’d hate it, so he’d stick out like a sore thumb.”

“Plus, he’s the one Aidan likes the most.” Asami smiled. “He’ll feel more at ease with Kegan around.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “Kegan’s as skilled as the rest of us, and you’re obviously a genius, but you’re still only two people. What if it’s not enough?”

“You’re going to be amplifying Pyrrha’s aura at Pandemonium,” Asami pointed out. “Whoever’s coming after the McKennas will notice her long before they notice him. And if they’ve learned anything from last time, it’s that this place is well-defended. I set those wards myself, Leo. Nothing malevolent will be able to get through them. And as for there only being two of us, you guys are going to be out there, deliberately exposing Pyrrha and yourselves. You’ll need the extra help more than Kegan and me.”

“I still don’t like it,” I said with a frown. “Splitting the group never feels like a good idea.”

“We’ll call you if anything happens,” the researcher promised me. “But nothing will. I’m frankly far more concerned about all of you being out there.”

“Don’t you worry about us, love,” Kylah said and was now holding the third dress up. “We’ve got a werewolf on our side now. She cut through those men like they were rag dolls.”

Asami managed a smile, and I could tell she was glad she’d kept her friendship with Artemis going. The amber-eyed woman was now an invaluable asset to our group, and a close friend to all of us.

“Okay, which one looks the most believable?” Kylah then asked, and she turned away from the mirror to face Asami and me. “I need something I can move in. Fast.”

“The green one,” Asami said at once. “The skirt’s less tight, so you’ll be able to move your legs more. And it’s not too long.”

Kylah held up the green dress and glanced at her reflection again, and then she looked back to Asami and me with a smile.

“Good choice.”

Frankly, I would’ve been happy with any one of the options, because Kylah looked drop-dead gorgeous in pretty much everything. I did feel a little bad in this specific situation, though. She usually wore jeans and combat boots, but neither of those would lend a convincing facade to clubbing. At the very least, she wasn’t in heels, so she’d be able to run if it came to that.

I myself had just put on a dress shirt instead of a t-shirt and combed my hair. It was getting longer now, enough that I found myself running a hand through it to brush it off my forehead multiple times a day. But I liked it. It felt more like me and less like a soldier.

Downstairs, our group assembled one by one. Carmen was in the black slinky dress she’d lent to Kylah, back on our first mission several months ago, when she, Kylah, myself, and Asami had gone to speak with Amaryllis for the first time. Artemis, who clearly had no interest in dresses or skirts whatsoever, was in fitted leather pants and a long-sleeved V-neck covered entirely in white sequins.

“Sparkly,” I remarked when I saw her, and the werewolf woman shot me a look.

“Don’t,” she said in a clearly exasperated tone. “I haven’t gone to Pandemonium in years. Dancing was never my scene, the music’s too loud. And everyone’s always drowning in perfume and cologne.”

“Do you want to wear some earplugs?” Kylah suggested, but the amber-eyed woman shook her head.

“No, I might miss something important if I do,” she said. “I’ll deal with it.”

“I hadn’t considered the music,” Pyrrha said to Artemis as she frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it.” Artemis waved her off. “We’re here to help you, okay?”

The phoenix girl nodded.

It was a little peculiar to see her out of the faded jeans and t-shirts she’d been wearing these past few days, with her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She’d looked young, because she was, and hard around the edges, because she was. Now, with her hair loose and in a pair of high-waisted shorts and a tank-top, she looked more like a normal eighteen-year-old. Someone on the cusp of adulthood, who was excited to explore the world. Like she was on a summer vacation with her friends, or a college freshman at orientation week.

Honestly, it was a little eerie. I could almost believe she hadn’t suffered an unimaginably difficult loss. Almost. But there was still that glimmer in her eyes, that razor’s edge.

“You be good for Kegan and Asami, okay?” Pyrrha said to Aidan, and she hugged him tight. “Don’t try to use your powers or anything, either. Let them look after you.”

“We’ll keep him safe,” Kegan promised. “As long as he’s inside the townhouse walls, it should be just fine.”

“You let Leo and the others look after you, too, though, okay?” Asami said to Pyrrha. “We want you all to come home in one piece.”

“We’ll do our best,” I said as Kylah and I pulled the researcher into a hug. “Try not to worry.”

“All I ever do is worry about you two,” Asami replied with a rueful laugh, and she kissed us both on the cheeks.

“I know you’ll be sensible,” Kegan was saying to Carmen as he hugged her goodbye. “And I know you’ll be keeping a feeler out for any danger. Just…”

“I know,” my sister said, and her expression was warm and fond as she gazed up at him.

I felt a wave of appreciation for Kegan and how he’d allowed my sister to find something stable and kind and real. I knew I would be far less okay than I was without Kylah, Asami, and Artemis. Kegan was that for my sister. A rock.

At last, we finished our goodbyes, and then we walked out of the townhouse. As we stepped outside, I was keenly aware of how unarmed we were, but we had to be. A weapon would never be allowed inside a club. But Pandemonium would be the best place to flush out whoever was hunting the McKennas. It would be full of magicals, which would allow us to pass by without drawing attention. Carmen, Artemis, Kylah, and I could keep a short distance from Pyrrha and give the illusion she was there alone while only being a few feet from her.

On the journey to the club, I dampened Pyrrha’s aura as much as I could without making it seem strange. The bouncers at Pandemonium let us in without issue, and the five of us stepped into the dark, smoky building. It was just as hypnotic as last time, with pulsing music and flashes of candy-colored lights just beyond a heavy black curtain.

“Ugh,” Artemis said at once, and her nose wrinkled. “It’s like someone emptied an entire crate of body spray into my nostrils.”

“It’s pretty strong,” my sister agreed. “But I’m not getting any bad vibes. I think it’s safe to go in. Make ourselves seen.”

“Make me seen, you mean,” Pyrrha muttered, but she looked determined.

I let her lead the way, and she pushed the curtain aside and walked in while the four of us followed behind.

Once more into the lions’ den.


Chapter 10

Once we were actually inside the main section of the club, even I could notice the difference. The faint sense of foreboding that had crawled over my skin the last time I’d been here was gone. The air felt… lighter. Easier.

“The fae magic,” Kylah said from behind me, presumably because she also noticed the difference. “It’s gone. This is no longer a place of the Seelie.”

“So, there isn’t any chance of us being snared into revelries and dancing until we die, or something?” Carmen asked.

“No, we should be alright. It’s more like a normal club now, even if it’s owned by a vampire.”

I turned to Kylah to ask another question, but I immediately became distracted.

“Oh, wow, your skin markings,” I said with a grin, and I raised a hand to cup her cheek. The swirling, greenish marks were visible under the club’s black lights, and they glowed brightly. “Haven’t seen those in a while.”

Kylah flushed, leaned into my touch, and smiled up at me, but we had work to do, so we turned our focus back to the matter at hand.

The booths, along with the rest of the club, had been completely refurbished, but the bones were still there, and the five of us clustered around a circular table as I continued to suppress Pyrrha’s aura just enough to not draw attention. In this little alcove, the music was less loud, and there was the faintest sense of privacy, but even with Amaryllis gone, I still didn’t think Pandemonium was the sort of place where secrets were kept secret.

“Everyone knows the plan?” I asked, and the other four all nodded. Even so, I felt the need to repeat it, just for my own sake. “If anything goes wrong, if we get split up, we regroup at the bus stop down the street. Eyes on Pyrrha at all times. Pyrrha, if you need to get out--”

“Just run,” the phoenix girl finished for me in a smooth, slightly bored voice. “I know. Save myself, you guys can handle yourselves.”

“We mean it,” Kylah told her in a tone that was both firm and gentle. “We’re trained, you aren’t. Your safety is paramount.”

“We’ll be keeping an eye on you the whole time,” my sister added. “But if you feel you need to, don’t be afraid to use your abilities. We’d rather have a few scorch marks on the floor than you getting kidnapped.”

The girl nodded, and some tiny part of the tense knot in my chest unraveled. At least we all knew what to do. I just couldn’t shake the feeling we’d somehow missed something, and everything was going to go horribly wrong. Something about this… it just didn’t feel right.

I was spared further brooding and fretting by a voice calling above the music. A voice that was unexpectedly familiar.

“Kylah! Leo!”

I looked around for a few moments, and then I eventually zeroed in on where the voice was coming from as a body pushed itself through the crowd. It took me a moment to recognize the speaker, because it was Jamison Hawthorn, and I’d never seen him in Pandemonium before.

Which was to say, I’d never seen his skin markings before. Like Kylah’s and Kegan’s, they were striking, beautiful, and made him difficult to recognize if you weren’t prepared. But where the Campbells’ markings were green, to match their eyes, Jamison’s markings were blue.

“Jamison!” Kylah smiled warmly, and she stood up to hug him tight.

Jamison hugged her back, and his grin was a crescent of white in between the warm brown of his skin and the cool, muted blue of his markings. He appraised Kylah with his hands on her shoulders, and then he looked over at the rest of us.

“I haven’t seen you all in weeks,” he said, and as Kylah took her seat on my right again, the rest of us shuffled over to allow Jamison to sit on her other side.

Six people was a bit of a squeeze, and I felt Pyrrha’s elbow jut sharply into my left flank before she realized and shifted.

“Since your excursion into Seelie,” Jamison clarified. “I take it, then, your being here means you all escaped, lives and souls intact?”

“We’re all perfectly safe, Jamison,” Kylah assured him, and she patted his shoulder before her smile turned a little sad. “I’m so sorry about your sister. She… she sounded like a wonderful woman. Kind.”

“She was,” the half-fae man agreed with a sigh, and he ran a hand through his white hair. “She will be remembered as a hero and a paragon. But I admit, that’s little comfort to those who loved her. How’s Larkspur?”

“Managing,” Kylah answered. “Maybe the two of you could meet. Talk.”

Since we’d gotten back from Seelie, Kylah had made a small effort to remain in contact with her mother and half-brother. Kegan didn’t seem all that interested either way, but if it was what Kylah needed to heal, then who was I to begrudge her a relationship with some of the only blood relatives she had?

“I would, but since the six of you left Seelie, the Fae Queen has issued an informal ban,” Jamison said as his startling blue eyes found mine, and his expression was grim. “Any half-bloods entering the realm, even with the escort of a full-blooded faerie, even a noble, will be charged with trespassing and thrown in irons. I don’t think our Queen appreciated your refusal of her advances, Leo. She isn’t used to not getting what she wants. And she holds a grudge.”

“Just as well she isn’t functionally immortal then,” I said blandly, and the half-fae man and I shared a smile. “Is there anything she can do? Here, I mean? Should we expect fae guards to hunt us down and capture us?”

“Oh, no,” Jamison assured me. “She has no jurisdiction in this world. The Fair Folk are very particular about permissions-- as I’m sure you know. But even so, if a full-blooded faerie were to come here, I doubt it would be a warm reception waiting for them back at Court. They would only come here because they wanted to consort with humans and half-bloods, after all.”

“So, there’s no way you can go back there?” Kylah asked with a frown. “Oh, Jamison, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” the blue-eyed man insisted, and he patted her arm. “I had no desire to return to that awful place. And we can still send messages. Even the Fae Queen’s decrees cannot stop the exchanging of letters.”

I knew this much, at least, because there was a certain way to send messages across planes of existence. A special rune had to be drawn onto the message, and it had to be burned in a certain way. To send a message to Seelie, it had to be burned with faerie fire, like the kind Kylah made when she used her light magic. Of course there would be no way for the Queen to regulate that sort of communication.

“I wouldn’t want to go back there, either.” My sister shuddered before she turned to Kylah. “But still, cut off from Larkspur and Cassia?”

“It will pass,” the blonde said, and her lips pressed together in a thin line. “The Fae Queen may rage and scheme, but her mood will pass. It always does. And besides, I… I don’t think I’m quite ready to see them in person yet, anyway. There’s… still a lot to deal with.”

“Of course,” I said sympathetically, and I put an arm around her shoulder in comfort. “You do whatever you need to do.”

“I’m sorry,” Jamison said as he looked at the five of us. “I just wanted to have a cheerful conversation, I didn’t mean to make you all so glum.”

“It’s not because of you, Jammy,” Artemis assured him. “We’re on a job right now.”

“Are you?” The faerie man’s blue eyes widened with intrigue. “Doing what? Hunting another vampire?”

“Unlikely,” I said. “We reckon they’re human. Or at least, humans working for someone else.”

“Doing what?” Jamison asked.

I silently gestured to Pyrrha, who gave a small wave and a smile, and Jamison startled.

“Oh, hello, there!” he said. “You’re Pyrrha McKenna, aren’t you? Conleth mentioned there were other firebirds in the area. He was very excited.”

“I am,” Pyrrha answered politely. “And you’re… Jamison Hawthorn?”

“The one and only!” he said and fixed her with a dazzling grin. “What are you doing here, then?”

“Trying to flush out some would-be kidnappers,” my sister interjected. “Pyrrha and her brother are refugees from Arizona.”

“Ah.” Jamison frowned. “Let me guess, the Order didn’t deem the situation dire enough to warrant their involvement?”

“How did you know?” I asked dryly. “We’re doing Renée a favor. And we could hardly leave Pyrrha and Aidan out on the street.”

“Of course not,” Jamison said, and he looked back at the phoenix girl. “I can’t speak for Arizona, but here in California-- in Los Angeles, at least-- we look after one another. You’ll be safe here, firebird. Especially with such competent guardians.”

The faerie man then rose from his seat and stood before us all like a petitioner before a court.

“No doubt you have very important, dangerous business to get back to,” he said. “But if you need my assistance, I’m very skilled in water magic.”

He waved a hand, and something shimmered in the air. After a few moments, I realized it was water molecules from the air, made warm and humid by so many bodies pressed together. They condensed and froze, and suddenly Jamison was holding an icicle like a dagger. He smiled at us all cheerfully before the icicle dissolved back into cool mist, and then he vanished back into the crowd.

“He’s a bit… eccentric,” Pyrrha remarked.

“That’s Jammy for you,” Artemis laughed. “He’s a good person, though. Ralph and Conleth adore him.”

“I’ll be glad to have someone else on our side,” I said. “Whoever those guys were, they weren’t playing around.”

“In that case, should we begin?” Carmen asked and looked around at us all, though her gaze eventually settled on Pyrrha.

The phoenix girl squared her shoulders, set her jaw, and nodded.

“Yeah. Let’s get this over with.”

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Kylah reminded her. “We can work something else out.”

“No,” Pyrrha said. “I want to. I want them to realize the little girl they’ve been chasing has pulled one over on them. I want them to see I’m not scared of them. I’m ready.”

“Alright, let’s get started then,” I said.

“Kylah and I will scout the place out,” Artemis said. “Do a round or two, get an idea of what’s going on.”

“Good idea,” Kylah agreed, and she and the werewolf woman each shuffled out of the booth from opposite ends. “It’ll look suspicious if too many of us are sitting idly, anyway.”

Artemis nodded, and the pair of them vanished into the dense crowd. I was immediately glad Kylah had agreed to go with Artemis, because even a werewolf’s enhanced senses would be turned around in a place like this, and I didn’t want any of us to wind up separated from the others.

“When are you and Carmen going to clear off, too?” Pyrrha asked as she turned to me.

“In a minute or two,” I answered. “We don’t want this to look too planned, and we need to establish ourselves in the environment first before we screw with it. I’ll boost your aura once we leave.”

“You can do it from a distance?” Pyrrha asked.

“Yes, once I’ve got a sense of what it feels like, which I did before we all met with Conleth,” I said. “I should also be able to locate you-- as long as you’re not too far away. So we won’t lose you.”

“Just as well, because this looks kind of extremely weird,” my sister pointed out and gestured between the three of us. “Two people who are obviously related and a kid.”

“I mean, Pyrrha looks kind of similar,” I said. She had the same dark hair and bronze skin, at least. “She could be our cousin, maybe.”

“That doesn’t make this less weird.” Carmen made a face. “That means you just came to a nightclub with two people you’re related to, instead of one.”

I rolled my eyes but decided not to dignify my sister’s comments-- obviously designed to just irritate me-- with a response. Then, for a minute or two, the three of us sat in silence.

Or, as silent as it could be, in a nightclub.

I was trying to figure out which new hit pop song had been remixed into the pounding, electronic music currently blasting over the speakers when Pyrrha nudged my shoulder.

“So,” she said in a slow, inquisitive tone. Her expression was bright with a childish, cheeky curiosity, something I often saw on Carmen’s face, and I wondered for a moment if I should be worried. “What’s the… deal? With you and…”

Pyrrha nodded sheepishly toward Artemis and Kylah, who were standing on the far side of the club by the bar and trying to look as if they were here for pleasure, rather than business. I wondered if Artemis could hear what any of us were saying from over there. Though the distance wasn’t especially large, the music was pretty loud.

“Me and…?” I asked in response to Pyrrha’s unfinished question, and the girl flushed in embarrassment.

“Oh!” Carmen then said, and I caught the edge of her mischievous grin. “You mean the whole poly thing my brother has going?”

“I guess.” Pyrrha shrugged. “My parents mentioned how there were people in the supernatural world who loved differently. I just… I’ve never seen that… dynamic. Before.”

“Well, it’s not only the supernatural world,” my sister told her. “You get regular ol’ humans like that, too. A coworker of mine at this mechanic shop I used to work at, she had two boyfriends.”

“Really?” I asked and was suddenly amused. “Who was that?”

“Natalie, but the boyfriends weren’t like Kylah and Sami,” my sister added. “They were metas.”

“Metas?” Pyrrha echoed and looked confused again.

When Carmen smiled even more broadly, I abruptly realized how this conversation afforded her a unique opportunity to embarrass me by talking about my girlfriends at the same time as imparting interesting and useful knowledge onto a willing and curious listener. During those few nights we’d spent in Dixon, Carmen had spent any time she wasn’t working on the case scrolling through her phone and Googling answers to questions that suddenly popped into her head, as she often did. One of those questions had concerned me and my relationships, because my sister was a nosy dick.

“Metamours,” my sister explained to the phoenix girl. “Partners of your partner. So, like, Artemis and Kylah are both dating Leo, right? But they’re not really dating each other. At least not yet. So, they’re metas.”

“Right…” Pyrrha said, and she nodded slowly as she tried to process this information. “And Kylah and Asami, they’re…”

Her gaze once more drifted over to the blonde woman, and Carmen smiled.

“Oh, they’re not metas, they’re actually dating,” she snickered. “They’re in a cute lil’ triangle with Leo-- though why they’d want that is beyond me.”

“Monkey!”

“Huh,” the phoenix girl murmured as she ignored our bickering. “They like men and women? Cool.”

“Are we all finished talking about my love life?” I asked my sister pointedly, and she smirked at me.

No doubt I was bright red, but I tried to keep a cool composure.

“I’m just educating the youth,” Carmen said in an innocent tone that was fooling absolutely no one. “It’s important to teach them about these things, Leo. Otherwise, you get little shits who bully other kids for being gay.”

“Alright, alright,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Can we get back to the job, please?”

“It’s probably been long enough,” Pyrrha agreed. “Should I leave first, or you guys?”

“Us first,” Carmen said. “If anyone is watching you right now, it’ll look like your guardians are abandoning you.”

“But we’re not,” I said quickly, just in case there was some tiny part of Pyrrha’s mind that was genuinely worried about that. “We’ll be in the crowd, keeping an eye on you.”

“I know.” The phoenix girl smiled faintly as I shuffled along the curved couch and out of the booth. “I do trust you guys. I left Aidan alone with Kegan and Asami, didn’t I?”

“True,” my sister said as she also stood up. “If anything really goes wrong, don’t be afraid to just yell, okay?”

“Got it,” Pyrrha said with a nod, and her expression had become determined.

She met my eyes and nodded again, and I released the hold I’d had on her aura like I was unclenching my fist. It was a little bit like unclogging a pipe, as the magic began to flow. Then I pushed it harder, and it rushed into the air with an almost tangible sort of electric charge.

“Whoa,” Carmen said, and I knew she could see the silvery lines swirling around Pyrrha’s ankles and shining like strings of pure light. “It definitely worked. Come on. Let’s make ourselves look normal.”

I nodded at Pyrrha one last time, and then my sister and I sank into the crowd.

“Man, those things are more cramped than I remember.” Carmen stretched a little as we walked, and her lips turned down into a pout. “Maybe I’m getting old.”

“They make them uncomfortable so no one has sex in them,” I said.

“Ew! They’re so sticky.” Carmen grimaced.

“Imagine how sticky they’d be if people were having sex in them,” I laughed, and my sister gagged and shoved me.

“Leo! Gross!”

I snickered as we moved a little further away from the booth, but we kept an eye on Pyrrha, which wasn’t that difficult considering her newly-amplified aura.

After a few minutes, she also rose from her seat and ventured into the crowd.

It was on.

Carmen and I positioned ourselves so we could see Kylah and Artemis on one side, and Pyrrha on the other. All of us pretended to dance to the music without moving too much, and we kept just far enough away to seem like we were separate, but close enough to act when something happened.

About ten minutes went by, and I noticed Carmen was grimacing.

“Everyone’s tense,” she said to me in Spanish. Just in case someone was listening, they’d be less likely to understand us. “I can feel it.”

“Better tense than unaware,” I said, also in Spanish, but I could see how uncomfortable it was for her. “Do you sense anything else?”

“Any danger? No,” she answered. “Just anticipation. Are you sure you’re amplifying her aura enough?”

“Monkey,” I said flatly. “You saw what she looked like.”

“I know, I know,” my sister grumbled. “But there are so many others here, maybe it’s not enough. Maybe the sheer number of other auras is like a… smokescreen.”

I looked over at Pyrrha. Her aura was so amplified it looked like she was glowing slightly, like there were embers inside her. There was no way people could be missing this. Other people in the crowd were beginning to notice her power, and they were even gravitating toward her, like moths drawn to her flame. If I amped her up any further, it would become glaringly obvious something weird was going on.

“It’s strong enough,” I said to Carmen, but now I was beginning to worry.

“Knock it off,” my sister said after a few moments and switched back to English. “You’re making me even more tense.”

“Right,” I muttered and tried to calm down a little.

If nothing else, being so obviously on edge would attract attention, which was something we definitely didn’t want. We didn’t want it to look like Pyrrha was being guarded, like she was bait.

A little more time passed, but still, nothing happened. Carmen slipped away to ‘dance with’-- ie, talk to-- Kylah and Artemis, who also hadn’t noticed anything. Artemis couldn’t really smell properly in here, but she had a wolf’s keen eyes, and nothing had caught her attention.

“Nothing,” my sister said when she returned. “I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I,” I agreed. “Maybe we should-- wait.”

Carmen’s head whipped around to stare at Pyrrha, and at the young man who was now approaching her. He didn’t look to be much older than her, maybe nineteen or twenty, but he was notably taller, and his head of messy blond hair stuck up above much of the rest of the crowd. I couldn’t make out his aura through the noise of everyone else’s, but his gaze was fixed squarely on Pyrrha.

I went to move forward, but Carmen caught my arm.

“Hang on, Pip,” she said. “I’m not getting anything off him. He might be a false alarm.”

I looked back at my sister, then at Pyrrha, then at Carmen again. I didn’t want to risk it, in case he really did mean the girl harm, but I also knew attacking a civilian would be a monumentally shitty thing to do. It was also a sure-fire way to scare off any real threats who might have been falling for our trap.

Carmen nodded at the boy, and I looked over again. He’d tapped Pyrrha on the shoulder and was talking to her. His body language wasn’t tense or aggressive, and he didn’t look like he was bracing for an attack of some kind.

“See?” my sister snorted. “He’s flirting. Or trying to, anyway.”

It clearly wasn’t going well. Pyrrha was leaning against one of the huge cylindrical pillars dotted around the dance floor, and she looked supremely unimpressed by the boy’s efforts. He said whatever it was he’d come to say, and she shook her head. Then he slunk off looking dejected, but hardly like an assailant.

I relaxed. Fractionally. The guy hadn’t been a threat, clearly, but that left the question as to where the real threats were.

Over the next three hours, nothing happened. We pretended to dance, Pyrrha leaned up against the pillar and rejected the occasional advances of different guys, but no threats emerged.

Not a one.

At last, I could feel myself beginning to stretch thin, and the amplification of Pyrrha’s aura guttered and sputtered until it finally fizzled out. I staggered and almost bumped into Carmen, and my head felt light and cottony.

“That’s it,” I said to my sister as I blinked several times and tried to regain my bearings. The loud music wasn’t helping. “I’m done. I’m maxed out.”

“Shit,” Carmen muttered. She glanced around the crowd and waved over Artemis and Kylah, who both looked concerned already, and they only grew more so when they saw Carmen beckoning them.

“Is something wrong?” Kylah asked when they reached us, and her gaze darted frantically between Pyrrha and me.

“I’m not sure,” my sister answered. “Leo’s drained, but nothing’s happened.”

Just then, Pyrrha came over from where she’d been leaning against the pillar, and I noticed faint black char marks on the stone where she’d been touching it. Over the course of three hours, her amplified aura had scorched it slightly.

The six of us moved back to the booth we’d been in at the start of the night, but we didn’t sit down. For one, Carmen absolutely refused. For another, I didn’t want to have to scramble to get out from behind the cramped table if something did suddenly happen.

“We have to have missed something,” Artemis said at once. “We had to have.”

“Yeah, but what?” Carmen asked with a frown. “Leo made Pyrrha into a goddamn disco ball for three hours, and nothing happened.”

“Maybe they’re just not here,” Kylah said. “This place is a hotbed for magicals, sure, but that doesn’t mean all magicals come here. And those men… they didn’t seem quite right.”

“It’s not about the nightclub, though, it’s about the community,” Artemis pointed out. “This is one of the few places where magicals can just be themselves.”

“I like it here,” Pyrrha said. She seemed energetic and restless, livelier than I’d ever seen her, and I suspected it was a result of her three-hour amplification. “But something doesn’t feel right, for sure. A bunch of people came up to me, so they clearly noticed me.”

“But none of them were attackers,” Artemis said in an agreeing tone. “It’s true those guys didn’t seem like normal magicals, but this would be a perfect place to hide. To scout out any other Arizona escapees. What did we miss?”

“Maybe it’s not about me,” Pyrrha said with a shrug. “Maybe Aidan and I were just a coincidence, or a mistake. Maybe they were just trying to scare us. Maybe they figured this was a trap.”

“If that was the case, though, I would’ve sensed it,” Carmen said. “I know I would have. Even if they’d been here, with the intention of attacking you, but then changed their minds. I would’ve felt their intention. But I’ve been putting feelers out all night and… nothing.”

“This can’t have been a mistake, though,” Kylah said firmly, and her green eyes settled on Pyrrha. “Renée asked us to take you and Aidan. She wouldn’t have done that on a whim.”

There was no doubt Renée was a highly skilled Eye. She wouldn’t have become the Head of a Sanctuary and a Councilmember of the Order otherwise. Not to mention, she was a direct descendant of one of the oldest and most revered seer bloodlines in the magical world-- Aurelius Beckett, who had founded the Order. But I knew even the most skilled, experienced people could make mistakes.

Or be deceived.

“Arizona is a mess,” I said. “Renée’s right to be cautious, of course, but Pyrrha has a point. Maybe those men were just trying to scare them. Or it was a mistake.”

“It’s too suspicious.” Kylah shook her head. “I know Renée. We’re missing something.”

“Well, we’d better find out what it is we missed,” Carmen said. “Or we’ll-- agh!”

My sister suddenly lurched forward and collided with Kylah, who caught her and righted her before any more of us could topple like dominoes. Once steadied, Carmen looked over her shoulder to glower at a man about our age who’d just shoved past her.

“Hey! Watch where you’re going, asshole!” she snapped and then turned back to our conversation. “Anyway, as I was saying, if we don’t find what we missed, we’ll--”

“The fuck did you just say?” a voice demanded, and we all turned to see the man who’d just shoved Carmen had turned on his heel.

Even in my drained state, I could tell at a glance he was a half-faerie. He had yellowish-green markings on his skin to match his chartreuse eyes, which were now narrowed in anger at my sister.

Carmen, never one to back down from an argument, turned to face the guy fully and took a few steps toward him. Her shoulders were squared, and I could tell her temper was fraying, no doubt because of our so-far so-unproductive night.

“I said to watch where you’re goddamn going!” she shot back.

“Excuse me?” the half-fae man growled.

“Aw, ease off her, Alder,” one of the man’s companions said, and he sauntered past his friend and over to my sister. “She didn’t mean it. Did you, gorgeous?”

This man, who I suspected was also a phoenix, though I wasn’t too sure because I hadn’t seen many phoenix auras, slipped an arm around Carmen’s shoulders with a leering grin. His other arm went for her waist, and he was clearly intending to pull her against him.

It happened in an instant.

Carmen grabbed the guy’s wrist, lifted it off her shoulders, ducked underneath, and twisted his arm out fast and hard enough to make the phoenix man wail in pain. He fell to one knee as his body tried to correct for the unnatural rotation of his wrist and elbow. Carmen held his wrist for a few seconds before she let go, and she stood over him with a dispassionate expression.

“I did mean it,” she told him coldly. “And don’t call me ‘gorgeous.’”

“Argh!” the phoenix man cried out as he cradled his arm. “Bitch!”

Up until that point, I’d been pretty content to just stand and watch, because I knew Carmen could handle herself, as she’d just proven. But that word, along with how the half-fae man and his other friends closed ranks with menacing looks in their eyes, was the last straw.

I stepped up to my sister and glared at the four men.

“Back off,” I ordered.

“Like hell,” Alder sneered and pointed to his phoenix friend, who had just regained his footing. “You think we’re just gonna let that go?”

“Come at me, see what happens, fuckface!” Carmen snapped, and she took a step forward before I threw out an arm and caught her across the shoulders.

“Monkey,” I warned, but she shoved my arm down.

“No!” she declared and shot me a look before returning her glare to Alder. “They’re the ones being dicks!”

“We don’t want a fight,” I said, both to her and to Alder and his lackeys. “You shoved her, she hurt your friend, we’re all even. Back. Off.”

“I don’t think you get it, moron,” Alder growled, and he took a step forward with a dangerous look in his yellow-green eyes. Then he raised his hand, and a small flame erupted in the center of his palm.

Huh. Fire magic. That probably won’t end well.

“Last chance, Alder,” I warned. “Walk away now, and we won’t give you any more trouble.”

“Does it look like I’m worried about trouble?” Alder snorted.

“Pyrrha,” I heard Kylah say from behind me. “I think you should take a step back.”

A second later, this proved to be the correct thing to do.

One of Alder’s friends, I didn’t see who, lunged forward past Alder and sank their fist into my jaw, hard enough that my head snapped to the side, and white stars scattered across my vision.

“Leo!” I heard Carmen shriek as I stumbled back.

There was another dull thud, the sound of fist against flesh, and a low grunt as, presumably, my sister sucker-punched whoever just sucker-punched me.

“Oh, fuck,” Kylah sighed from somewhere behind me, and then a pair of hands helped to steady me.

My vision swam a little as a gold blob floated before my eyes, and a few blinks later I could make out Kylah’s face, her blonde curls, and her green eyes bright with concern.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said, and as I spoke, I realized I could taste blood. “Just dizzy. I think it’s mostly the fact I’m drained.”

Kylah wasn’t very comforted by this, but we didn’t have any further chance to assess the damage. Just then, a loud shriek rose up, and we both looked to see Carmen had fully tackled Alder, and Artemis was fending off two of his friends, including the phoenix who’d tried to make a pass at my sister.

“Bitch!” Alder screeched as he tried to get Carmen off him.

Flames were sparking in his palms, but I was unable to see what happened next, because one of Alder’s other friends had seen I was partially recovered and made a beeline for me.

I dodged his first blow just barely, and I shoved an elbow into his stomach before he could try for another. He gave a dry gasp, lashed out at me again, and caught me in the flank, but not really hard enough to hurt.

I shoved him back, hard, and he staggered. I followed while advancing in short, stalking strides, and when I shoved him back a second time, he collided with the pillar Pyrrha had been leaning against. He turned halfway to see what he’d knocked against and then looked back at me. Before he could do or say anything, I wound back a fist and punched him hard enough that he went down instantly like a sack of rocks.

Now that one of the assholes had been taken care of, I turned back to see the brawl had spread. Several clubgoers who hadn’t been with either us or Alder’s group had gotten involved, and I spied a shock of white hair as Jamison Hawthorn helped Carmen with Alder by spraying water over the other faerie man’s small fires.

Then another man I didn’t recognize suddenly tackled me from the side, and he and I grappled for several moments until I managed to shake him off. I wasn’t interested in knocking him out if I didn’t have to, and I moved back over to where Kylah was taking on one of Alder’s friends. She drove one fist into his solar plexus, then a knee into his groin as he doubled over, which effectively took him out. She looked up at me as the guy fell, and her expression seemed to say ‘what the fuck?’

I was halfway toward a shrug when another voice rang out.

“Enough!”

Everyone froze. Like someone had taken a remote control and paused us. One moment, there was a brawl of about twenty people, the next, no one was moving. Alder was on the floor, and Carmen was crouched over him with one hand fisted in the collar of his shirt and the other wound back for a punch. Artemis had the phoenix guy in a headlock, but from the expression on her face, she wasn’t even trying very hard.

“That is enough,” the same voice said, and it had a peculiar, silky quality that made a pleasant shiver run down my spine.

I looked around to see where it was coming from and saw a woman standing about ten feet away, flanked by two large, looming security guards dressed in black.

The first thing I noticed about the woman was her skin was tinged greenish-blue. It wasn’t a trick of the colored lights, because they changed every few seconds, but her skin didn’t. The second thing I noticed was she definitely wasn’t dressed for a night out in a club. She looked more like she was headed for a business meeting, with a navy-blue blazer and a white V-necked blouse tucked into high-waisted navy-blue pants. Silky black ringlets fell over her right shoulder, and her ears-- or at least her left ear, which was visible-- were pointed, though not in the same way Kylah’s were. It looked almost like a fin.

The woman stepped toward the still-frozen group of us, and her mouth was set in a thin, disapproving line. The music had been cut off, and the only sound in the echoing hall was the sound of her heels click-clacking on the floor.

“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded, and her voice still had that strange silkiness even though her tone was hard and unforgiving. She glared around at us all, and I couldn’t tell if her eyes were just really dark blue or actually black.

No one answered the woman’s question, and she pointed at Carmen, who still had one fist in Alder’s shirt.

“You,” she said curtly. “Explain this.”

“He started it,” Carmen said and pointed to Alder. “He shoved me.”

“Liar!” Alder cried out.

“Be silent,” the black-haired woman said, and when Alder stopped talking immediately, she looked back at Carmen. “Tell the truth.”

“I did,” my sister said as she jutted out her chin. “I called him an asshole, and his friend tried to feel me up. I stopped him, and then one of his other friends sucker-punched my brother.”

Carmen pointed in my direction, and the woman’s gaze snapped to me so quickly I startled a little.

At a loss for what else to do, I gave a small wave.

“Hi, ma’am,” I said blankly. “We didn’t start it, honest. We were defending ourselves.”

“They’re right!” Jamison said from where he stood over Carmen and Alder, and other clubgoers, including some people who would’ve had no way of actually knowing what had happened to start the fight, began to chime in with agreements.

“I see,” the woman then said, and she eyed me, then Carmen, then Alder. “Very well.”

She clicked her fingers, and the security guards stepped forward, got Alder and his buddies to their feet, and escorted them out of the club while ignoring their protests.

“Six months,” the woman said without looking back at them, and then she looked at the five of us and Jamison.

I noticed her gaze snag on Pyrrha, but for whatever reason, she didn’t say anything about the phoenix girl.

“Ms. Malachi does not allow brawls in her establishments,” the woman told us all coolly. “Seeing as you didn’t start the altercation, you won’t be banned, but I am also asking you to leave for tonight.”

“Asking?” my sister repeated with a grin that looked a shade too cheeky for the black-haired woman’s sternness.

Jamison snickered, but sure enough, the woman’s eyes narrowed.

“Get out.”

We left. The night air was cool on our skin, and only after stepping out did I truly realize how humid it had been inside the club.

“That was… an unexpected end to the evening,” Jamison said in a light tone. He had a split lip, and one of his eyes was already beginning to darken in a bruise. “Same time next week?”

“Not on your life, Jammy,” Carmen laughed, and she, Kylah, and Artemis each embraced the half-faerie man before he sauntered off down the street, presumably toward his home.

“That was unproductive,” Artemis sighed when Jamison was out of earshot, and she looked over at Pyrrha. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Pyrrha said, though it was obvious she was disheartened. “It was a stupid plan.”

“It wasn’t,” I chimed in. “It was just a plan that didn’t work. You made a reasonable suggestion based off known patterns of behavior. You just… can’t win them all.”

“Agreed,” Kylah said and smiled warmly at Pyrrha. “And you should be proud of yourself regardless. I saw you use your abilities when a guy tried to grab you. You defended yourself admirably.”

“Well, I couldn’t let you guys have all the fun,” the phoenix girl said with a smirk that made her look more like a teenager than I’d ever seen.

Something warm flowered in my chest at the sight of her looking-- just for a moment-- like a real kid.

“You did great!” Carmen added, and she looped an arm around Pyrrha’s shoulders and pulled the girl against her side. “We should go boxing together at Ralph’s gym! Asshole dudes will never know what hit ‘em!”

I laughed, and the walk home was spent in better spirits than I’d anticipated. Pyrrha gushed over how she’d never seen a real fight before, and she described all the ‘cool’ things she’d seen us do, like Artemis taking on two guys at once, or me knocking a dude out with one punch.

We were most of the way back to our townhouse when Carmen suddenly stopped dead in the street.

I realized she’d stopped and turned back to look at her.

“Monkey?” I asked, but then I saw all the color was draining out of my sister’s face.

“Oh, god,” she said under her breath. Her gaze was faraway, but it quickly snapped back to refocus on us as she met my gaze. “We need to get back. Now!”

I recognized the panic in her voice, and I knew it wouldn’t be there without good reason. The five of us tore down the street and rushed up the townhouse steps, and Carmen frantically grabbed the doorknob.

It turned at once.

It should have been locked. It should have been impossible to open without a key or someone inside to open it, but instead the door swung open easily.

We rushed in after my sister and were greeted to the sight of the living area in shambles. Upturned furniture, the mirror by the door smashed, feathers strewn everywhere from a slashed couch cushion.

“Kegan!” Kylah and Carmen shrieked at the same time, and they both rushed to the unmoving form of the blond man crumpled face-down on the floor.

“Oh, shit,” I heard Artemis at my side, but I wasn’t paying attention.

Kegan, I could see, but what about Asami?

“Sami?” I shouted as panic rose inside me like a tidal wave. “Sami? Sami! Asami!”

I ran through the townhouse, checking room after room, and I stumbled over broken objects, drapes torn off their railings, and my own feet as I scrambled to find her.

“Sami!” I cried out as I burst into the study and saw her lying on her back, with her head lolled to the side and her eyes closed. “Asami!”

I rushed to her and scooped her up in my arms. She was warm and breathing, and as I picked her up, her eyes fluttered open.

“L-Leo?” she asked groggily. One of the circular lenses of her glasses was cracked, and when she weakly raised a hand, her fingers brushed my cheek before her arm flopped back down. “I… what happened?”

“You tell me,” I said in a shaking voice. Every part of me was shaking. “We came back, and everything was in pieces. Kegan’s unconscious in the lounge, and--”

Something cold dropped into my stomach like a stone.

“Sami,” I cut myself off. “Where’s Aidan?”

Some clarity came back into the researcher’s eyes then. Awful, terrible clarity. Her hand came up once again, and it was stronger and more purposeful this time as she gripped my shirt hard.

Her expression became frantic, and her voice was a horrified whisper.

“They took him.”


Chapter 11

I scooped up Asami in a bridal carry despite her protests, and I carried her through to the main area. A panicked Carmen and Kylah, who was kneeling on the floor beside a groggy but at least semi-conscious Kegan, looked up as I entered, and the blonde let out another wounded noise as she saw the researcher. Kylah and my sister slowly helped Kegan to his feet and guided him to sit on one of the couches, and then the blonde woman gave her brother’s shoulder a squeeze as she rose to her feet. Then she rushed over to us both, and she cupped Asami’s cheek with one hand and kissed her forehead while asking her how she was feeling.

“I’m okay,” Asami tried to assure her. “I’m just a bit dizzy. We have… we have bigger problems.”

“Where… where’s Adi?”

As if on cue, Pyrrha’s voice rang out. It was quiet, but somehow still loud enough that all of us fell silent and turned to look at her.

She was standing in the mouth of the hallway that led to the guest room where she and her brother had been staying, and I knew from what Asami had told me that the room would be empty. The cold lump in my stomach twisted at the uneasy look on Pyrrha’s face, and I witnessed the harrowing transformation from confusion to horror as she realized the answer to her question.

“No…” she said softly, then again, louder. “No! No! No, no, no, no, no! Please, no!”

“We did everything we could to stop them, Pyrrha,” Kegan said, and his voice was low and tired and grim. “There were… just too many of them. The wards didn’t… They took him.”

Pyrrha pressed both hands over her mouth as if trying to physically stop the word escaping her lips. Her flame-colored eyes filled with tears, and her breaths began to come harsh and shaking as she staggered backwards, collided with a wall, and slid down it to sit on the floor.

“No!” she wailed as her shoulders heaved with sobs. “No, please! No!”

None of us said anything. What was there even to say?

Artemis, who’d been righting the upturned furniture, went to the girl first. She crouched down and tried to touch Pyrrha’s shoulder, but the phoenix girl batted her away.

“No!” she shrieked. “Don’t-- don’t touch me!”

“Okay,” the werewolf murmured and withdrew her hand. “I’m sorry!”

“Don’t!” Pyrrha spat at her, at all of us. “This-- this is your fault! You said we would be safe here, you said no one could get through the wards now. You-- you-- you said he would be safe!”

“I know,” Asami spoke up in an exhausted tone, and I realized I was still carrying her, so I set her down on the couch. “I know we did, Pyrrha. And I truly, truly believed he would be. I… I had no idea these people would be clever or strong enough to--”

“You should have assumed!” Pyrrha snarled at the researcher. “All of you! You-- you should have known these people would have something up their sleeve! Haven’t you all been saying how tricky they are! And now Aiden is…”

Her voice wavered, and she trailed off. I saw the horror in her expression and how she couldn’t even bring herself to voice the idea.

“Pyrrha,” I said. “I swear to you. I swear on-- on my life, on Carmen’s, on everyone’s here, we would never have left Aidan here alone if we’d believed for a second someone would actually be able to harm him.”

“I don’t care,” she hissed, and she turned her burning orange eyes, ringed red with tears, on me. “He’s… he’s fucking gone! They took him! They…”

She broke off again as her voice began to crack, and she pressed a hand to her mouth and looked away from me. She looked down at the ground and shook her head, and then she turned on her heel and stalked down the hallway.

A moment later, we heard the ‘SLAM!’ of her bedroom door.

Kylah let out an uneasy breath.

“I’ll… try to talk to her,” she said and followed the phoenix girl down the hall.

“Fuck,” Carmen growled. “Fuckity fuckfuckfuck!”

I turned away from her, from the others, and pinched the bridge of my nose as my eyes screwed shut. My mind was racing, screaming at me. I wanted to hit something. I wanted to make someone bleed. I wanted to get Aidan back from whichever sick bastards had taken him.

I wanted fucking answers as to how any of this had happened.

“Asami,” I said, and I kept my voice as even and controlled as I possibly could. “You were sure the wards would be safe. You… you assured us they would be.”

“Leo, you can’t seriously--” Carmen started, but I held up a hand to cut her off.

“I’m not passing blame, I want answers,” I said shortly before I turned to the researcher. “Sami? You fortified the wards. We all know you’re a genius. How… how did this happen?”

I couldn’t keep the exhaustion from my voice as I asked this question.

“The wards did what they were supposed to do,” the researcher answered. She had shifted from lying down to the couch to sitting, and she leaned forward with her head in her hands. “They just… they aren’t infallible.”

“Are they damaged?” my sister asked.

“No,” Asami sighed. “They just… certain things can be warded against. Certain things can’t. Magical attacks are the easiest, because wards themselves are magic. But it’s a lot harder to keep out physical bodies. Especially ones that aren’t magically inclined, like humans-- especially non-seers.”

“She’s right,” Artemis agreed in a grim tone. Her arms were folded, and her brow was furrowed as she stared down at the floor. “They must’ve been human. No way any other creature with malicious intent could’ve broken through those wards. I can feel them, even now. I can come through because Sami’s given me a pass, because I don’t mean harm to any of you.”

“Meaning they must have seen Pyrrha at Pandemonium,” Asami said as she raised her head and began massaging her temples. “Seen you guys watching her, seen Leo boosting her aura.”

“And realized there was another kid, way less guarded, staying here,” my sister finished darkly from Kegan’s other side, with one of his hands clasped between both of her own.

“Like those men who attacked us before,” I said, and I glanced at my sister. “Their auras looked… off. I don’t know how to explain it, exactly. Human, but… not.”

“More experimental bullshit from Phoenix, no doubt.” Carmen scowled bitterly. “Every fucking law of magic we’ve encountered, they’re doing creepy science experiments to work around it. Fucking-- bending laws of nature.”

“I thought they would be safe,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else.

Because I had. I trusted Asami implicitly, I knew her skill, so I’d never stopped to consider Phoenix might know a way to just bypass all of her wards. Neither had she. Those first men had gotten through because the wards had been damaged-- or so we thought. Maybe the peculiar aspects of their auras had been more than that.

The thoughts swirled around in my head, faster and louder and darker until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Fuck!” I yelled and slammed my fist into the wall.

I heard several people behind me gasp, and I felt my skin split as plaster cracked under my knuckles.

But I felt better. It was ugly and crude, but getting some of this awful, angry desperation out of me felt better. My mind felt slightly clearer.

“We’re going for him,” I muttered, as if there had ever been any doubt. “We’re getting that poor kid back. And we’re going to kill anything and everything that stands in our way.”

“Sounds good to me,” Artemis said, and her voice was firm and even.

“Pyrrha!” Kylah’s voice then called out. “Wait!”

“I have nothing to say to you,” came the phoenix girl’s voice in an acid tone. “Any of you!”

Then she stalked out of the hallway, with a backpack on her shoulder and a slightly-singed teddy bear clutched in her hands. I knew at a glance this had to be Aidan’s.

I tried to imagine, for one awful second, what I would’ve been like in Pyrrha’s shoes. If I, recently orphaned, had learned my sister had been kidnapped, with the likely intention of being later killed.

I felt rage burn through me, and it was clean and destructive and left nothing in its wake.

“Pyrrha,” Artemis said as she looked at the stuffed toy bear.

“I’m going after him, and you can’t stop me.” The phoenix girl glared at all of us.

“No, you aren’t, and yes, we can,” I said sternly. “We aren’t letting you put yourself in danger like that.”

“You let me do just that earlier tonight!” Pyrrha snapped.

“Acting as a lure with four people there to guard you is significantly different to letting you go into enemy territory,” I said. “No chance.”

“You’re not my father, you can’t tell me what to do!” she spat at me. “I’m going after my brother! I-- I have to! I’m all he has left. And if I… if he can’t trust me to keep him safe, and to-- and to save him when he needs it, then… then what good am I?”

Pyrrha had started breathing very quickly now, and as she stopped speaking, I realized this wasn’t because she’d said her piece, but because she was breathing too quickly and too shallowly to continue. She looked up at us all, first with anger, then with fear, and I realized she had no control over her hyperventilating.

“Shit,” Carmen muttered. “She’s having a panic attack.”

Artemis tried to lean forward to touch Pyrrha’s arm, but Pyrrha shoved her away, staggered backwards, and looked around at us all like we were the ones causing her hyperventilation. She collided with a wall and clung to it, and her head dipped down toward the ground as she panted hard and loud and much too fast.

“Pyrrha,” Kylah said softly, and she approached the girl but didn’t try to touch her. “Pyrrha, I know this is scary, I know this is… fucking awful, but you need to slow your breathing.”

“Ca-- can’t--” the phoenix girl gasped out.

“You can,” Kylah said, and her voice was warm and sure. “Here, just copy me, okay? Just breathe in…”

Pyrrha breathed in loudly through her nose, a slow, deliberate breath.

“…and out.”

The girl breathed out just as loudly through her mouth.

“In,” Kylah said again. “And then out.”

The blonde repeated this sequence over and over, and her green eyes never left Pyrrha’s orange ones. And slowly, achingly slowly, Pyrrha began to calm down until she was able to speak again, until she was looking at us less with fear and more with frustration.

“This doesn’t make us even,” she told us. “I’m still going.”

“You can’t,” Artemis said. “You’ll get yourself killed. We’ll be more effective and more likely to succeed if we only have to worry about one untrained minor.”

It was harsh, but it was also the truth, and I suspected Pyrrha would respect it, even if she wouldn’t like it.

“You promised me he would be safe,” she accused as she glared around at all of us. “You promised!”

“We did, and I’m sorry we couldn’t keep that promise,” Asami said, and her dark eyes were bright with remorse. “But you have to understand, there’s no precedent for this. The only people who could have entered the wards with ill intentions would have been humans, and Kegan and I would have easily managed regular humans. But they weren’t normal.”

“Everything about Arizona’s lot has no precedent!” Pyrrha growled. “But why didn’t they come after me? I’m more of a threat to them than Aiden is!”

“We don’t know for sure,” Kylah said. “Best guess is they realized Pandemonium was bait. You were bait. And they figured Aidan would have fewer guards. If the wards had worked, he--”

“Yeah, well, they didn’t!” Pyrrha snapped.

“We’re getting him back,” I cut in. “We, as in the six of us. You’re going to stay here and sit tight. Because when we bring Aidan back, and we will, he’ll want to see you here safe and unharmed.”

“You can’t make me stay here,” she scoffed. “I’m not your goddamn prisoner.”

“I will put you in chains myself if it’ll stop you from getting yourself killed,” I said flatly, and I fixed her with a strong enough glower to convince her I wasn’t bluffing.

“Is that what you do now, then?” the phoenix girl sneered at me. She was clutching the teddy bear so tightly. “Chain up teenage girls? Let little orphaned boys get kidnapped?”

“Enough with the dick measuring,” Carmen interjected as she came to stand between the pair of us. “No one is getting chained up, but no one who isn’t able to fight is coming with us, and that includes you, Pyrrha.”

“You can’t--”

“Make you?” my sister finished. “You sure about that?”

She pulled out her phone and dialed a number. She put it to her ear, and I heard an indistinct voice answer. It was so muffled I couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman.

“Hey,” Carmen said. “Sorry, I know it’s late. We have an emergency. Can you come here? Bring the others, if you can. Awesome, I owe you one. Thanks.”

She clicked her phone off and shoved it back into her pocket. Pyrrha was glaring at her, clearly annoyed at being left out of the loop, but Carmen glared right back. I knew my sister could stand her ground for as long as she needed to. We’d had our fair share of stubbornness-based arguments as children, and they’d gone on for days.

“You have to!” Pyrrha finally burst out as she cracked first. “You have to let me come with you! He’s my little brother! He’s gonna be scared, and maybe hurt, and--”

“And you’ll do him a lot more good by waiting here for him,” Kylah said, and her voice was gentler than either mine or Carmen’s had been, but no less firm.

“I can fight!” the girl insisted. “I can defend myself! You saw me at Pandemonium!”

“That was a brawl with a bunch of drunk civilians,” I reminded her. “Not a fight against trained assailants. For all you know, they could have phoenixes working for them, too. They wouldn’t burn, and then where would you be?”

Pyrrha glared at me, and I suspected she was vividly imagining burning me to a crisp.

“How are you even going to find him?” she spat after a long moment. “The city is full of auras, and there’s no telling where he even is!”

She admittedly had a point there, though this was not a problem I reckoned she could help to solve. Unlike the Campbells, or Carmen and myself, Pyrrha was not Aidan’s twin, and therefore their auras-- though similar-- were too different for me to be able to use hers as a way to locate his.

“A tracking spell,” Asami spoke up. “It’s likely how the Arizona group found you and Aidan in the first place. It just requires a decent amount of magical skill, and something from the person you intend to track. DNA works, or a valued possession. Something meaningful to them.”

I saw Pyrrha’s grip tighten around the stuffed bear.

“Pyrrha,” Kylah said gently, but the girl shook her head.

“No. No!” she cried out. “No, you can’t have it! I-- I have to keep it safe for him! I have to-- to give it to him when I find him!”

“We’ll give it to him when we find him,” the blonde woman assured her. “I swear to you. We’ll keep it safe for him, and he can hug it until we bring him back to you.”

“No,” Pyrrha repeated. “No, I… You can’t. I’m going to find him. I’ll give it to him. I…”

She was shaking again. Not like she was about to have a panic attack, but like she was about to completely break down and weep. As it was, her bottom lip was shaking, and her eyes were glassy with tears.

“Please, Pyrrha,” Kylah said. “I swear to you, we only want to help. We want to find Aidan just as much as you. And bring him home safely.”

“Where even is home anymore?” the phoenix girl asked bitterly. “Home burned. Home died.”

“You’re phoenixes, aren’t you?” the blonde woman asked before she reached out a hand, and this time, Pyrrha did not smack it away when it came to rest on her shoulder. “You’ll rise up, both of you. You’ll make a new home. When we bring him back to you, safe and alive, you can make a new home. And you’ll both be safe from these horrors. I swear this to you, Pyrrha.”

The girl looked at the blonde, and her expression was angry and scared and hurt. I could only imagine the complex play of emotions roiling inside her, vicious as a storm.

“We’ll find him,” Kylah added earnestly. “We’ll bring him back safely. To you. To his family.”

Pyrrha’s bottom lip trembled, and she sucked in a shaking breath. Then she handed over the teddy bear.

“Thank you,” Kylah murmured, and her tone said she understood the importance of the gesture.

This was Pyrrha deciding, once again, to place her trust in us. And this time, I sure as hell wasn’t going to put anything past the Phoenix group. None of us were.

Kylah handed Asami the stuffed bear, though her expression was unsure.

“You’re okay to perform the spell?” she asked. “You seem a bit…”

“I’ll be fine,” the researcher said in a firm tone. “But I won’t be the one conducting it. Leo, Carmen. You have a stronger sensitivity to auras then the rest of us. One of you should do it.”

“Pip.” Carmen nodded at me. “You’re the one who can boost and suppress auras.”

“Is the spell complex?” I asked as I took the bear from Asami.

“Not especially.” She shook her head “But it’ll be more effective if you have an affinity for tracking or aura magic.”

She got to her feet, and though she seemed a little unsteady, she refused help from either me or Kylah. We all watched as she headed into the study, and she came out a moment later with a little wooden box. Inside were several sticks of chalk, a few herbs, a knife, and a vial of something dark blue.

Asami pulled out a stick of chalk with a piece of string tied around it, and after pinning one end of the string to the center of the coffee table, she drew a near-perfect circle in chalk on the dark wood surface. Then she added a slightly smaller circle inside it and began to sketch out precise runes.

It reminded me of the circle around Galen’s grave, the ones that had first raised and then bound his spirit, only with different runes. I could just barely feel the faint pulls of magic as the runes called up energy, and the shape of the pull was different. It was subtle, but I could feel it nonetheless. It felt more in tune to my own magic, which I supposed made sense, if it was a spell for aura.

This was a real tracking spell. Not following on the heels of some assailant by squinting at the thin, silvery trail of aura, but a fully-fledged spell.

“Put the conduit in the center,” Asami instructed when the spell circle was complete.

I looked at her a little blankly.

“The teddy bear,” she clarified.

I placed the little stuffed bear in the center of the circle. It looked so out of place, with its worn fur and little stitched frown, in the middle of a circle of spell runes, but it was a tether to Aidan’s location, and in many ways, his life.

“As all of us are present and observing the spell, we can see its effects, too,” Asami continued. “If we join hands.”

She held up her hands, and all of us, even Pyrrha, crowded around the coffee table.

“Do I… have to say something?” I asked once we were all in position. I’d never conducted a full spell like this before, and much of the magic I’d seen the others do, such as Kegan’s mirror travel, or Asami’s healing, was silent. But then again, they were far more practiced than I was. “A magic word?”

“Magic has no language,” the researcher told me. “Or it has all languages. Words are mainly used to focus the mind and energy of the one casting. Be clear about your intentions. You don’t need a special incantation.”

“Right,” I muttered as I stared down at the teddy bear and cleared my throat. “Okay, um… We’re looking for Aidan McKenna. A phoenix. Find him.”

Nothing happened. I had a feeling something was supposed to happen.

“Try again,” Asami said. “Focus your intentions.”

“Maybe it would help if… if we all said his name,” I suggested. “If we all direct our intentions, I’ll channel it.”

“Alright,” Kylah said on my other side, and then she looked around at the others and began to chant. “Aidan McKenna. Aidan McKenna.”

One by one, the others all joined in. A low chorus surrounded me as I stared hard at the teddy bear, and I directed not just my mind but my magic toward it. This was unlike any magic I’d ever tried, something beyond the strict territory of my own affinity. This was an extension of that, an attempt at true, learned magic.

Find him, I thought. Find Aidan. Show us where to go. Find him. Find him. Find him.

And slowly, a silvery line began to appear.

It was brighter than the faint lines I always saw swirling around the others’ ankles, which were now so faint and so common I could usually tune them out with almost no effort. No, this was something else. Ten times brighter. A hundred times. The ends coiled around the teddy bear like an anchor, and the silvery thread wound out toward the front door and then through it.

“It worked,” Kylah breathed and let out a relieved sound.

For a long moment, we all just watched as the glowing line of Aidan’s aura shimmered a few inches above the floor.

“How long will it last?” I asked.

“Until you see him,” Asami said. “His physical body, I mean.”

I nodded, but I was prevented from further comment when there was a knock at the door.

I tensed, as did Kylah on my right and Asami on my left, but Carmen and Artemis did not. In fact, my sister calmly walked toward the front door.

“Monkey, wait,” I said. “We don’t know who--”

“Who I called?” Carmen cut me off, and she opened the front door to reveal Ralph, Conleth, and Helen standing on the front porch. “Sorry about the mess. Rough night.”

“I’ll say,” Helen remarked as she stepped inside.

Her eyes widened as she looked around at the ruined room, the torn drapes, the mirror shards, and the stray feathers. Then her gaze finally came to rest on Pyrrha, who looked, frankly, wretched, and her brow furrowed in concern.

“What happened?” she asked as she stepped toward Pyrrha, who sniffed, turned away, and rubbed roughly at her eyes.

“I think we’d all like to know,” Ralph agreed soberly, so the six of us filled him, Conleth, and Helen in. On our plan for Pandemonium, on coming back to this chaos, and on Aidan’s kidnapping.

“Good god,” Conleth muttered when I was finished, and he immediately turned to Pyrrha. “You poor thing. I’m so sorry.”

“We need you guys to stay here and keep an eye on Pyrrha while we rescue Aidan,” I said, because it was the only reason why Carmen would’ve called them, and I had to admit, they were a good choice.

Ralph, like Artemis, was a werewolf who could tear assailants clean in two if needed. Conleth was a phoenix and a social worker Pyrrha already knew and liked. And Helen was a girl her age.

Plus, I hadn’t missed the beginnings of friendship blossoming between the two teenagers, and I doubted Carmen had, either. Maybe Helen, another survivor of the Phoenix group, could help Pyrrha navigate her own trauma and offer the girl a hand out of the darkness.

“Is Pyrrha still in danger?” Ralph asked and was suddenly a picture of fatherly concern.

“We don’t think so, but it’s better safe than sorry,” I said. “Whoever attacked Sami and Kegan while the rest of us were at Pandemonium wasn’t fazed by our wards.”

“Well, going off that damned chimera, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had other sacrilegious plots up their sleeve,” the werewolf man said darkly. “That’s fine, we’ll keep her safe. You have my word.”

“And mine,” Conleth added, and at his side, Helen nodded firmly.

“Thanks.” I smiled at them all and felt tired but relieved. “It… it means a lot that you’re all here.”

“That’s community for you, Rivera,” Ralph said. “There when you need it.”

“Seriously, though, sorry I called you out of the blue,” my sister interjected. “It just… seemed like the best option.”

“It’s really fine,” Ralph assured her with a warm smile. “Lycanthropes tend to go to bed late, anyway.”

“Which,” Conleth added in a dry tone, “I’m sure you can imagine is difficult when they’re married to someone who likes to rise with the dawning sun.”

Ralph rolled his eyes good-naturedly, but the mood sobered as we turned back to the matter at hand.

“Sami’s staying here, too,” Kylah said. “The wards need to be refortified before something else thinks about attacking while we’re vulnerable. And she’s in no state to fight, anyway.”

“I’m not that bad,” Asami argued and looked a little annoyed. “Just dizzy.”

“Sami, we both know what ‘not that bad’ really looks like, and this isn’t it,” Kylah pointed out, and I reluctantly agreed.

The researcher still looked unsteady on her feet, and while I had no doubt of her intelligence, I didn’t much like the idea of her going up against more of those strange men. Especially if they’d been the ones to already deal so much damage.

“You’ve always been the brains, Sami,” I said to her. “Stay here and rest. Repair the wards if you can. The five of us will be the brawn.”

“Agreed.” Artemis nodded.

Asami shot her friend an irritated look but didn’t protest.

“At least let me help you a bit first,” she said to Kegan and me and extended her hands.

I gave her one of mine, and Kegan did the same, and when I touched her skin, I felt a soft, warm glow spread from my fingers, up my arm, and deep into my chest.

“There,” Asami said as she dropped our hands. “A little more energy.”

“You shouldn’t do that, Sami,” Kegan remarked with a frown. “You’ll exhaust yourself.”

“Better me here, than you all out there,” she said. “Leo depleted himself at Pandemonium, and you took a pretty major beating earlier.”

As she said this, Asami’s dark eyes darted to Pyrrha. The phoenix girl’s expression tightened slightly, but she said nothing. No doubt, under all her guilt and worry, she felt a bit bad about how hard Asami and Kegan would have fought to defend her brother. Because I knew they would’ve fought with everything they had.

“I didn’t take any damage,” Pyrrha insisted. “I have a good handle on my powers, so please, let me come with you.”

“No,” I said firmly and in unison with Artemis.

“I saw you hold your own,” the werewolf woman continued. “But this is not the same as that. This is more dangerous, and you’ll be a danger to us, to yourself, and to Aidan.”

“I can--”

“Pyrrha,” Asami cut in, “I can promise you, I have had a great deal more fight training than you. But I’m staying behind, because the others are right. My talents are best suited elsewhere.”

“You can repair the wards,” Pyrrha huffed. “What am I supposed to do? Sit on my hands? Play housekeeper and clean up this mess?”

She waved a hand at the shambles that had previously been our lounge area.

“I don’t care what you do, as long as you’re out of danger,” I said. “Just be ready for when we bring Aidan back.”

Pyrrha’s face twisted, and I could tell she was winding up for another argument. Before she could start, I picked up the teddy bear from the center of the tracking spell, and the girl’s mouth snapped shut as she stared at the stuffed animal.

The glowing thread stayed tangled around it, and some part of me, a tiny part, believed if I just tugged on the silver line, Aidan would be pulled toward us, like it was a child leash or something.

But I logically knew that wasn’t going to happen. We had to go get him. Before anything else could happen to him.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kylah head upstairs, and she came back with her set of knives, since we hadn’t been able to bring weapons with us to Pandemonium. She handed one to me, one to Kegan, one to Carmen, and kept the other two for herself.

Artemis went unarmed as ever, since her body was the only weapon she needed.

Pyrrha saw us preparing, and this was the final straw. She broke down into furious tears and began yelling obscenities, begging us, cursing us, but we all ignored it. She was scared, and she was in pain, and the most effective remedy would be to bring Aidan back safely.

“I’ll never forgive you for this!” the phoenix girl screamed as we walked toward the front door.

I heard her struggling to get the words out between furious, sobbing breaths, and she was weeping so hard we could hear every shaking intake of breath. I wondered if Ralph or Conleth had put their arms around her, half in a hug and half to hold her back from following us.

But I didn’t look back. I couldn’t afford to. I had to keep focused on the job, on saving her brother. And I had to trust Ralph and Conleth would calm her down and keep her safe.

“Never!” Pyrrha sobbed as Carmen, Kegan, Kylah, Artemis, and finally myself filed out of the front door.

None of us looked back. None of us could bear to.

“I’ll never fucking forgive you!”


Chapter 12

The air rang with the echo of Pyrrha’s furious cries, but I forced them out of my head. Being distracted now would only serve to harm our efforts to safely retrieve Aidan, and that was now our paramount goal.

I looked down at Aidan’s worn teddy bear, still with the softly glowing silver thread tangled around it.

“They can’t have taken him far,” Kegan said as we paused on the porch.

I saw he was watching me with a concerned expression, and I tried to school my features into something more neutral and determined and less distressed.

“You think?” I asked.

“It was only an hour or so ago,” the blond man told me. “They might have been scouting you all out at Pandemonium to check if it was worth coming here.”

“Carmen didn’t sense anything,” I said, and I looked to my sister.

My sister noticed she was being talked about, and she looked over at us and shook her head.

“Nothing,” she confirmed. “I think they were always looking for Aidan, always focusing on him. They must have seen the six of us leave and taken it as a sign to move in on the boy.”

“But why?” Kylah asked as her brow furrowed. “Aidan’s a child, he couldn’t pose any danger.”

“Maybe they think he saw something that could identify them,” I suggested. “Remember what Sami said? The Phoenix group relies on secrecy, on no one knowing exactly who they are or what they do. They’re cautious. So, if there’s even a chance Aidan could blow their cover, they would come after him.”

“He’s a child,” the blonde woman reiterated bitterly. “He means no one any harm.”

“It’s fucked up,” my sister agreed as she frowned and folded her arms. “Which is why we’re going to bring him home to his sister and kill anyone who tries to mess with that plan.”

“Agreed,” I said. “And I think we’ll accomplish that much faster on wheels than on foot.”

Our townhouse had two spaces, one of which was empty, but the other contained Carmen’s beloved, beat-up old truck.

Since it was her truck, my sister was going to drive, and I sat shotgun with Aidan’s teddy clutched in my hands while Kylah, Artemis, and Kegan squeezed into the back. And it was a squeeze. If Pyrrha had come with us like she’d wished, she would’ve had to illegally perch on Kylah’s lap in the middle of the back seat. We’d done it before with Asami, but somehow it seemed more illegal when a teenager was the one who would be sent flying if we crashed.

Either way, when we retrieved Aidan and came back with him, he would have to sit on someone’s lap. Maybe we could make the seatbelts stretch around him and Kylah, like strapping him into a baby carrier.

“We need to get another car at some point,” Artemis suddenly said, as if she’d read my thoughts.

I twisted around to look at her, and she looked more than a little uncomfortable, crammed up against the driver’s side back window. Kegan was broad-shouldered, and Artemis herself was also pretty stocky, so it would have been a tight fit even without lithe Kylah between them.

Carmen reversed out of the driveway and onto the street, and I refocused my efforts on the tracking spell.

The silvery line was trailing along the road.

“Monkey--” I started.

“I see it,” she said, and she glanced in her mirrors before putting on her turn signal. “Why’s it following the road? I thought it’d be a straight line.”

“Aura shows where you’ve been,” Kylah said. “Like a trail. It will show where Aidan was physically brought, not just where he currently is now.”

“Just as well, otherwise we’d be using a compass and having to account for buildings being in the way,” Kegan added with a frown.

“If it’s along the road, then they must’ve been in a vehicle,” I said. “If they have an hour or so head start, they could be pretty far away by now.”

“Assuming they even take him that far away,” Artemis pointed out. “They might not be bringing him all the way back to Phoenix.”

“What else would they be doing, though?” Carmen asked as she followed the silver trail down another street, and I noticed we were following signs to the highway, which meant Aidan had probably been taken out of the city. “If they wanted him dead, they would’ve killed him in the townhouse.”

“Maybe even the Phoenix lot are above murdering children in cold blood,” Artemis suggested, though none of us believed it, and I knew she didn’t, either.

“I’m guessing the attackers were the same as before,” Carmen said, and she glanced in her rearview mirror to make eye contact with Kegan for just a moment. “Those… strange guys.”

“I think so.” Kegan nodded. “I didn’t really get a good look at them. They caught Sami and me by surprise.”

“She said their auras were human,” I agreed with a frown. “So they wouldn’t have set off the wards.”

“Same as last time,” Kylah sighed. “It wasn’t the wards that tipped us off, it was Carmen. We just didn’t realize the problem was their auras, not the wards being neglected.”

“I still don’t understand how they can… be like that,” I said. “There was something wrong about their auras, they weren’t… natural.”

“Like the chimera,” my sister pointed out. “Not as extreme, but just… like it was a regular aura being put through a funhouse mirror or something. Just… off-kilter.”

“Setting aside the moral argument against such a thing,” Kegan said, “the Phoenix group has found a way to undermine a lot of magical protections. If a creature’s aura is human, but they’ve been… I don’t know, in some way augmented, that could do a lot of damage to pretty much any ward you can imagine.”

“Even the Order’s?” I asked, and I twisted around to look at the blond man, but it was a little difficult since he was in the seat directly behind mine.

Instead, I locked eyes with Kylah, and her expression was grave.

“The Order’s wards are strong, but they’re still beholden to the laws of magic,” she said. “Humans don’t naturally have magical potential anymore. Centuries of separation via the veil, and humanity turning toward technology and abandoning their magical roots, means they’re essentially shadows for ward magic. Blind spots. Full humans, non-seers, don’t even have visible auras. But even the strongest wards can’t block out seers.”

“It’s a trade-off,” Artemis added. “Humans don’t have any natural magical weaknesses, like iron to the Fair Folk, or daylight to vampires. It’s because they’re not naturally attuned to magic anymore. Knowingly or not, they forfeited magical skill for relative immunity to magical barriers.”

“And the Phoenix group is now capitalizing on that,” I said grimly. “By that logic, their plans could be decades in the making. If we assume their goals are the same as Scratch’s and Amaryllis’, and they want to tear down the veil.”

“And rule over the ashes of humanity,” my sister added as her grip tightened around the steering wheel. “Either way, we know from the Fae Queen that they’re after some kind of immortality, some kind of eternal and absolute power. And we know they’re not above pulling sick experiments and murdering innocent people to get it.”

“Some of them might not even be after the power,” Kegan said. “Phoenix is approving and funding magical experiments beyond what most would ever see. They clearly aren’t worried about ethical considerations. That’ll attract a particular type of person.”

“Mad scientists,” I said with a nod. “Like whoever created the chimera, I bet.”

We continued driving on and left the city, and we followed the highway for about an hour before we got off again. Then Aidan’s shimmering aura line led us across dusty wastelands, unpaved backroads, and trails no vehicle would ever have thought to drive along unless they knew exactly where they were going.

At last, on a two-lane road that was at least paved with gravel, we saw the silvery line turn sharply off into a dusty driveway path.

“There.” I pointed, but I knew Carmen had to have seen it, too. Even without the tracking spell, she was almost as attuned to auras as I was.

“Got it,” my sister said and turned off the road. There was a fence, marking the beginning of a private property line, but the dusty track continued on a long trail into scrubby trees. “Wherever he is must be back there.”

“This doesn’t exactly look like the headquarters of an organization as deadly as Phoenix,” I remarked as the five of us got out of the truck.

We all checked we had our weapons, and then we headed down the track where Aidan’s aura beckoned to us.

“The Phoenix group must have safe houses or something,” Kylah said as we walked. “Places away from the main base so they can monitor experiments, stretch their reach, observe people like the McKennas.”

“We’re two hours out of the city,” Carmen muttered. “This seems like a pretty far distance for observing two kids.”

“Then I’m going to guess this place’s primary function isn’t observation,” Kegan said grimly, but he didn’t say what we were all thinking.

But if this place wasn’t for observation, what was its primary function?

I was as sure that I didn’t want to know as I was that we would find it out anyway.

We soon came upon an old house of some sort. It looked ancient, derelict, and made seemingly entirely of wooden planks. It had two floors, boarded-up windows, and a porch that looked as if it could give someone splinters just from looking at it.

And Aidan’s aura line led directly inside.

“That place is tiny,” Carmen said as her eyes scanned over the structure. “Looks like there couldn’t be too many in there.”

“Which almost certainly means there are loads of them,” Artemis said, and her nose crinkled. “I can smell a lot of… bodies. I don’t know what, precisely. But they have numbers.”

“A small space is a small space, though,” Kylah said. “If they can only attack one or two at a time, we’ll have the advantage.”

“Do any of you have a read on Aidan?” Kegan asked as he looked at me, Carmen, and Artemis.

“Aside from the tracking spell?” my sister asked. “No.”

“Me, neither.” Artemis shook her head. “I can’t pick out individuals, not from this distance. And not from among so many others.”

“But his aura leads us here,” Kylah said. “And the spell is still active, meaning he’s still alive.”

I looked at the blonde woman sharply, and I wondered if she had ever been planning to mention to Carmen and me that a tracking spell would apparently just cut out if the subject being tracked died. Then again, Pyrrha had been in the room when we’d left, and it would’ve been counterproductive to mention her brother dying. The poor girl had been distraught enough already.

I hoped Ralph, Conleth, and Helen were managing to calm her a little and comfort her in some small way. She’d said she would never forgive us, but I had to believe she knew we wouldn’t come back without her brother. We’d return with Aidan, or not at all. That had to count for something, and I was sure she knew that, even if she hadn’t been focused on it in the heat of the moment.

“Alive is good,” Carmen said, but I could see from her wide-eyed expression that she also hadn’t realized the spell would cut off if Aidan died.

Though, when I thought about it, I supposed it did make sense.

“I don’t see any other auras,” I said as I stared at the cabin’s doorway. “If there’s anyone supernatural in there, I can’t sense them. They might not be the same as the men who attacked us before.”

Those men’s auras had been incredibly bright but nonetheless human. Here, if I concentrated, I could see the familiar wisps of Kylah, Kegan’s and Artemis’ auras alongside the beacon of Aidan’s, but no others.

“How likely do you think these people are employing regular humans?” Kegan asked with a doubtful frown.

“Definitely not,” Artemis said. “There must be some kind of illusion or cloaking.”

“Then we should have some of our own,” Kylah said as her expression grew determined. “Take any advantages we have. Leo, can you boost me?”

Without hesitation, I placed my hand on the blonde woman’s shoulder and sent a gentle surge of energy toward her, and she inhaled sharply through her nose at the sudden rush of strength.

Then Kylah gave me a smile and raised her hands, and I was met with the sensation of something cool and light and gauzy settling over my skin, like a thin veil separating me from the rest of the world.

But, when I looked around at the others, I realized it wasn’t just me. When Kylah’s aura was amplified, she was able to make all five of us invisible.

“Are you okay with this, Leo?” she asked. “I know you pushed yourself pretty hard at Pandemonium.”

“I’m fine, really,” I assured her. “Like Sami said back in Oregon, my affinity is for manipulating auras, it doesn’t exhaust me in the same way. I might not be able to do any fancy tricks with light, but I can amplify yours.”

She gave me another warm smile, and I could see how much it meant to her to have someone she could rely upon. I knew this was a worry for her-- for both Campbell siblings. Until a few months ago, when Carmen and I had come along, the only people they’d really been able to rely upon had been each other, since Asami was so focused on research and healing at the Sanctuary, and the Campbells themselves were being scrutinized at every turn.

“We’re right by your side,” I promised Kylah, and then the five of us set off toward the rickety house.

Artemis led us, then Kylah with my hand on her shoulder, and Carmen and Kegan bringing up the rear. To make the invisibility more effective, we had to stay close, and Kylah needed to be in the center of our group, so we moved carefully to avoid disturbing the veil any more than necessary.

I wasn’t sure how well Kylah’s invisibility strategy would work inside the house. Whoever Artemis had detected clearly wasn’t the same as the men who’d attacked our home, but that didn’t mean they weren’t also able to see auras. If they were, the invisibility wouldn’t be much use, but even so, it made me feel a bit more secure than just walking in undisguised.

As we approached the door, I wondered if it was locked, but before I could voice this concern, Artemis took the door knob in one hand, and with a sharp twist of her wrist, snapped it clean off.

The door swung open harmlessly, and darkness welcomed us.

“Everyone ready?” the werewolf woman asked in a low voice, and we all murmured assent. “Alright then, in we go.”

“No turning back now,” my sister murmured from behind me as the five of us went in.

Inside, the house looked as derelict and abandoned as outside, which immediately set all of us on edge. Worse, Aidan’s aura line had somehow become a tangled mess, like he’d run all around the house several times.

“I… don’t sense anything,” Carmen said, and she sounded confused and uneasy. “No immediate danger, anyway. What gives?”

“We’re missing something,” Kylah murmured “Aidan’s aura is…”

“Tangled,” Kegan finished. “Or confused. It’s possible there’s a magical disturbance messing things up, similar to the dead zone around the chimera in Oregon.”

“It would make sense, for Phoenix,” I said darkly. “But if that’s the case, how do we find Aidan?”

“The old-fashioned way, I guess,” my sister said with a shrug. “Artemis, can you still--?”

“Smell people? Yeah,” the werewolf woman answered. “They’re definitely here. Not entirely sure where, though. ”

“We should split up,” I said. “Investigate the whole house.”

“Are you sure splitting up is a good idea?” my sister asked.

“It’s a small house,” I pointed out. “We’ll be fine, as long as we don’t strike out alone. Artemis, you go with Kylah and take the upstairs. Kegan, Monkey, you’re with me. Shout if you find anything.”

“Sounds good,” the amber-eyed woman said with a nod, and she and Kylah headed for the creaking staircase to the house’s upper floor.

Between Artemis’ werewolf strength and Kylah’s faerie light, I reckoned the two of them would be as competent as Kegan, Carmen, and myself, despite having one fewer person.

“Room by room,” I said to Carmen and Kegan. “And we stay close.”

“Sounds good,” my sister said, and the three of us did just that.

We carefully passed through doorways while checking for clues or traps, with Carmen sending out as many of her ‘vibes’ feelers as she could.

But she came up empty.

“Still nothing,” she said with a perplexed scowl. “But Aidan’s aura line leads here. If he’d left, it would continue on from here, even if it was tangled, right?”

“Surely,” Kegan agreed. “Which means he must be here somewhere.”

“Well, he’s nowhere on the upper level,” came Artemis’ voice, and we looked up to see her and Kylah descending the stairs. “There’s nothing there at all, alive or dead. No supplies, just some old furniture. And enough cobwebs to stock a Spirit Halloween.”

“We’re missing something,” Kylah said again. “I just don’t know what.”

I looked around us. Aidan’s aura led here, so he had to be somewhere. Kegan, Carmen, and I had checked every room of the lower level, from a rusting kitchen, to a dank dining room, to a hearth with ashes so old they’d begun to turn moldy. And I was sure Artemis and Kylah were just as thorough.

But there was still no sign of Aidan, or his attackers, or even where they might have gone. The silvery lines of his aura were a meaningless tangle with no clear exit from the knot.

I stared hard at the mess of lines scribbled across the floor, like a kid had gotten way too enthusiastic while coloring. I couldn’t make out one glowing thread from another, since it was all the same color, and some places had been overlapped so many times the lines obscured what was on the floor below them.

And then I saw it.

“There,” I said, and I pointed not at the mess of aura lines, but the floor underneath.

Where, almost imperceptible thanks to years of accumulated grime and now Aidan’s aura, was a hatch.

“Underground,” Kylah breathed. “They’re working underground.”

“Which means there’s no telling how many there are, and there’s probably only one point of entry or exit,” Artemis said in a grim voice.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re not leaving without Aidan, and we can’t let them continue whatever it is they’re doing, either.”

Kegan helped me heave back the hatch door, and what was especially telling was how the hinges were completely silent and well-oiled despite the grubby state of the door itself.

It was near pitch-black inside the hatch, with a wooden ladder leading down into the darkness.

“I’ll go first,” Artemis said. “I can see decently well in the dark.”

“I’ll go next,” Kylah added. “I can light the way for the rest of us.”

We climbed down into the hatch in the same order we’d entered the house, and moments later we found ourselves in a surprisingly spacious hallway.

“This is way bigger than I was expecting,” my sister whispered as she stepped off the last rung of the ladder. “This must be a pretty big operation.”

“There aren’t any buildings nearby,” Kegan said in an equally low tone. “There’s no telling how big this facility is.”

“Big enough that they felt like they had to scramble Aidan’s aura,” I said. “Artemis, can you--”

I was halfway through asking the werewolf woman a question when Carmen suddenly gasped.

“Leo--!” she began, but that was all she managed to say before we were descended upon.

Kylah sent out a burst of light, and the shimmering orb rose to the top of the hallway cavern we were in and stayed there, like a tiny sun. I almost wished she hadn’t, because though it allowed us to actually see who and what was attacking us, one look at them sent something deep inside me shuddering with visceral disgust.

Visually, these creatures looked the same as the men who’d attacked us in our townhouse, but something about them was just… off. Maybe in how they shambled toward us, as if they would be better suited to all fours.

It didn’t really matter, though, because they were quick and numerous.

Four tackled Artemis in unison, like they knew the only way to beat the werewolf woman was to overwhelm her. Two each descended on the rest of us, and my world narrowed to the desperate blur of combat. Of just me and my opponent and victory by any means necessary.

My life was on the line. A little boy’s life was on the line.

I wasn’t going to lose.

Kylah’s knife glittered in my hand as I slashed at these men, and I targeted throats and hearts and faces underneath thick black masks, like burglars from a Hollywood movie. Deep crimson blood spattered across my face, the walls of this hallway cavern, and the clothes of our attackers, but they kept moving, as if they didn’t even feel the blade puncturing their flesh.

I could barely see what the others were doing between the stark shadows caused by Kylah’s orb and the press of over ten bodies in this narrow space. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Artemis was holding her own just fine, even against four large men. If these really were men, because something was definitely not right about them. The werewolf woman leaped onto one man’s back and wrapped her legs around his shoulders for purchase while her hands gripped the sides of his head, tore it hard to the side, and snapped his neck instantaneously.

Meanwhile, Carmen and Kegan were back to back, guarding one another’s blind spots as they fought, and Kylah, with a blade in each hand, parried and defended against two assailants at once with confident grace.

It wasn’t long before our group had whittled down the swarm of attackers to just one, and Artemis pounced on him. She wrestled him to the ground with her foot pressing on his arm, which prevented him from moving, and her hands wrapped around his skull in a headlock. He struggled, but to no avail.

“Get his mask off!” she cried out while grunting slightly from the effort, but somehow I suspected it was less about keeping the man pinned and more about pinning him without killing him.

The masks were definitely strange, and I understood the amber-eyed woman’s curiosity about what these men had to hide. Additionally, they had no mouth slits, not as far as I could see, anyway, so interrogating him about Aidan’s whereabouts would be easier without it.

I crouched down and grabbed the man’s mask. The material was thick, soft, and slipped off him easily, but when I leaned back and looked at his face, my jaw dropped.

The man-- or, this creature, because even if he had been a man once, he certainly wasn’t anymore-- had eyes I could only really describe as… wrong. They were more like blobs of liquid mercury implanted into his eye sockets, but they were far larger than normal eyes, and around each of them was angry-looking red and pink tissue, like he’d had a recent surgery that was still healing.

“What the fuck…” Carmen muttered from behind me.

I gritted my teeth, and I steeled my resolve as my hands clenched into fists around the mask.

“Where’s the boy?” I asked harshly. “Where’s Aidan?”

The man didn’t respond, though whether that was because he didn’t want to or he actually physically couldn’t, I didn’t know.

“Where is he?” I demanded and shook him a little. “Aidan McKenna! What have you done with him?”

“Oh, that’s quite enough of that, now,” a cool and unbothered voice answered, and my head jerked up.

That voice had not come from the creature with the strange eyes.

“Enough of this,” Artemis muttered under her breath, and I heard a ‘crack’ as the creature’s neck was snapped like the one before him, and he went limp in her arms. She got to her feet, brushed herself off, and squinted into the darkness, where I was just beginning to make out the vague shape of a man.

He came closer to us, to the orb of light Kylah had produced, and let himself be illuminated. He looked normal, with regular eyes that were a chillingly pale blue, very fair skin, and very dark hair that looked black in the stark shadows of the hallway.

“I admit,” the man continued. “I’m quite impressed with all of you having made it this far. You have succeeded where many before you have failed. But I do not appreciate you recklessly destroying my toys. Not when they take so long to put together.”

“These things are your toys?” my sister asked in a venomous tone.

“It doesn’t matter,” the man went on, as if Carmen hadn’t spoken. “You made it this far, but your efforts are in vain.”

“What does that man?” Kegan asked, and his voice was threaded with a cold vein of panic. “Where’s Aidan? What have you done to him?”

“I am merely tying up a loose end,” the man said in a bored tone, like he was discussing the weather. “You needn’t concern yourselves. I’m in a generous mood, I admit, and I’m curious to see what you all might be capable of next. If you leave, now, I will let you. You can return to your home, to your sixth little friend, to the boy’s sister, and you may live in peace.”

“Like hell,” I growled.

“We’re not leaving without Aidan,” Kegan agreed, and now his voice was cold and harsh in a manner I’d almost never heard before.

It was something I wasn’t used to seeing from him, but I was glad for it now. This was a man who would fight with everything he had to save a scared, innocent little boy.

“Then you do so on your own heads,” the man said.

“Give us Aidan,” Kegan demanded. “We’re not leaving without him, so you might as well hand him over now and be done with it.”

The blue-eyed man just laughed, and the sound bounced off the tunnel walls and echoed around us ominously.

“Do you really expect me to believe that?” the man asked when he regained his composure.

“We’ll leave you in peace,” I lied. “You and… whatever these weird creatures are, your toys. Just give us Aidan, and we’ll go quietly.”

The man smiled at us all, and the gesture was cold and ruthless.

“You, my boy, are a terrible liar,” he said and seemed amused by my offer.

Then his face hardened, and he called out in a voice like stone.

“Eyes! Kill them all!”


Chapter 13

A new horde of attackers descended on us as if from nowhere. They materialized out of the shadows with their thick black masks and freshly-sharpened weapons, and the man who controlled them disappeared in the rush of new bodies. Again and again, we slashed and stabbed, and Kylah sent out bursts of incinerating bright light to reduce our assailants to cinders.

But as I cut them down, one after another, I realized two things. The first being that the way these creatures crowded around us was probably the only reason we weren’t being overwhelmed and cut to ribbons. They were numerous, and no doubt enhanced by magic or surgery or some nightmarish combination of both. But they were also stupid. Whoever created them had been so focused on making them pliant that they’d neglected to leave any sense of originality, of ingenuity, of intelligence.

I wondered if that was a kindness to the people these things had once been, whoever they’d been. Random humans off the streets of Los Angeles? From Phoenix? Stray supernaturals like the ones who’d gone missing in Oregon, or the werewolves being murdered by Legion?

I prayed, for my team’s sakes as much as these creatures’, that there was no consciousness left in them. If there really was a God in some capacity, these things would really just be machines with no awareness of what they were doing. Killing them, cutting through them, was a mercy at this point.

Either way, they behaved mindlessly and stupidly now. They crowded around us in this narrow space, and my team and I were able to pick them off far more easily than if they’d had the tactical wherewithal to hang back and strike in groups of three or four. It was almost pitifully easy, but I knew some of it was the skill Carmen and I had acquired in our time in the magical world, some of it was how Artemis was legendarily, awe-inspiringly strong, and some of it was how the Campbells were ruthlessly well-trained and Kylah could fry things into ash with a stern look.

“Leo!” Carmen’s cry rose above the cacophony of slashing weapons and the creatures’ dying wails.

She didn’t sound desperate or terrified, so I wasn’t immediately panicked by the sound of her calling for me. I turned my head as I sank Kylah’s silver knife into the collar of one of the so-called ‘Eyes,’ and I raised a foot to kick them back off my blade for good measure.

“Monkey,” I said, mostly to acknowledge I’d heard her, and there was the soft thud of a body knocking into my own as Carmen leaned against me, back to back. “You doing okay?”

“Just fine,” she said sarcastically before she slashed her own knife across one of the creatures’ throats, and a spurt of crimson arched through the air in the blade’s wake. “But that guy… he called these things ‘Eyes.’ Like… you don’t think-- you don’t think they’re actually Eyes, do you?”

Something cold ran through me, and for a second-- no, not even that, a half-second, a quarter-second-- I froze as something deep inside me was shaken by the idea. It was like a record skipping, like my entire body was thrown off just one beat. But I recovered quickly, just in time to thrust my blade deep into the eye socket of one of the attackers. I knew I’d gotten the eye socket even through the thick black mask covering its face because of the foul-smelling liquid that leaked out of the wound, and the sickening sensation of something popping under the force of my thrust.

“No,” I said to my sister and quickly found my rhythm again. “No, it’s just-- it’s some sick mind game of theirs, some fucked-up joke.”

It had to be. Even these people, even Phoenix, wouldn’t go that far. There had to be a line, somewhere, a line they would refuse to cross.

Then again, we were only here because they’d kidnapped an eight-year-old boy, so what did I know?

It didn’t bear thinking about, not now. Whatever had been done to these people, whoever and whatever they’d been before, was irreversible. They were dead in all the ways that mattered, and we’d come here to rescue Aidan. I wasn’t going to endanger a little boy’s life on a fool’s hope of trying to undo something we had no idea how to undo, if such a thing was even possible.

Even so, I remembered the chimera in Oregon. How it had unsettled something visceral inside me, something primal. Some deep evolutionary reasoning had been disturbed at the sight of the creature, like the uncanny valley effect, which was supposedly about people being infected with rabies. Human but not-human at the same time, just a little off, and therefore, extremely dangerous.

“That asshole didn’t seem like the joking type,” my sister grunted, and she jerked her head in the direction we’d last seen the blue-eyed man.

“Doesn’t matter anyway, Monkey.” I thrust the blade deep into the chest of another creature, and it keeled over almost at once.

These things seemed unusually fragile, like they were held together with paper clips and powerful magic.

Like they were paper dolls on strings.

“There’s no saving them now,” I added as I flicked the blood off my blade.

Carmen didn’t say anything, which I knew meant she agreed with me but didn’t like that she did.

The horde was beginning to thin now. Maybe the ‘Eyes,’ whatever they were, still had the ability to learn. Maybe they were figuring out they would live a lot longer if they didn’t mindlessly charge onto the business ends of our weapons. Or maybe we had killed so many of them that their leader was running out of cannon fodder.

When the last creature’s throat was crushed to dust in one of Artemis’ hands, we turned our attention to the man with the chillingly-blue eyes.

He stood amidst the carnage, and I realized for the first time he was dressed all in white. A stark white suit jacket, shirt, waistcoat, tie, and pants. All were completely spotless, save for a few tiny specks of scarlet on the hems of his pants and his polished white shoes. He looked so jarringly out of place and yet, somehow, like he belonged. Purveyor of this tragedy and destruction, orchestrator of death and misery.

I’d never really believed in God. Not as most people conceptualized it. Even now, I figured if there was some greater power out there, it was probably beyond our human comprehension. An ant couldn’t understand a human’s mind, it was too simple, its world too small. In the same way, how could we humans hope to understand a construct as complicated and powerful as a god?

However, as I looked at the man, with his pale eyes and paler skin and dark, dark hair… I knew, deep in my bones, that if I were ever to imagine what a demon would look like, this was it. Humanity stretched to its cruelest, all kind things worn away to stark blacks and whites and that unnervingly-bright blue of his eyes.

And he stood so very, very calmly in the center of his work, the bloodbath he’d wrought. Even if he hadn’t made these creatures, he had ordered their deaths.

“Well,” he said. “That was a waste of everyone’s time and effort.”

Though his voice was definitely human, since it lacked the strange, silky musicality I’d come to recognize in the Seelie Court, there was still something not quite right about it. It took me a moment to realize it was how he lacked any inflection whatsoever. He spoke in a completely flat tone, as if he was doing nothing more interesting than reading from a phone book.

I’d expected him to be furious after we’d cut through all his ‘Eyes’ so easily. He’d sounded angry when he’d given the order. But now? It was like none of that had even really mattered.

My skin prickled uncomfortably. He was playing with us, even if I didn’t know the exact nature of his game. Yet.

“Was it?” I asked coldly. “Who’s going to defend you now?”

“If you think I am the one here who needs defending, I think you might need to reassess this situation,” the man said, still in his perfectly-flat voice.

“Tell us where Aidan is, right now!” Kegan suddenly thundered as he stepped up beside me.

I was still taken aback by the force and unbridled anger in his tone. Of the six of us, he’d always been the slowest to rage and arguably the most rational. But here, there was no excuse for him to hold it back, to try and remain calm. A little boy’s life was on the line, and I knew the blond man had been the closest to Aidan of all of us. I couldn’t blame his anger, and I certainly wasn’t going to dissuade it.

“Or what?” the pale man asked. “You’ll kill me? And what happens to him then?”

“Never mind what’ll happen to him,” Kegan warned. “Worry about what will happen to you.”

The pale man’s blue eyes flicked up and down over Kegan, quick and appraising, like a valuation specialist at an auction. Judging from how the man’s expression didn’t flicker, he found Kegan wanting.

“I have received many threats from many people, boy,” the pale man said, and his total lack of emotion made him seem bored with us, with Kegan. “Most of which were a great deal more intimidating than you. What makes you think you’ll be the one to finally offer a threat real enough to set me against my goals?”

“I’m the one standing in front of you right now, with a weapon,” the blond man answered as he lifted his chin.

“And he’s not the only one who can make threats,” I added.

I heard a soft growl behind me as Artemis bared her teeth in a snarl, and I knew the posture she would have adopted, with her arms slightly raised, poised to strike.

“Once again, you fail to see the primary issue with your point,” the man said. “What could the five of you possibly wreak?”

“Well, we just decimated your forces,” I pointed out.

“There are others, and I can always make more,” the man said as he waved his hand in a completely unconcerned gesture. “As a matter of fact, I already have an ideal candidate for the next. Children are more fragile, admittedly, but if they survive the process, they are far more obedient. More… pliable.”

“You bastard!” Kegan snarled.

Then, with seemingly no regard for his own safety, he charged toward the pale man as one of Kylah’s knives glittered menacingly in his hand.

Kegan was large. He was taller than me and almost as broad, and I knew he was strong. He could hold himself in a fight no problem, and when he hit someone, they felt it. But the pale man’s face didn’t register a flicker of anything other than boredom as Kegan rushed at him, and then he dodged the blond man’s onslaught at the last moment.

It was again like a record had skipped in my body, like a few frames of a movie had just been cut out. One moment, the pale man was directly in Kegan’s path. The next, he’d somehow dodged Kegan so fast, I didn’t even see him move. He was simply a few feet to the left now, and a small dagger had appeared in his palm and was now resting against Kegan’s throat.

“Kegan!” Carmen and Kylah shouted in unison, but neither of them moved toward him.

The pale man had Kegan’s back pressed to his front, and he kept the blond man in place by lightly pressing the edge of that dagger to his throat. It was a move Kegan could have easily escaped from, but the blade, dainty and no doubt wickedly sharp, would only need a small cut across his jugular to ensure his death.

“Now, I believe you’re all smart enough to realize if you make a move, your friend dies,” the pale man said calmly. “Yes? Good. I’d rather not get more blood on myself. Messy business.”

“Says the man ordering around those… things,” Carmen spat, but I could see she was trembling, likely from a combination of adrenaline and fear for Kegan. “They were people once. They had lives, people who loved them. That’s not messy to you?”

“Small minds have always struggled to comprehend the price necessary for the pursuit of knowledge,” the pale man said dismissively. “When I was a younger man, I indulged them. Tried to explain my methods, but even in the simplest terms, people refused to understand, to expand their minds beyond childish, petty constraints. It is the duty of the talented to pave the way for mere mortals. And yet, their efforts are never thanked. The true scope of their brilliance is only seen after their deaths, if at all.”

“Price?” Kylah demanded, and her voice was shaking. “You call those poor people a price? You… you mutilated them! Turned them into slaves! Murdered them!”

“You are the ones who ended their lives,” the pale man pointed out.

“And what lives they were,” I sneered. “Robbed of any sense of individuality, of freedom, being ordered around like mindless puppets.”

“Once again, small minds fail to see,” the pale man sighed, like he was bored of this conversation and couldn’t believe he was having to explain himself yet again. “You only consider them mindless puppets now? What about before? Going through the same routine every day, working, sleeping, eating. Contributing nothing meaningful to society. No great progress, no ingenious ideas. Worthless.”

“They were alive,” I snarled. “That made them worthy. A life, a whole life, with dreams, and morals, and people who loved them.”

“And what of them?” the pale man asked, and he cocked his head to the side in a very animal-like gesture. “Those things don’t mean anything, they don’t provide progress, or knowledge. They are simply distractions, foolish limits placed on the things that truly matter.”

“If that’s the case, if Aidan doesn’t mean anything to you, then give him back to us,” Artemis said in a deadly voice.

“I’m no fool, girl,” the pale man told her. “Phoenixes have powers. A kind of immortality not seen in other creatures. A rebirth, a cleansing of their sins. Such things are to be studied, not bargained away because of the soft feelings of a handful of marginally-talented freelancers.”

“How do you know we’re freelancers?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes.

“Knowledge is power, boy,” the pale man replied, and his blue gaze found mine over Kegan’s shoulder. “And I pride myself on an abundance of both. I’ve heard of Team Rivera. And, I admit, I have been impressed by your efforts-- seeing as clearly none of you are enlightened. You have done well, considering your origins. Your caliber.”

I felt like he was comparing us to dogs who’d learned a fun trick, and from what I could see, that was precisely how he wanted to make us feel.

“But,” the man continued, “I know true power. True skill. Your feats have been child’s play compared to the likes of my own works. The plans I have enacted cannot be stopped, least of all by the likes of you. Of course, I encourage you all to try, if that is what you desire. It can be… amusing, to watch ants struggle against the inevitable.”

“We’ve killed other members of the Phoenix group,” I said. “And their allies. Sullivan Scratch, for one. Your so-called ‘Legion’ for another.”

“Please.” For the first time since he’d given the order to kill us, the pale man’s voice held some emotion to it, a hint of irritation, annoyance. His grip also tightened on Kegan, and the blond half-fae tilted his head back so the knife at his throat wouldn’t nick him. “He was a fool. A ridiculous name, for one thing. We may be many, but he and I were not on the same level, not even remotely. I suppose I must commend you for getting rid of him, at least. But you should have been content with that. You should have understood you were coming up against much larger things than you could possibly comprehend. What follows from here will be no one’s fault but your own.”

“What do you know about Legion?” Artemis demanded. “Why was he murdering lycanthropes? Was it on your orders?”

The pale man gave her a bored look and once again reverted to a complete lack of emotion.

“I had nothing to do with his foolhardy plans,” he told the amber-eyed woman. “I knew they would never work, but still, he didn’t listen. And he had the gall to pervert one of the few great minds of our time. Galen Czerny, now he was someone who understood the need for expanding one’s knowledge, pushing the limits of what we know.”

“Galen was a healer,” Kylah said in a tone like ice. “He was a kind man, a good man. He would be appalled by all you’ve done here.”

“So quick to put words in the mouth of a dead man,” the pale man remarked. “And so sure you know how he thought. Galen was not good, but great. He understood this world. But Legion-- he never grasped the full picture. He ought to have stayed on the outside, content with his petty pleasures. Like Sullivan Scratch.”

“We knew Scratch,” Carmen said. “And we killed him. Didn’t we, Kylah?”

I knew that tone in my sister’s voice. She had a plan, and it involved Kylah.

I tensed and readied myself for whatever they were planning.

“Scratch lacked vision, but he at least knew his wants were simple and knew his place,” the pale man said. “He was a child, taking all the best toys for himself, for the base pleasure of knowing no one else could have them. He would have drunk the world dry and starved in the rubble.”

“He was blind to his faults, but so are you,” Kylah said, and suddenly I understood.

I screwed my eyes shut, and a moment later my vision went from black to pink as a blinding flash of light illuminated the world behind my eyelids.

I heard a horrible, high-pitched shrieking, and I realized two things. The first was that not all of the ‘Eyes’ had been fully dead, at least not yet. The second was their modified eyes must have made them much more susceptible to bright light. The sound was chilling, and a horrible shudder ran down my spine, but I steeled myself.

We had work to do.

“Kegan!” Carmen cried out, and I opened my eyes just a crack.

The worst of Kylah’s flash had eased off, but the pale man was stunned, and I saw my sister lunge for Kegan and yank him away before our opponent could recover and put the dagger to Kegan’s throat again. Then I grabbed Carmen’s free hand, and the five of us tore off down the hallway, with the final dying screams of the ‘Eyes’ wailing in our ears.

“He won’t be stunned for long, we need to find Aidan and get out of here,” Kegan said, and when I glanced over at him, a small stream of blood was trickling down his throat, but the gash seemed superficial.

“Well, how do we find him?” I asked. “We don’t have the tracking spell, and I don’t want to split up. There might be more of those creatures lurking about.”

“Agreed,” Kylah said, and her hand brushed my arm as we ran.

That one, simple touch brought me more comfort and stillness than I thought possible in a moment like this. When we got home, Asami and I were going to kiss her unconscious.

“In here,” Carmen suddenly said, and she pulled us all through a door.

While the house on ground level had been small and rickety, this underground area seemed more like a complex. Rooms sprouted off into more rooms, and the one Carmen pulled us into had multiple doors leading off to who knew where. With Kegan’s help, I pulled a large, half-empty bookcase over the door we’d just entered through, which would hopefully serve to block the pale man from pursuing us, if only for a few minutes.

“We better just not have barricaded ourselves inside this place,” Artemis remarked with a grimace.

“This place is a maze, there’ll be more than one way back to that main corridor,” I said. “Especially if the hatch is the only exit. And if it isn’t, we’ll find a different exit.”

“We need to find Aidan first, though,” Carmen said. “Artemis, do you think you can smell him from here?”

The werewolf woman cocked her head, but after a moment, her nose wrinkled, and she grimaced.

“No,” she said. “There’s something… I don’t know. It’s strong and unpleasant. It must be nearby, but… I can’t smell anything beyond that.”

“Where’s it coming from?” I asked.

Artemis turned around slowly, and her face twisted in displeasure before she pointed to one of the other doors.

“That way.”

“Let’s check it out, then,” I said. “See if we can neutralize it, or something.”

I headed to that door and was surprised, but relieved, to see it wasn’t locked and opened easily. However, that relief was short-lived. An instant later, we were met with a wave of a stench foul enough to make us all retch, and Artemis reared back with her hands covering her nose as her skin took on a faint green tinge.

Beyond the door was some kind of makeshift operating room, with a surgical table in the middle, along with five restraints clearly meant for wrists, ankles, and a head. Next to it was a small side table on wheels with a sterile white cloth covering something flat on top of it, and somehow I just knew it would be a tray of surgical tools. There were counters around the edge of the room, with the shallow drawers of dentists’ or doctors’ offices, and glass-fronted cabinets sat between them with rows of vials inside, full of clear liquid and neatly labeled in very long, very medical words.

The entire room stank of viscera, bodily fluids, and misery, and I was thankful for how, at least for the moment, it was dimly lit, because I was sure brighter lighting would only accentuate the horror.

“He’s not here,” I muttered, and I covered my mouth as bile rose up in my throat. “Let’s go.”

“Please,” Artemis agreed through her hands, and she rushed into the next room with Carmen and Kylah in quick pursuit.

Kegan and I stayed behind only long enough to shove the thick, steel door closed behind us. I wondered if the reinforced door was to smell proof the operating room, or to soundproof it, or to prevent anyone who managed to evade the restraints from escaping. I decided I would rather not know.

The next room we entered seemed to be focused on record keeping, with a large desk and several filing cabinets. In one corner, nestled between a tall bookcase and the wall, was a tiny sink with a musty mirror in front of it, like an old-fashioned office. I couldn’t imagine someone being able to look at their own reflection after what we’d just seen in the surgical room.

Aside from the myriad of files, though, the room was useless. There was no sign of Aidan, but we rushed to the cabinets anyway, in the hopes one of the files could provide answers as to what the pale man was doing, where he might be keeping Aidan, or anything else about what the Phoenix group was doing.

“Anyone see a map?” I asked, and I was met with several muttered negatives.

I pulled a file that had been resting on top of a filing cabinet, flipped it open on the off chance it held something useful, and stopped dead.

“Leo?” Carmen asked when she saw me freeze. “Leo, what’s wrong?”

“This… this is an experiment log,” I said quietly. “A… a recent one.”

“A what?” Kylah asked as she walked over to join me.

“They’ve had to set up another, smaller lab here, rather than their main one in Arizona,” I said as I skimmed over the horrifying sentences. They were written in a neat, tidy script, and the wording was so matter-of-fact. “They’re… it’s talking about how… how they’ve managed to streamline their process. ‘Extensive practice’ now means a… a pliant subject can take only forty-eight hours to… to…”

“Forty-eight hours to what?” my sister asked.

“What do you think?” Artemis scoffed, but her expression was nervous, and every line of her was coiled with uncomfortable tension. “To turn into those things out there. Those so-called ‘Eyes’ he sent after us. You saw that operating room. That’s where… that’s where it happens.”

“Fucking hell,” Carmen said with a grimace, and she held onto Kegan tightly. “So, where… where are they getting these… ‘pliant subjects’ from? Just-- kidnapping random civilians?”

“No.” Kylah said the single word so firmly, it sent a chill through me. She had closed the file she’d been reading and now set it back down on the desk as if she thought it would explode. “All the reports in the Order, they mentioned how… people found strong, strange magic coming off what few remains they could find. But most of the time, no bodies were found of any of the missing Eyes.”

“Kylah,” I said. “He called them that because--”

“I saw their faces, Leo,” the blonde woman cut in as she looked up and met my gaze. “And I also know the faces of some of the Order members who went to Arizona. I… I thought I saw a scar that looked familiar in the fight, but I just chalked it up to coincidence. But here? That room we just saw? The strange aura those things give off? There’s no other explanation.”

Bile rose in my throat again, but I forced myself to swallow it. I knew what Kylah’s next words were going to be, but even so, they hit like a blow straight to my gut.

“This is what happened to the Eyes who went missing.”


Chapter 14

Even though every fiber of my being wanted to deny it, I just knew Kylah was right. All those creatures we’d just killed… they’d once been like her, like Kegan, like Asami. Eyes, dedicated to doing good. I had my problems with the Order-- everyone in our team did-- but even so, none of them deserved this. I didn’t think anyone deserved to be strapped to the likes of the table we’d seen, implanted with those bulbous, reflective eyes, and have everything that made a person human burned away until all that was left behind was a mindless, obedient husk.

“I remember Sami mentioning… mentioning parts of the reports she’d seen,” Kylah said in a low voice.

I came to stand beside her and put both my hands on her shoulders, but I was unable to come up with any words of comfort. I wasn’t sure there even were any words that could comfort someone in a realization like this.

“What did the reports say?” Artemis asked. She’d folded her arms in a classic and very obvious display of unease, but I could hardly fault her.

Nor could I fault her question. We needed to know. We needed to know the full scale of just what we were up against, just who we’d been fighting against, who we’d been killing.

“Strong magic,” the blonde woman answered. “Coming off… parts. Cut with strange symbols, runes no one had ever seen before. Bits and pieces leaked out-- people talk, of course, and especially when friends of theirs are missing, or suspected dead. Lurid, grisly rumors, except now it seems they weren’t rumors after all. Not all of them, at least.”

“As if we needed any further evidence this is about Arizona,” I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. “But what does that crazy dude up there want with an eight-year-old phoenix boy? They’ve been experimenting on Eyes, who are mainly seers and young adults.”

“You heard what that bastard said,” Kegan growled. “He wants to turn Aidan into… into one of those things.”

“He won’t,” I promised. “I swear to you, he won’t.”

“Damn right he won’t,” my sister said fiercely. “But we need to find Aidan first. And get him out of here.”

“Where, though?” I asked as I gestured around us. “The tracking spell got scrambled, and we can’t split up down here, it’s a fucking labyrinth.”

“Then we go room by room until we find him,” Artemis said. “And we kill anyone who isn’t Aidan or another prisoner.”

“You think there could be others?” Kylah asked the werewolf woman, who gave a shrug.

“Might be. Seems a pretty large facility to keep just one prisoner. And that surgery room didn’t have dust on it, from what I saw.”

I hadn’t really been focusing on whether or not there’d been dust on the restraints table, but I had to agree this place was far too large and far too well-equipped to just have been sitting here waiting for Aidan.

“Eyes!”

We all jumped at the muffled shout, which must have been insanely loud for any of us besides Artemis to hear it. There was no mistaking it was the pale man’s voice, still pretty emotionless, despite the volume, and then we heard a dull thudding.

“He has more,” Carmen said grimly.

“And they’re trying to get through our barricades,” Artemis added. “I don’t know how long that steel door will hold them, but it won’t be forever.”

“We need to move quickly,” I said.

“There’s so much information here, though,” Kylah argued as her eyes darted around the records room. “If Asami were here, I bet she could make sense of some of it.”

“But she isn’t,” I pointed out. “And it’s probably best she isn’t. She’s the one handling the wards back at the apartment.”

“Kylah has a point, though, Leo,” my sister said. “There’s a lot of information here. About Phoenix, about how they’ve been operating. The Order could do a lot with this stuff. Hell, even we could. We can’t just leave it.”

Her sentence was punctuated with another echoing ‘thud’ that sounded a great deal louder and closer than the previous ones.

“We don’t have time to gather up these files and heft them along with us,” I argued. “We need to find Aidan. He’s our first priority.”

“Of course he is,” Kylah said. “But what if there are others? Not just in this facility, but others, or this place in the future? If we have this information--”

“We don’t have time to argue,” Artemis cut across flatly. “Either take the files, or don’t, but the longer we sit here debating about it--”

She was cut off by another ‘thud.’

“I have an idea,” Kegan suddenly chimed in.

He quickly wiped one of Kylah’s knives clean on the thigh of his jeans and then cut a shallow slash along the inside of his left forearm. Even in the poor light, I could see the crisscross of dozens of other scars, and I wondered how many of them were from battles, and how many were from himself.

Kegan went over to the mirror above the sink and began to daub his blood in what I now knew was a familiar rune. It was the pattern daubed onto the mirror beside our front door, which had been smashed during the fight when Aidan had been taken.

“The shard with the rune is large enough for a file to be pushed through,” Kegan said. “As is this mirror. We can’t get through, but some of this information can. And maybe it can be put to good use, to stopping these people.”

“Good idea,” Kylah said.

“Wait, but what about the apartment?” Carmen asked. “We can’t give these people a hotline into our homes again.”

“The rune just needs to be marred,” Kegan said while he quickly continued to paint with his fingers. “It has to be an exact copy in order to work, made in the same person’s blood, and activated by their DNA-- or, in my case, me or my twin’s DNA. If we wipe away the rune and smash the mirror for good measure, they can’t trace it. They can’t follow us.”

Another echoing ‘thud,’ even closer and louder than before, rattled the room.

“Fine, fuck, get the files!” I said as I rushed over to the nearest cabinet and yanked open the top drawer. “Just be fast!”

We were faster than fast. Once again, Artemis’ lycanthrope abilities proved indispensably useful. We shoved through the mirror as many files as we could before there was an especially loud crashing noise, and the amber-eyed woman stopped short.

“That steel door’s about to give,” she said. “I heard something snap. We need to move now.”

“That’ll have to be enough.” I shoved the last file through Kegan’s mirror doorway, and then I pulled the sleeve of my shirt over the heel of my hand, wiped away his blood rune, and smashed my elbow into the glass for good measure. “Let’s go.”

The five of us rushed into the next room. This looked to be a separate portion of the hallway we’d escaped from earlier, in fact, I reckoned it was the exact same hallway, but for some reason someone had put up a wall halfway down it.

“This seems like a logical place to keep prisoners,” Kegan remarked in a grim voice. “Even if they escape, they can’t get to the hatch exit down this hallway. They’d have to go through the records room, through the operating room, and that steel door in order to get out.”

“Which means that hatch might just be the only way out of this place,” Carmen said. “And we’ll have to go through that freak and his army to get out.”

“I wasn’t planning to leave this place without killing them all, anyway,” Artemis said with a shrug, and I had to agree.

For those ‘Eyes,’ it would be a mercy, and for the pale man, it would be long-overdue justice.

“This way, then,” I said, and we set off down the hallway.

There was a long stretch of just featureless tunnel before we came to another door, and though my skin was crawling at the idea of being trapped underground, the increasing sense of being unable to escape made me hopeful we were close to where any prisoners would be kept.

“Aidan!” my sister suddenly shouted, and the rest of us flinched, but when I shot her a look, she shrugged. “There’s no point in being sneaky. They already know we’re here. And it’s not like there are a lot of rooms we could be hiding in at this end.”

“I guess not,” I admitted.

Furthermore, that steel door was going to give eventually, so what mattered more than pointless attempts at stealth was speed.

“Aidan!” I yelled as I cupped my hands over my mouth.

The five of us struck up a chorus of calling his name as we continued down the hallway, until we finally came to what I could only describe as cells.

Thick metal bars had been embedded into stone archways in the tunnel, and each small cell was about ten feet across and ten feet deep. There was a pervasive stench of rotting flesh, but I couldn’t see any bodies in them. One cell, however, had a shape under dark, tattered fabric. It was too large to be Aidan, and something about its aura was… wrong. Wrong like the ‘Eyes’ auras had been.

I tried the door and found it swung open without protest, though it did creak loudly. I crouched down and edged forwards slowly, and then I whipped back the tattered cloth.

Underneath was an Eye. Not one of the pale man’s slaves, and not one of the Order’s soldiers, but some horrid midpoint between the two, a miserable creature caught in between. The reddish scars around the implanted, bulbous eyes were oozing milky-white pus, like an organ transplant that had been rejected.

“Who… who’s there?” they asked in a ragged voice that didn’t quite sound human.

I didn’t want to think about what the pale man did to people to turn them so mindless, but whatever it was, it hadn’t worked fully on this person.

It had been enough, though. I had no idea who they could have been before. I couldn’t even tell if they were male or female.

“I mean you no harm,” I said slowly.

“Who… are you?” they asked in a wheezing voice.

Every word was a dogged effort, and the smell and the sight of this poor soul turned my stomach. Every cell in my body wanted to turn and flee, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. This person was scared and certainly dying.

None of the other four, who were all standing behind me, spoke. I didn’t think any of them had a clue what to say or do. Neither did I, if I was being honest, but I had to say something.

“My name is Leo,” I said. “What’s yours?”

The creature, the person, the sort-of Eye, paused for a very long time.

“Don’t… don’t remember…” they slurred. It was as though their lips, their face, was no longer capable of the fine motor function required for speech. “Don’t remember.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry for all that’s happened to you.”

“It hurts,” they groaned, and one hand weakly raised to their ruined face. I wondered what color their eyes had been, before this. I wondered which Sanctuary they’d come from, or if they’d been a regular seer with no Order ties and had just gotten unlucky. “Hurts…”

“I can stop the pain, if you want,” I murmured, and my tone made it clear what I was really offering.

“Please,” they groaned back.

Their tone made it clear they knew what I really meant, and they even tilted their head up to expose their throat.

Kylah made a point to sharpen her knives often, and the blade sliced through slimy, pale flesh as easily as through butter. There was a moment of nothing, and then blood, too dark to be fully human, began to sluggishly ooze out of the cut. I’d gotten the jugular. It was over in only a few moments.

“Gods keep you,” Kylah muttered from behind me. It was the closest I’d ever heard to a prayer from her lips, and I wondered who or what faeries believed in, if they believed in anything.

I rose from my crouch and felt a little unsteady, but Artemis and Kylah each caught one of my arms.

“W-We need to find Aidan.” My voice cracked as I looked away from the now-dead Eye, and I cleared my throat as I found my balance again. “If there are cells, he must be in one of them.”

“Be quick,” Artemis said to the others, and we fanned out and shone lights from our hands or our phones into the murky darkness of the cells.

“Here!” Kegan cried at last.

We all rushed to where he was standing in front of a cell where a young boy cowered in the back corner, with a shackle around his ankle and his arms thrown up over his head.

“Aidan,” the blond man said, and he crouched down. Unlike the previous cell, this one was locked, and Kegan reached through the bars toward Aidan’s trembling form, but to no avail.

“Go away!” the boy shrieked and shrank even further into himself.

“Aidan, it’s us,” the blond man insisted. “It’s me. Kegan. And Carmen, and Kylah, and Leo and Artemis. Pyrrha sent us. We’re here to help you.”

“No!” Aidan screamed in a terrified voice.

I didn’t let myself think what had happened to him since he’d been taken, the things he must have seen. I prayed he hadn’t seen that operating room, or that if he had, he hadn’t understood what it meant. I also prayed the pale man hadn’t said anything about what he intended to make Aidan into.

“Pyrrha sent us,” I repeated Kegan’s words, and I reached my own hand through the bars. Not to try and touch Aidan, but to hand something to him.

His teddy bear.

At this, Aidan lowered his arms just enough to peer at the worn plush toy and squint at us through the brightness. We weren’t shining lights in his face, but after several hours down here, in pitch blackness, it was still probably overwhelming.

“K-Kegan?” he finally asked in a small voice.

“I’m here, buddy,” the blond man responded, and I saw his shoulders sag in relief. Just a little, because we were far from safe yet, but still. “We’re gonna get you out of here. We’re gonna bring you back to Pyrrha.”

“Y-You brought Mr. Stuffins,” Aidan sniffled, and his eyes fixed on the bear in my hands.

“Sure did.” I smiled and shook the bear a little to try and entice the boy forward. “He missed you.”

“Pyrrha misses you, too,” Kylah added. “Very much.”

“I miss her, too,” Aidan said, and he finally took the bear from my hands and hugged him close. “I don’t… I don’t like this place.”

“I don’t like it, either,” Kegan agreed. “So we’re gonna leave, okay? We’re gonna take you home with us. But you’ve gotta promise to do exactly what we say, when we say it, alright? To keep you safe.”

“I promise,” Aidan muttered and hugged Mr. Stuffins against his chest tightly.

“Artemis?” I said, and the werewolf woman stepped forward.

She made quick work of the thick, heavy padlock keeping the cell closed, and the metal bars of the door swung open. Kegan handed me his knife and rushed inside the cell. He broke through Aidan’s shackle and pulled the boy up into a bridal carry, and Artemis, Carmen, Kylah and I crowded around them both like a shield.

“Close your eyes for us, okay, Aidan?” I said as I gripped my pair of Kylah’s knives.

I wasn’t used to dual-wielding, or using my left hand since it was my non-dominant side, but I was hoping the shape of the tunnel-hallway and the relative lack of initiative displayed by the pale man’s ‘Eyes’ would negate the issue.

“Out the way we came, or look for another exit?” my sister asked.

“I vote the way we came,” Artemis said. She was standing right beside me, with Kylah a step behind on Kegan’s right, and Carmen a step behind me on the blond man’s left. “Make sure we don’t leave anyone left.”

“Normally, I’d agree,” Kylah said. “But with Aidan…”

“We can’t leave this place without shutting it down,” Artemis argued.

“I agree,” I said. “But Kylah’s right, too. If we can get out another way, a less direct way, we should.”

“They won’t just let us come back to finish the job, though,” Artemis pointed out. “They’ll move, or reinforce their defenses.”

“So we do both,” I said. “Kegan, you and Kylah take Aidan. Carmen, Artemis, and I will deal with the others.”

“Are you sure splitting up is a good idea down here?” Kylah asked with a frown. “You’re right about it being a labyrinth.”

“I know,” I said in a low voice. “But I’d rather Aidan be far away from that man and his… lackeys. And not just because they might hurt him.”

I saw in the blonde woman’s eyes that she understood. Just the sight of those creatures could traumatize him further, and I didn’t want the pale man to know we’d rescued Aidan for as long as possible, so we would keep his attention on us.

She reached up and kissed me. It was brief, but I could feel her desperation and fear mixed in with the love.

“Come back to me,” she muttered as she pulled away,

Then she hugged Artemis and Carmen before she, Kegan, and Aidan headed further down the hallway, hopefully to where other doors and other ways above ground awaited.

And not a moment too soon, because just after the last of Kylah’s light orb had faded from our vision, Artemis perked up.

“They broke through the steel door,” she said. “Like, fully. That bookcase won’t hold them very long.”

“I saw another door further up the hallway, before we got to the cells,” Carmen said. “I doubt it leads upstairs, being so close to them, but it might have something useful.”

“Let’s go, then,” I said, and Carmen began running down the hallway with Artemis and I in hot pursuit.

Artemis made short work of the door’s lock, as before, and we shut ourselves inside just as we heard the crash of the pale man’s ‘Eyes’ leaving the records room and entering the main hallway.

Suddenly, something occurred to me, and I cursed under my breath.

“We can’t let them go toward Aidan’s cell, they’ll see he’s gone,” I said.

Before anyone could argue, I yanked the door open again and ran back out into the hallway.

“Over here!” I shouted, and the creatures paused dumbly before they turned to face me.

I reckoned they were getting less and less sophisticated. Possibly we’d cut through the best of the pale man’s stock, and he was having to rely on less refined ones to finish the job.

Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

Either way, the mutilated Eyes charged toward me, and I barricaded myself back inside this new side room, if only to give us another few moments to brace. The door lasted mere seconds, because even if these ‘Eyes’ were dumber than the others, they were no less strong, and a shower of splinters announced their arrival.

It was just as before, with Artemis tearing them apart with their bare hands, and Carmen and me slicing the ones that remained to ribbons. I was glad these were the lesser ‘Eyes,’ because now we were only three, and the numbers might have overwhelmed us if they’d been any smarter about how to attack. As it was, I felt little nicks on my arms and legs as I fought, but it was nothing compared to the damage I dealt while targeting hearts, throats, and those disgusting bulbous eyes.

The three of us stood in the carnage once again, and once again the pale man stood before us, with barely a speck on him.

“I cannot allow any of you to leave alive,” he said from the doorway, and his mouth was set in a grim, displeased line. “Not you, and not the boy. I presume the half-faeries are looking for him?”

“We sent them back the way we came,” I lied. “They’ll find him, you’ll never get your slimy fingers on him.”

“And you’ll never stick him in that fucked-up little laboratory we saw, either!” my sister added. “Not him, and not anyone else! We’ll stop you, just like we stopped Scratch, and Legion, and your chimera!”

We had no idea if this man was the person who’d made the chimera, but it did make an uncomfortable amount of sense. But I steeled myself, because we’d saved Helen from that thing, and we could save Aidan from this madman.

“We’ll stop your entire group,” I said as I met those chilling blue eyes. “Everyone, even the ones hiding in the shadows. None of you will make it out. You’ll all face consequences for what you’ve done.”

“I would find you all amusing, if you weren’t so repetitive,” the pale man sighed and cocked his head. “Do you really think a slapdash group of children can comprehend the scale of our group’s plans? They are decades in the making, boy. Schemes and power the likes of which you cannot fathom. Even the Seelie Queen lacks true understanding of our goals-- yes, I know you met with her. Amaryllis was a loyal confidante, until you slit her throat. I suppose I should thank you for that. She had begun to wear out her usefulness, and she always knew too much to be simply left alone.”

“Decades, you say?” my sister asked, and there was an edge of something in her tone. “Have you burned down other houses? Not just the McKennas? Did you murder our parents?”

The pale man merely raised an eyebrow.

“Even an intellect such as mine cannot remember every single detail of my extensive machinations at the drop of a hat,” he said. “I’d have to check my records.”

“You bastard,” Carmen muttered, and I heard the tremor in her voice that meant she was on the verge of furious tears.

I didn’t want her to do anything rash. I trusted her, but I also knew ever since we’d learned about the McKennas’ parents dying in a fire, the issue had been opened up for her again, like an old scar reopening into a fresh, stinging wound.

Just for a moment, I thought of the operating room, and I had to force myself to remember that our parents’ bodies had both been found in the wreckage of our home. Whatever caused their deaths, Carmen and I at least knew they’d never come to this place nor another like it.

“Just let Aidan go,” I said as I tried to buy Kylah and Kegan more time. “He’s a boy. Just… let him go. He’s only eight. He lost his parents. He might not even remember this by the time he’s an adult. He doesn’t even know your name.”

“No…” the man said slowly, and his gaze drifted somewhat as he became almost thoughtful. “No, I suppose he doesn’t. As a matter of fact, none of you know my name. I never bothered to take a ludicrous pseudonym like ‘Legion,’ but it is true, anonymity has its benefits. It is, after all, difficult to trace deeds to someone if you only have their alias.”

“Exactly,” Carmen said. “Just let him leave, let us take him in peace.”

The pale man’s gaze focused back on us, and hard lines cut into his expression, sharpening him.

“You misunderstand me, girl,” he said. “Allow me to make my stance on the boy, and all of you, quite clear: my name is Fabricius Wright. And none of you are leaving this place alive.”


Chapter 15

It was obvious what kind of man Fabricius Wright was, and what kind of man he believed himself to be.

In his own mind, he was a long-suffering genius, cursed to be surrounded by lesser minds, constrained by petty things like morality and empathy for other people. Such feelings were weaknesses to a man like him, to a man who’d sealed away his heart until it became cold and shrunken and black. I tried to imagine what kind of child he’d been, how someone Aidan’s age could metamorphose into someone so cold, callous, and utterly unconcerned by others’ suffering.

Because that was the type of man he really was. Cruel, in a word. He might not take explicit enjoyment in the pain he caused, but he certainly wasn’t bothered by it. He believed himself to be right, always. His way was the only way to do it, the most efficient, the most correct. I’d seen similar sorts of men before-- not on this scale of course, but the underlying comparisons had been there. Carmen and I had one particularly strict English teacher in high school, who’d refused to accept any deviation from the curriculum or any new ideas put forth by students as we analyzed books. Only his interpretation was worth anything, it didn’t matter that us students had new eyes with new ways of looking at things. We were children, so what did we know, what could we possibly put forth?

That teacher was just like Fabricius was now. So convinced of his superiority, so sure in his skill and therefore his victory.

And I knew that would be his downfall. We would make sure of it.

“It’s a shame I have not yet perfected the transformation of already-deceased subjects,” Fabricius remarked as he stood in the doorway and tugged at the cuffs of his pristine suit jacket. His tone was as casual as if he was talking about a new restaurant he’d seen open down the street. “But perhaps the four of you will afford me the opportunity to further my understanding.”

I knew Kylah would burn us all to cinders before she let that happen, but even so, the faintest hint of excitement in Fabricius’ voice made me uneasy. He really was interested in all this. He really had no care or concept for the horror of his actions.

“The only opportunity we’ll be affording you is the sensation of feeling your head being ripped from your shoulders,” Artemis said in such a perfectly calm, matter-of-fact tone that it made me shudder a little.

However, Fabricius seemed completely unfazed, and he just regarded her with a flat expression.

“I expect a lycanthrope will be especially resilient,” he said, more to himself than to any of us. “Perhaps you will be the key to reanimation. You would certainly make for a hardier opponent. Humans are so fragile.”

“Says the human,” I said coldly.

I didn’t like this waiting around, with none of us moving and all of us waiting for the other to strike first. But the longer we put off the fight, the more we could be sure to keep Fabricius’ attention on us, and not on hunting for the Campbells and Aidan in the depths of the tunnels.

I really hoped there was another exit.

“You lack vision,” Fabricius said as his cold gaze flicked to me. “I think I shall take your eyes first. Replace them with ones better suited to seeing the truth.”

Suddenly, he moved like lightning.

Once again, it was like a few frames of a movie had been spliced out. One moment, Fabricius was in the doorway. The next, he crashed into me with the force of a truck and had a hand squeezing tight around my throat.

“Leo!”

It was Kylah’s voice, and I saw a flash of blonde in my peripherals that heralded her return. I hoped that meant Keagan and Aidan had made it to the surface, but that thought was cut off as the hand around my throat tightened.

Kylah, Artemis, and Carmen all surged toward Fabricius, and by all logic, they should have had him easy. Artemis was enormously strong, Kylah was insanely well-trained, and Carmen knew how to hit someone, but Fabricius never took his cold eyes off me and didn’t even seem to register the three women descending on him like vengeful harpies.

Artemis tried to wrench his arm off my throat, but his fingers didn’t budge. If anything, they tightened, and I tried to inhale, but all I managed was a faint, strangled wheeze. The edges of my vision started to darken, and then I was aware of being thrown to the ground. Only instinct stopped my head bouncing off the concrete floor, and my arm came up to shield my skull automatically.

I pushed myself onto all fours while gasping and coughing, and I was mentally screaming at myself to get up and fight. Carmen, Kylah, and Artemis had bought me time, but I knew Fabricius hadn’t let me go because the other three suddenly overwhelmed him. He’d let me go because he needed me alive if he was going to turn me into one of his twisted ‘Eye’ slaves.

“Leo.” I heard Carmen’s voice, and a pair of hands wrapped around my bicep and half-helped, half-dragged me to my feet.

I blinked until my vision focused, and I could see my sister, with her dark curls slipping messily from her ponytail and her brown eyes bright with worry and a dangerous, raging anger.

Then I looked over and saw Kylah and Artemis attempting to tag team Fabricius. By all rights, he should have been on the floor, but he was more than matching them. In fact, they were defending against him. He moved too quickly, hit too strongly-- it didn’t make sense.

“I don’t think he’s all the way human,” my sister said and was clearly thinking the same as me. “He might’ve been once, but not anymore. He’s… done something to himself.”

“And who would begrudge me to reap the benefits of my own research?” Fabricius demanded, and he casually shoved Kylah aside as he turned his attention to my sister and me. “You’re human, and you know how weak you are. You don’t even have the benefit of intellect or ingenuity.”

Despite my pounding head and raw throat, I pulled Kylah’s silver knives out and charged at this egotistical bastard. He dodged my attempt almost pathetically easily, and he moved around behind me and shoved me hard in the back so I collided with Kylah. She caught me, as she always did, as I always knew she would.

“You okay?” she asked in a hushed voice, and I nodded and turned to Fabricius.

“You’re a fucking hypocrite,” I declared through my sore throat. “You make such a big talk about intelligence, but you’re enhancing yourself with strength and speed? Who needs brains when you have brawn, right?”

I saw the barest, tiniest flicker of annoyance on Fabricius’ face. Not boredom, or exasperation, but the unmistakable hint that I’d struck a nerve.

And I knew the other three had seen it, too.

“Why settle for just one when you have the skill and means to acquire both?” Fabricius challenged, but I’d seen that chink in his armor, and I knew he was wearing a mask. “Brawn cannot provide you brains, but brains can certainly provide brawn. Who among you does not envy a werewolf’s strength? A vampire’s speed and resistance? Yet, I do not fear the full moon, or the noonday sun, or even silver. My mind is far superior to any other creature’s, and it has allowed me to advance myself beyond any trivial weaknesses of my birth.”

“But you admit, your mind isn’t enough?” Carmen goaded him. “Why else would you experiment on yourself?”

She had one of Kylah’s knives in each hand and was gripping them so tight that I could see her arms shaking slightly. It was more than fear, though, it was sheer rage and indignation. My sister had never been one to hide her emotions well, especially when it came to facing those who exploited the weak and the helpless.

“If we leave perfection up to nature, it will never arrive,” Fabricius said dismissively. “Humans created bread from wheat and wine from grapes. To innovate, to improve, is expected. I am simply choosing to improve humanity itself. And I am no hypocrite. Whatever my subjects have endured, I have endured in kind.”

“I don’t see any bulbous eyes sprouting out of your head,” Artemis sneered as she tried to circle around the mad scientist. “And somehow I doubt you were being strapped down to that operating table. I didn’t smell any anesthesia, either.”

“Anesthesia dulls the senses and clouds the mind,” Fabricius scoffed. “With already such clouded minds as yours, I could not afford any further degradation to my Eyes.”

“But you, I bet you were fine to be knocked out,” I said. “So you are a hypocrite.”

“I am the herald of the next step in humanity’s evolution!” Fabricius declared, and once again, there was that crack in his facade. “You would do well to speak to me with more respect, boy. I hold your life in my hands.”

“You hold no one’s life but your own,” I shot back, and this time, I attacked first.

Maybe it was because we’d managed to unbalance him with our taunting, or maybe it was pure, dumb luck, but I got a hold of Fabricius before he could try and dodge out of the way. I fisted one hand in the collar of his shirt and shoved Kylah’s knife toward his stomach, but he twisted at the last second. I merely grazed his side, and the flawless white cloth of his shirt became marred with bright red blood.

“You bleed, same as us,” I snarled at him, and I shoved him away before he could try to strangle me again.

Fabricius clearly wasn’t expecting that and actually stumbled into Artemis, who lashed out with her hand and clawed him across the face. Four red lines appeared across his nose, and they quickly began to ooze dark blood.

“Ingrates!” he cried out, and his blue eyes were now enraged. “Cretins! You have no idea what you’re doing!”

“That’s enough of the thesaurus lesson, I think,” my sister said, and she darted toward Fabricius and dragged one of the slender silver blades across the back of his leg.

Fabricius’ shriek made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and he lunged for Carmen. She was just a shade too slow, and he pounced on her and shoved her up against the wall. His blood spattered across her face, and one of his hands locked around her throat like he’d done to me.

“You imbeciles have no concept of true power, of true strength!” he yelled, he took his other hand off Carmen’s shirt to backhand me away almost carelessly, but the force of the blow was so immense I staggered back. “I am an innovator! The craftsman of such wonderful creatures, and none of you have any appreciation for it! I will scorch your ilk from the world! The weak, the small-minded, the useless! A new world is rising, and I will be its architect! I am the artist of the next dominant species on this planet!”

“Eugenicist…” my sister managed to rasp out past Fabricius’ tightening fingers.

“And what of it?” he sneered at her. “How else are we to ensure our world will progress?”

Suddenly, Artemis sprang forward, but Fabricius threw Carmen to the ground, turned to face the werewolf woman, and caught her clawed hands. They grappled with one another, but neither seemed to be able to overpower their opponent.

“All that supposed intellect, and you still think evolution is about strength, and strength is about force,” I said as I ran over and helped Carmen to her feet.

She raised one hand to probe at her throat but then nodded at me to assure me she was alright.

I knew the truth of what Fabricius believed. I knew real strength came from allies, from community, and that the measure of their lives wasn’t the fitness of someone’s genes, but what they did with their skills. Fabricius had taken his intelligence and used it for pain and suffering. It didn’t matter how else he’d enhanced himself, his legacy would be murder and misery. Ralph, perhaps the physically strongest man I knew, dedicated his life to helping his community, providing safe places for them to have fun and unwind, and doing everything he could to help his friends, including us.

And Fabricius was completely blind to it. To all of it.

“Scratch thought strength was about force, too,” I said, and I looked not at Fabricius, or Artemis who was still grappling with him, but at Kylah. “We made him see the light, though.”

That was all she needed.

I covered Carmen’s eyes right as Kylah bounded forward with all the grace and speed of her half-fae blood. She inserted herself between Artemis and Fabricius, close enough that he could’ve tried to bite her nose off if he’d wanted to, and for someone so petty and spiteful, I wouldn’t have put it past him.

“Vampire or no, humans still burn,” the blonde woman snarled, and she thrust the flat of her palm into Fabricius Wright’s stunned face.

I squeezed my eyes shut, and a second later the room erupted in a blaze of the hottest, brightest light I’d ever felt.

The air filled with the smell of cooking meat, and Fabricius let out a blood-curdling scream. I shielded my eyes and opened them a fraction to see Artemis had backed away from Kylah and Fabricius. Carmen and I edged past them both, toward the werewolf woman, and we crowded around her and pressed our hands over her eyes and ears to help block out the barrage of light and noise on her enhanced senses.

It lasted what felt like hours, but it must have only been seconds. Either way, when I next opened my eyes, all that remained of Fabricius Wright and his supposedly genius intellect were several scorch marks and a brittle, vaguely-human-shaped lump of ash on the floor.

“Faerie light is faerie light,” Carmen remarked as she looked at the husk and then up at Kylah. “Nice one.”

“Thank Artemis,” the blonde woman replied. “I’d been thinking about it, but I wasn’t sure when I would get an opening.”

“Be thankful it’s over,” the werewolf woman said in a grim voice. “No one has to suffer at the hands of his madness. Not Aidan, not anyone.”

“Where is Aidan?” I asked as I turned to Kylan. “And Kegan. Are they alright?”

“They were when I left them,” the blonde half-fae said, and she bit her lip. “We had nearly reached the exit when we heard you start fighting. Kegan told me he could handle Aidan the rest of the way and that you guys needed my help more.”

“Yeah, we definitely did,” Carmen laughed dryly and gestured to Fabricius’ charred remains. “But I’m sure Kegan and the kid are alright. Now, the rest of us just need to find a way out of this hellhole.”

“Well, I’ll be no help,” Artemis said as she made a face. “I’m gonna be smelling nothing but cooking meat for a week. Blegh.”

I couldn’t imagine how much more unpleasant the smell of cooking human would be to someone with a sense of smell as strong as hers was, and I put a hand on Artemis’ shoulder.

“You can go topside if you want, back the way we came, and wait for us,” I said.

“Too much useful evidence down here,” she sighed and shook her head. “We can’t just leave it behind. I’ll clear out of this room, see if there’s anything else in that records room we can find. You guys just give me a shout if you find any more prisoners or if you run into Kegan and Aidan.”

“Got it,” I said with a nod, and the four of us split off.

I might have been concerned for Artemis’ safety if not for the fact I was pretty sure we’d killed all the ‘Eyes’ Fabricius had at his disposal, and I’d seen her fighting them enough to know they hardly posed a threat.

Honestly, the way she could so easily take down a threat, the way it barely fazed her, was more than a little attractive. I liked being able to see Artemis’ wilder side, and I wondered just what she could be capable of, if pushed to the limits of her strength.

Carmen, Kylah, and myself headed back down the hallway and were immediately reminded of the dank, uneasy atmosphere this entire basement-dungeon place had.

“The quicker we get out of here, the better,” my sister said as she shuddered, and I wholeheartedly agreed.

The three of us set off down the hallway, but it quickly became apparent this place was much larger than we’d realized. I felt a little unsure about splitting up even further, but I reminded myself that this place was likely completely deserted now. And even if Fabricius did have any half-baked ‘Eyes’ left, Carmen could take them on with one hand tied behind her back.

Luckily, unlike the sections we’d seen earlier, where rooms led on to yet more rooms, this section seemed much simpler, with several doors lining the hallway and leading into rooms that, aside from the occasional adjoined pair, were self-contained. Many were yet more records rooms, or some kind of storage, or completely empty. None of them contained any other prisoners or experiments.

I met back up with Artemis, by complete coincidence, and we investigated a room that seemed halfway between a study and some kind of lounge, where you might see a rich man in a smoking jacket sipping brandy. There was a hearth, and though the fire grate was currently empty, its existence meant there was some kind of exit via a chimney

“This place gets weirder and weirder the more we see of it,” I muttered. “Who even built it? And why? This is more than just a freaky lab for Phoenix’s experiments.”

“I’m not sure I want to know why it was built,” Artemis admitted. “But it seems a lot older than whatever Phoenix has been doing. It might have been built decades ago by some overzealous apocalypse-type, like some kind of Armageddon-proof bunker.”

“Maybe,” I said and couldn’t deny the similarities.

I rummaged around the desk at the far end of the room, but I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. Evidence of names would’ve been nice. The Phoenix group was clearly very well-funded to have facilities like this at its disposal, and a clue as to who their benefactors were would be a huge step toward taking them down. But many of the papers were just haphazard notes and half-written suggestions for improvements in the procedures Fabricius had clearly taken so much cruel delight in.

As I pushed aside page after page of notes, I tried to move a small statuette sitting on the desk, but it didn’t budge. I frowned and tried to pick it up, and then to my surprise, it tipped back with a mechanical clicking noise. At the same time, there was the sound of stone grinding, and a section of the wall slid away, into some cavity, and revealed a secret room.

“What the…?” I began.

“That’s weird,” Artemis remarked as she stepped up beside me, and her amber eyes were wide. “Who needs a secret room in an already-secret bunker?”

“Don’t know, but we might find out inside,” I said. “Hang back a sec, just in case there are some kind of traps around it. I wouldn’t put it past these guys at this point, y’know?”

Artemis hummed in agreement and hung back while I stepped through into the adjoining secret room.

It was much smaller than the room I’d just been standing in, and much less richly adorned. The walls were bare brick, and aside from a pair of wooden doors, seemingly the front of a wall closet, there was nothing of interest.

The wooden doors started at about my waist height and continued up to just a few inches above my head, and as I pulled them open, I expected to find notes, or maybe a body, or even a passage to an even more secret room.

Instead, the closet was empty, just a stone inlet set into the wall, about a foot deep.

“Weird,” I muttered under my breath as I stared at the empty space.

And then… something began to appear.

Tiny at first, the smallest speck of… something. Not light, just-- something. And it grew bigger, and bigger, and bigger, until I was looking down at a strange, glowing orb a little smaller than a bowling ball that had appeared from nowhere.

I looked at the orb. It was… well. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. I wasn’t entirely sure if I could call it glass, but it was something clear. Crystal, perhaps. Or maybe it was a casing of pure magical force that held the swirling black and purple smoke in a perfect sphere. It looked like there were stars in there, nebulae and galaxies. An entire universe.

“What are you?” I asked the orb, as if I expected it to answer.

Maybe I did. I’d dealt with a lot of peculiar magic ever since uncovering the supernatural world, but I’d never before encountered orbs that materialized out of thin air. Maybe they did speak.

However, I received no answer. The orb just hovered there silently. It gave off a strong aura, so strong it was as though there was a bird’s nest of pure light hovering underneath it. Stranger still was how there were no trails leading off the orb, no indication as to where it had come from.

I had the distinct impression I was not only looking at the orb, but the orb was also looking at me. Observing me. Studying me. Judging me.

“Leo?” Artemis’ voice made me whip my head around to face her, and I saw she had a puzzled expression on her face. “Are you alright?”

“What?” I asked and felt momentarily dazed. “I-- yeah. Yeah, sorry, I just got distracted by…”

I jerked a thumb over my shoulder to gesture to the swirling orb, but as I turned to face it, I noticed it had vanished. There was nothing on top of the little stone plinth, hidden in this strange closet, except dust. No indication the orb had ever been there. I tentatively reached out and poked at the air the orb had occupied, then ran my fingers around the small, stone alcove, but there was nothing. I squinted to try and see if that bright, glowing aura would reappear, but again, nothing.

“Uh… never mind,” I said as I turned back to Artemis. “Just… just tired I guess. Anyway, come on, there’s nothing in here.”

I went to leave, but as I passed the amber-eyed woman in the doorway, she put a hand on my chest, not enough to force me to stop, but enough to make it clear she wanted me to. I did.

“Leo,” she said earnestly. “You’d tell me if something was wrong, wouldn’t you?”

“Always,” I said without hesitation, and I reached down to take her hand and brought it to my lips. “I just… this place sucks. Ass. It’s fucking with our heads. And I haven’t found anything useful anyway. The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

“Agreed,” she said and turned away from me, and we both headed down the hallway, back to the others. “We managed to get a bunch of files to Asami. If there’s anything useful in them, she’ll find it.”

We carefully made our way back into the main hallway, and at a loss for how else to contact the others, we began calling their names. Our voices echoed up and down the long stretch of corridor, but after a few moments, we heard responses.

And not just Carmen and Kylah’s voices, but Kegan’s, too.

“They found them,” Artemis said to me, and her expression brightened. “They’re okay.”

We sprinted down the hallway while following the call of the others’ voices, and I soon came to realize I’d been right, this hallway, this underground complex, really was just a huge loop. Kylah, Carmen, and Kegan were all standing below the hatch we’d first descended through, and I was relieved to see Aidan still curled protectively in Kegan’s arms.

“You’re safe,” I said in a relieved tone to the blond man, and he smiled at me.

“Your distraction worked, that guy-- Fabricius, yeah? He was so busy pontificating to you guys, we got away easy. But this hatch really does seem like the only exit to this place.”

“Makes sense, since this hallway is a loop,” I said. “They don’t have to worry too much about security if there’s only one way in and one way out. And it makes it easier for us. We only have to plug one exit.”

“Plug it? We’re burning this place to ash,” Carmen said flatly. “No way we’re leaving anything for any scavengers to find.”

She looked over at Kylah, but the blonde woman’s mouth twisted.

“I don’t know if my faerie light will work,” she said. “It’s hot, yes, but it’s not true fire. All this stone and damp wood… I don’t think it’ll be enough.”

“I could help,” Aidan suddenly chimed in.

I was surprised to hear him speak, surprised to see he was even really aware of the situation. Kegan had pulled the boy’s hoodie up over his head and low over his eyes, which obscured the finer points of this horrible place from his view. The boy still had a tight grip on Mr. Stuffins, but I was also relieved to learn Aidan was well enough to speak and understand what we were saying.

“You’ve been very brave so far, Aidan,” Kylah said in a gentle tone. “But you’re safe now. You don’t have to…”

She trailed off and seemed unsure how to finish her sentence, but I saw Aidan’s mouth set in determination.

“No,” he said. “I want to. You helped me. You… you found me. I want to help you, too. And… and I want to show them they can’t-- they don’t scare me. Like Pyrrha said, we gotta be brave. Mamá and Dad would want me to be brave. I can do it. I’m a phoenix, like they were.”

I had to admit, there was something poetic about a young phoenix, who’d been kidnapped by ‘the Phoenix lot’ and escaped with his life, burning down one of their facilities.

“Then let’s do it.” I grinned.

So, the six of us got to work. Carmen and Kylah braved the operating room again and identified the power and gas supply lines, and they smashed everything in the room to bits while Artemis and I rummaged through the records rooms for the oldest, driest papers we could find. Then Carmen severed the gas lines, and the six of us clambered up out of the hatch, back into the rickety old house.

We stood outside the house, which I felt loomed over us in a more sinister way, now we all knew what was underneath. Led by Kegan, Aidan stepped forward and pressed his palms flat against the front door of the house, and a moment later the old, dry wood caught alight. Flames eagerly licked up the supports of the porch and the slats of the deck flooring, and they hungrily devoured everything in their path. It wasn’t long before they ate into the underground section, and we all heard the dull ‘boom’ of an underground explosion and felt the earth heave under us as everything in that wretched facility was blown to smithereens. Fabricius’ life’s work had been reduced to rubble and ash, and dark satisfaction bloomed in my chest.

In the dawning light of the July morning, we watched the house burn. We watched it for a long time, and I felt transfixed by the way the fire moved. It was hotter than any natural fire, and more delicate, too. It didn’t leap across to the leaves of nearby trees, or skitter across the ground through underbrush. I wondered if Aidan consciously controlled it, or if this magical fire had a mind of its own, in a way.

I thought of that orb in that strange secret room, and I wondered if it had been there when the fire had caught, blinked back into existence. If it had, would the explosion have destroyed it? I supposed I would never know now, but something about it nagged at me.

Suddenly, Kylah wrapped her hands around my elbow and leaned her head on my shoulder, so I leaned my cheek against her hair.

“This isn’t the end,” she said to me. “Is it?”

“I don’t think so,” I sighed. “I think… this is the end of the beginning.”

Because this did feel bigger somehow. Bigger than Scratch, than Amaryllis, than Legion. All of them had been leading up to something bigger, more sinister, and now we were on the cusp of it. If the Phoenix group had been content to mostly ignore us for now, we were no longer giving them that option. We’d all but screamed in their faces to ‘come and get us.’

Well, let them come.

I looked over to Aidan, who seemed as awed by the fire as the rest of us. Maybe he hadn’t realized the scope of his power or potential. He looked relieved, of course, but there was something else in his expression, too. Something stronger. Something that came from struggling and winning. Knowing you had the capacity to win.

“Come on,” I said to the boy as I set a hand on his thin shoulder. “Let’s get you back to your sister.”


Chapter 16

Once the last of the rickety house had collapsed, a hole formed as the structure crumbled into the basement complex underneath. Clearly whatever explosion we’d set off underground had taken out the support structures, too.

Good. The less there was to find, to salvage, the better.

Kegan placed a hand on Aidan’s shoulder and guided him to the truck, and we all piled in. I could tell we all felt exhausted and mildly disturbed by what we’d seen, but nonetheless relieved. We’d saved Aidan, and we’d dealt a real blow to the Phoenix group’s efforts. They’d lost the head of their fucked-up little science experiment division, and if I had to give Fabricius Wright one thing, it was that his intellect really did seem unique. I didn’t think Phoenix would be able to replace him quickly, especially without all his notes.

Aidan perched on Kegan’s lap in the back seat, and the blond man looped his seat belt around so it strapped them both in. Carmen drove carefully, because none of us were eager to be stopped by a cop who would want to know why we had a kid without a proper seat, or why we were all covered in grime and viscera.

At long last, we arrived back at the townhouse, and we piled out of the truck with grateful sighs. I wanted a long shower and a longer nap, and I was pretty sure the others felt the same.

It was a relief to open the front door to the apartment and see the relative peace there. Pyrrha was sitting between Asami and Helen on the couch, and every line of her body was tight with distress. Conleth and Ralph sat on the next couch, and Conleth’s hand was clasped between both of Ralph’s as they looked at the phoenix girl with anxious expressions.

But, the moment we walked in, Pyrrha looked up at the noise, and she and Aidan each burst into tears. The phoenix girl jumped up from her seat while Aidan rushed toward her, and Pyrrha swept her brother up into a tight hug.

“Adi! Adi! You’re safe! Oh, thank god, you’re safe!” She wept into his hair as they clung to one another.

The boy said nothing for several long moments and just sobbed into his sister’s shirt, but at last he began to protest that she was hugging him too tight. Pyrrha slackened her grip but still hugged him, and she rested her cheek on his hair as she looked up at us all.

“You kept your promise,” she murmured. “You really did. You brought him back safe.”

“I’m a man of my word, Pyrrha,” I told her. “We all are.”

Pyrrha ducked her head to nuzzle Aidan’s dark curls, and her expression turned somber. Despite his earlier protests that she’d been hugging him too tight, Aidan still had one of his hands fisted tightly in her shirt and was curling into her, with his other arm gripping Mr. Stuffins to his chest.

“I’m… sorry,” Pyrrha whispered as her eyes caught mine for a moment before darting away. “For what I… for how I…”

“It’s forgotten.” I waved off her apologies. “You were upset, understandably so. I’m sorry we didn’t foresee the extent of their group’s power.”

“Thank you,” the girl sniffled into her brother’s hair. “Thank you for bringing him back safe.”

“And thank you for coming back safe yourselves,” Asami added.

She’d been sitting on the couch and letting Pyrrha have her moment with her brother, but now she rose from her seat and came over to Kylah and me. The researcher kissed the blonde first, then myself, and as we parted, she hugged me tight around the waist and rested her head against my chest.

“As if we’d ever dare do anything else.” Kylah smiled warmly and gave Asami a second kiss, this time to her forehead. “We know your wrath is to be feared.”

The researcher let out a small laugh, but I could see just how relieved she really was. Possibly she felt a little guilty that she hadn’t been able to come along with us, but we’d all known it was for the best. For one thing, Asami was the one best tuned to the house’s wards.

“You did a wonderful job on the protections,” I said, and I looked around at the room. “They feel more… secure. More complete than before.”

She’d also done a good job at cleaning up the mess the attackers had left behind by sweeping away feathers from split pillows and tidying up the shards of the broken mirror by the door. Only one broken piece remained, the large one we’d shoved the files through from the underground dungeon, the shard with Kegan’s blood sigil still daubed in the far corner. It was still a far cry from being back to normal, but the lounge area no longer looked like an active crime scene.

“That’s because I’ve put every protection into them I could think of,” the researcher answered. “I can’t outright refuse entry to humans and those with human-type auras, but I can still put up protective boundaries. The only reason I received the papers you all sent through the mirror is because it was Kegan’s blood on the sigil. If someone else had tried to make a link with our mirror, it wouldn’t have worked.”

“You really are a genius,” Kylah said and grinned proudly at the dark-haired woman. “Don’t worry about the papers for now, though.”

“Agreed,” I said firmly. “It’s late. Or, early, and we’ve all had a really rough day. Let’s sleep on it, and we’ll discuss what we need to do in the morning. Or the afternoon.”

“I vote afternoon,” Carmen chimed in around a yawn. She had wrapped her hands around Kegan’s arm and was leaning against his shoulder, apparently already half asleep.

“I concur, you all look exhausted,” Conleth said as he and Ralph rose from their seats. “We’ll leave you all be.”

“Right now?” Helen was still sitting on the couch, next to where Pyrrha had been, and she blinked up at us all with sleepy eyes.

“Beg pardon? No chance!” Kylah said at once.

“Absolutely not,” I agreed. “You three came out here in the middle of the night to help us, we’re not making you leave now. It’s barely dawn.”

“Leo,” Ralph said. “You really don’t have to--”

“I know we don’t have to, but we will,” I cut him off. “You’re sleeping here, and that’s that. Helen can stay in the guest room with Pyrrha and Aidan, and you and Conleth…”

I trailed off as I realized we didn’t currently have another room available.

“You two can sleep in my room,” Artemis said easily. “It’s a double bed, you’ll be just fine.”

“Artemis,” Conleth sighed in the tone of a slightly disapproving father. “We can’t kick you out of your own room.”

“You’re not, I’m offering it,” the amber-eyed woman said with a shrug. “I’ll sleep on the couch. It’ll be fine for one night. And you’re both too tired to safely drive home.”

“That’s settled, then.” Kylah nodded, and Conleth and Ralph exchanged a look as they realized there would be no point in trying to protest.

I did manage to drag myself into the shower before I crawled into bed, as did Kylah. The amount of dirt and blood caking our faces and bodies would never have let us get a decent amount of sleep and would have likely irrevocably ruined the sheets. At long last, clean and warm, we snuggled beneath the blankets with Asami between us.

“I love you both so much,” she whispered to the dark room. “I’m so glad you came back safe.”

“Of course we did,” I answered, and I kissed her temple. “We’ll always come back to you, Sami. That’s what we do. Come back to one another.”

Kylah gave a soft hum of agreement, but she was already half asleep.

Asami gave a soft, relieved little laugh, and that was the last thing I heard before I slipped into sleep. I slept so deeply I didn’t even dream. The next thing I was aware of was waking to a shimmeringly bright day, with late-morning light streaming in between the drapes.

Asami wasn’t in the bed when I woke, but Kylah was still sleeping peacefully. I carefully eased out of the bed, mindful not to disturb the blonde, and I slipped out onto the mezzanine to see Conleth and Ralph emerging from Artemis’ room.

“Good morning,” Conleth said cheerfully.

Ralph rubbed his eyes and made a grunting noise I took as a greeting, and Conleth gave a small, amused sigh.

“Don’t mind him,” the phoenix said as he gestured at the werewolf. “He’s not a morning person.”

“Few lycanthropes are,” Ralph grumbled.

Conleth chuckled and kissed his cheek, and the three of us headed down the stairs to see everyone else, bar Carmen, had already clustered around the coffee table in their pajamas.

“Good morning, love.” Asami smiled fondly as I sat down between her and Artemis, and the amber-eyed woman passed me a mug of steaming coffee.

“I’m surprised to see you up,” Kegan said. “Before Kylah, especially.”

“She maxed herself out pretty hard back there,” I said with a slight grimace as I remembered how she’d essentially cremated Fabricius Wright. “She needs the rest.”

“And you don’t?” Kegan asked, and his tone was half teasing, half genuinely concerned.

“Military.” I shrugged. “I’m pretty sure my body clock is never gonna fully recover, especially after… stressful events.”

I looked over at where Pyrrha was curled up on one of the armchairs. It was large enough that both she and Aidan could perch on it, so they had. I suspected the pair of them would be even more reluctant to be separated after what they’d just gone through.

I was kind of glad of that-- not their ordeal, but how committed they were to sticking together. There had been many days when Carmen had been the only person propping me up, and vice versa. I was hopeful that, with a bit of outside support, and one another, these kids would turn out just fine. Strong and capable. I’d seen hints of it over these past several days, and the right conditions could help them grow into that potential.

Better yet, both of them looked well-rested and genuinely happy. It was probably the calmest I’d seen them both, and I hoped it lasted. They’d been through so much hardship, they deserved stability and calmness. I wanted them to have everything Carmen and I should’ve had at Aidan’s age, when we’d unknowingly been cut off from half of our lives and our identities. If not for the fire-- whether it really had been a tragic fluke or part of some greater, fiendish scheme-- we wouldn’t have had to wait until we were in our mid-twenties to learn about the supernatural world.

But we were making up for lost time and helping wherever we could, and that would be enough.

Not long after, both Kylah and Carmen awoke and came into the main room, and the eleven of us clustered around the coffee table together and ate breakfast in such a loud, rambunctious, social manner, the likes of which Carmen and I had never before experienced. It was impossible to follow everyone’s conversations and people were constantly calling to be passed toast or coffee or butter. There was definitely not enough space-- either around the dining table or on the sofas-- and it was wonderful.

I kept looking over at where Carmen was wedged between Kegan and the end of one of the couches, and she kept flashing me shy, hopeful smiles. She, too, was having her eyes opened to the full extent of what it meant to have this sense of community, to have made a family for ourselves here. I’d never before been so thankful of the fact we had a space of our own now, and a large one at that. Somewhere we could have these moments and cement our community.

By the time we’d all eaten our fill, and the rest of us were turning our thoughts to getting out of pajamas, it was early afternoon. I rose out of my seat to go change, but then there was a knock at the door.

Everyone tensed, and I looked to Asami, since she’d been the one to repair the wards, but she was unconcerned and gave me a smile.

“It’s daylight,” she said. “And I spent a good long while fortifying the protections. If they mean harm, they can’t get in.”

“I don’t feel anything weird,” Carmen piped up. “I think we’re okay.”

I raised an eyebrow at my sister as if to say ‘okay then, let’s see what this is about’ and made my way over to the front door. When I peered through the peephole, I grinned and opened the door.

“Renée,” I said. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“Hello, Leo,” the older woman replied with a smile.

As always, her gray-streaked black hair was pulled back into a ruthless knot behind her head, and she looked every part the kind-but-strict Councilwoman I had come to deeply respect. She also looked less distressed than when we’d seen her in the Sanctuary, when she’d asked us to take the McKennas on as charges. In fact, her mood seemed dangerously close to friendly.

“I do hope I’m not interrupting anything?” she asked and gave me a pointed look up and down.

I was still wearing the faded t-shirt and loose sweatpants of my pajamas. Ralph, Conleth, and Helen hadn’t had pajamas, so they were already dressed, and Pyrrha and Aidan were, too, but our little group of six hadn’t yet bothered.

I now felt a little silly, though, when I compared myself to Renée’s off-white pantsuit with sharp creases and a gold-sheened pocket square. She looked like the CEO of a massively successful business.

“Not at all,” I said, and I hoped a friendly smile would counteract any misgivings Renée had about coming in. “We were just having a relaxed morning after a… stressful night. Do you want to come in?”

I stepped aside and raised an arm to let her enter, and she stepped across the threshold with a smile that froze in place and got slightly tight when she saw the not-fully-tidied disarray of yesterday’s kidnapping.

“We can tell you the details, if you want,” Kylah said as she noticed Renée’s expression. “But the short of it is, everyone’s safe and alive.”

“And we reckon we’ve dealt a decent blow to the Phoenix lot’s machinations,” Artemis added.

“Oh? Well, then, I suppose I want the details,” Renée said.

Artemis shuffled up so she was in my old seat and Renée could sit on the couch, and I half-sat, half-leaned on the other end, next to Asami.

We told her the whole story, from Pyrrha’s insistence on acting as bait, to Aidan’s kidnapping, to the discovery of the missing Eyes’ fate at the hands of Fabricius Wright. We spared none of the gory details, because we knew Renée could handle it, and she would need to know if she was going to make the Council and the Order in general understand the true scale of Phoenix’s plans and the threat they posed. Wright had said himself their schemes were decades in the making, after all.

“Gods be good…” Renée muttered when we’d finished, and she pressed her fingers to her lips and looked both thoughtful and slightly disturbed. “Well. I am glad you found and rescued young Aidan. And that we finally know what became of our missing brothers and sisters. But… still. Such a cruel fate.”

“They’re at peace now, at least,” Ralph said in a low voice.

He’d been eyeing Renée a little unsurely the entire time we’d been telling her the story, and I knew why. When Helen had gone missing, been captured by the chimera in Oregon, Ralph had come to Renée and the Order for aid. But Renée’s hands had been tied, and she hadn’t been able to help.

“I’ll see that the appropriate arrangements are made,” Renée said. “Families notified, funeral services, and so on. But I am truly glad you two made it out safely.”

She addressed this last part to the McKennas, who smiled at Renée a little shyly.

“My business in coming here today actually concerns the pair of you,” the Councilwoman went on. “Your case has been reviewed and deemed legitimate. I’m pleased to say you have now been granted permission to stay within the Denver Sanctuary for as long as is necessary-- both of you.”

We all turned to look at the McKennas. Aidan was looking up at his sister, and Pyrrha’s expression had sobered.

“I… I see,” she said slowly. “Thank you, Ms. Beckett. It’s very kind of you to come here personally to tell us this.”

“I had another errand in the city,” Renée said with a shrug. “And since I was here, I thought I would check in on you personally.”

Somehow, I suspected she wasn’t just referring to the McKennas when she said that. I could see how Renée’s gaze lingered on the Campbells, and on Asami a little, too. For the first time, I wondered how things felt in the Sanctuary with the three of them gone. Was there a void of sorts in Renée’s life now?

It was likely made worse by the fact Renée wasn’t really supposed to have any contact with them. At all. She was the head of a Sanctuary and a Councilwoman, and Kylah, Kegan, and Asami had all chosen to leave the Order because they didn’t agree with its fundamental principles.

Frankly, I didn’t understand how Renée could stay there, either, but I also knew these things often seemed simpler on the outside than they really were. Sure, she was a Councilwoman, but she answered to several others, and from the brief glimpses I’d caught of them, they didn’t think very highly of Renée, and the feeling was mutual.

Some people believed broken systems could be fixed from the inside. I commended their efforts, and their optimism, but for our little group at least, we worked better on the outside by helping people who the Order was either unable or unwilling to help.

“We’re doing okay,” Pyrrha said to Renée. “Leo and Carmen and everyone’s been really nice.”

“They saved me from the bad men,” Aidan added.

“And these… bad men have been dealt with, yes?” Renée asked as her eyes flickered around the group.

“We have good reason to believe the threat to them specifically has passed.” Asami nodded, and she turned a warm smile to the two kids. “You’re a lot safer now. It’s probably not… you can’t go back home just yet, but you can try for a more normal life here, now.”

“That is good to hear,” Renée said. “In which case, would the pair of you like to go pack your things? We can provide a good education in the Sanctuary, and more protection, should it be required.”

I expected Pyrrha and Aidan to rise from their seats, but they both stayed put. Pyrrha was quiet for a long moment, and she gnawed thoughtfully on the inside of her cheek as she turned Renée’s words over in her head.

“If…” she finally said, and her tone was slow and careful. “If it’s okay with… with Carmen and Leo, with all of you… I think… I think we’d like to stay here.”

“You would?” Renée asked, and she looked mildly surprised.

“You would?” Carmen said at the same moment, but her expression was downright stunned.

“It’s just-- the Order is so formal,” Pyrrha said quickly, like she was worried she’d overstepped or messed up. “It’s so militaristic, you know? You’re like a police force. And it’s even further away from home. Here, it… I know it’s a little more exposed, even with the main danger gone, but… but it feels…”

“More like a home, less like house arrest,” Helen chimed in, and there was something knowing in her tone.

I wondered if, after her ordeal in Oregon, her parents had kept her on too tight a leash for her liking, and that was what had sparked her desire to move in with her uncles in LA.

“Exactly.” Pyrrha nodded at the werewolf girl before she looked at me, then Carmen, then finally at Renée. “Is… is that okay?”

“Of course,” Renée said. “I cannot force you to come with me. You’re an adult and functionally Aidan’s legal guardian. I would be required to take him from you if I believed you were endangering him, but I know that isn’t the case.”

“I’ve offered to help Pyrrha with the formal adoption process, just to make things easier for them in the future,” Conleth said to Renée.

It was the first thing he’d said since she’d entered the apartment, but Renée smiled at him.

“Good,” she said. “I think that is a wise course of action. But at any rate, I still won’t force you and Aidan to separate, Pyrrha. I trusted these six to become your guardians when I was unable. If they’re still happy to have you, there’s no reason for you two to relocate.”

“If… if I could interject?” Asami actually raised one of her hands in a sheepish, adorable gesture that made my heart swell a little. “It might be… just in the interest of Pyrrha and Aidan’s safety… it might be better if they don’t stay… exactly here.”

“I agree,” Kylah said, and she looked over at the McKennas apologetically. “Not that we don’t want you here, we’ve genuinely all loved having you guys around, but we’re freelancers. This place used to be a safehouse for the Order. With the main danger following you taken care of… it might be more dangerous for you two to stay here.”

“Oh,” Pyrrha said.

It was such a teenaged sound. The sound of someone who hadn’t fully thought through every angle of their idea. Something in my chest tightened, but I did agree with Kylah and Asami. Even with the improved wards, we’d made ourselves very large targets for the Phoenix group, and they’d be sure to come after us with everything they had. I didn’t want kids to get caught up in the middle of that.

“Well, the Order is more than able to take you both for a while,” Renée offered again. “At least until you find something more permanent. The situation in Arizona won’t continue indefinitely, and we can look into placing you with extended family or the local supernatural community once the danger is passed.”

I could see this wasn’t what Pyrrha-- or Aidan-- had hoped for, and their faces were downcast.

“If I could also interrupt?” Conleth then said, and he flashed a small smile at Asami before he turned to Renée. “Perhaps we could take them on.”

“Oh?” The councilwoman raised an eyebrow.

“Well,” the phoenix man said with a shrug, “Ralph and I have been preparing the spare room for Helen to take anyway, since she’s about to move in with us. It would be easy to put another bed in, it’s quite a large room. And now that I have my office at the lycanthrope hall, I don’t really need a home office, so it can be made into a room for wee Aidan.”

Conleth looked over at his husband, who was smiling.

“I think that could work,” Ralph agreed, and then he looked to the McKennas. “It’s not here, but it’s close, and we’d be happy to have you for a while.”

“Conleth is a phoenix and a licensed social worker,” I said to Renée and to Pyrrha. “He’s kind of the perfect fit.”

“Yeah…” Pyrrha said softly, and she looked down at her little brother. “What about that, Adi? You think you’d like that? Moving in with Mr. Edan-Chander and his family?”

“Uh…” Aidan looked around at us all uncertainly and finally rested his flame-colored eyes on Kegan. “Could… could I still come to visit?”

“Of course!” the blond man said with a laugh. “They don’t live that far away. You can visit as much as you want.”

Aidan’s small face split into a blazing grin, and he turned back to his sister.

“Okay!”

A collective sigh of relief was let out around the room.

“You stay here with Kegan, I’ll pack our things,” Pyrrha suggested to her brother.

Aidan nodded eagerly and planted himself next to the blond man as his sister went for the guest room.

“I’ll help,” Helen offered, and she followed Pyrrha down the hall.

“I’m glad that’s sorted itself out,” Renée said as she clasped her hands together. “Truly. The Order isn’t really a place for children. It doesn’t lend itself well to social development or family ties.”

“We’re happy to offer help where the Order can’t,” Ralph said.

There was a hint of sharpness to his voice, a point no one except Aidan missed, and Renée leveled her gaze at him. Then she rose from her seat and walked over to Ralph’s, and for a moment I genuinely wondered if she was going to pick a fight with the largest man I’d ever known.

“I would, for what it’s worth, like to apologize for the… incident regarding your niece,” Renée then said to the werewolf man, and she said it in the closest thing to an apologetic tone I’d ever heard from her lips.

Generally speaking, Renée’s position and temperament didn’t lend itself toward apology, but now she extended her hand to Ralph and looked almost-- almost-- contrite.

Ralph stared at her outstretched hand for a long while, so long I found myself staring, too. I noticed for the first time she had a scar over the back of her hand. The thin, raised line stood out starkly, a few shades lighter than her deep mahogany skin. I found myself curious as to what could have caused that scar, especially to an Eye in a Sanctuary, where healers like Asami and Jasper were at the ready. Sufficiently skillful healing magic usually didn’t even leave a scar.

At last, however, after a long, thoughtful pause, Ralph reached out and shook Renée’s hand.

“Of course, it goes without saying this apology comes solely from myself, not the organization I represent, and categorically the Order does not consider itself ‘at fault’ for an individual supernatural’s predicaments,” Renée added, and was I imagining things, or was there the faintest hint of boredom and irritation as she rattled off the disclaimer?

“Of course,” Ralph drawled, with only a little scorn in his tone.

“And I am truly relieved to see Helen alive and well,” Renée went on.

“As are we all,” Conleth said with a slightly relieved smile.

One by one, Kylah, Kegan, Carmen, Artemis, Asami, and I went off to get dressed, but even after all six of us had returned, and conversation between us and Ralph, Conleth, and Renée continued, Pyrrha and Helen didn’t reappear.

“Are they alright?” Asami finally asked and sounded a bit worried, but we were all pretty sure nothing genuinely bad could have happened.

We would’ve heard, or Carmen would’ve sensed something malevolent.

“Maybe they just got lost in conversation,” my sister suggested with a shrug.

“I’ll go see what’s keeping them,” I said, and I planted a kiss on Asami’s head as I got up from my seat and headed down the hallway.

The door to the room Pyrrha and Aidan had been staying in was closed but not actually shut, so I pushed it open.

“Hey,” I said. “You two doing alright in--?”

The rest of the question died in my throat as I stopped short. Helen and Pyrrha leaped away from one another as both of their faces turned tomato red with embarrassment, and for several long moments, we all just stared at one another in silence.

“I…” I started, but my brain needed a second to gather its thoughts again. “We just wanted to check that everything was okay with you two. I’ll, um… I’ll wait outside. With everyone else. No rush.”

I pulled the door closed behind me and walked back into the main room to be met with a crowd of curious expressions.

“They’re getting along okay?” Carmen asked.

“They’re getting along fine,” I answered and let out a cough to cover my laugh. “Great, in fact. I, um… I interrupted a private moment.”

“Oh!” Conleth made a noise halfway between surprise and delight. “Well! Isn’t that sweet!”

“Maybe it’s not such a good idea to put the pair of them in the same bedroom, after all,” Ralph said to his husband in a wry tone, and Conleth swatted his shoulder.

“Oh, relax,” he said. “Besides, we should’ve known she’d fall for a phoenix. It runs in the family.”

“I suppose I should just be glad she’s over that wretched lycanthrope boy she was seeing up North,” Ralph muttered and rolled his eyes like an overprotective father.

“I think it’s sweet,” Asami said as she grinned. “I hope you didn’t embarrass them too much, Leo.”

“No more than I embarrassed myself,” I chuckled.

Truthfully, I was happy for the pair of them, and it gave me hope for the McKennas’ futures. Los Angeles wasn’t their home, but it could be.

Pyrrha and Helen came out a few minutes later, with their bags packed and faces still bright red. To the credit of Ralph and Conleth, they only teased Helen a little, and as Pyrrha walked over to me, I shot Carmen a look before she could tease the phoenix girl.

My sister just grinned at me and shrugged.

“You okay?” I asked Pyrrha lightly.

“Yeah,” she said and refused to meet my eyes. “Fine. Sorry about… that.”

“My own fault,” I said as I put up my hands. “Should’ve knocked. But it’s all good. It’s kind of sweet, actually. She’s a good kid, and so are you.”

I saw the sheepishness on Pyrrha’s face give way to a pleased expression.

“Thanks,” she said with a faint flicker of a smile. “That’s… that’s really nice of you. Especially considering how I… wasn’t.”

“Hey,” I said earnestly, and I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s forgotten, alright? Water under the bridge. No one here blames you.”

“Then… when Aidan comes to visit,” she said as she bit her lip. “Would… would it be okay if-- if I maybe came, too?”

I understood what she was really asking. If she was still welcome in our home after everything that had happened, after her terror and anguish had caused her to cry out horrible things.

“Of course.” I smiled at her, and Pyrrha’s shoulders sagged with relief. “You and Aidan are welcome whenever you like.”

Pyrrha didn’t say anything. I suspected she didn’t really trust herself to speak. But she flung her arms around my waist and hugged me tight, and I hugged back just as fiercely. I suspected it was the first hug she’d gotten from an adult since her parents had died, and though that fact hurt, it also gave me hope.

Because there was a large, inviting supernatural community here, and despite the attempts of people like Fabricius Wright to tear it apart, it was resilient. Pyrrha and Aidan would be invited in with open arms, and they were going to make a home for themselves with Ralph, Conleth, and Helen. A real home, with normal things like crushes and school.

Pyrrha and I finally pulled away from each other, and she shot me a grin so bright and wide it would have been obvious to a blind human that she was a phoenix.

I grinned back, and it felt good. Like we were one step closer to unraveling the puzzle that was Phoenix, to stopping them once and for all.

It was just a matter of time.

End of Book 5


Cast of Characters from Book 5:

Pyrrha McKenna: Phoenix. Dark, wavy hair, flame-colored eyes, tan skin. She is an eighteen-year-old whose parents were killed by the group operating in Arizona. The Order of the Eye refused to offer her and her brother sanctuary, so Renée Beckett called Team Rivera in for assistance. Pyrrha is very distrustful and suspicious of everyone at first, but only because she’s so protective of her younger brother, Aidan.

Aidan McKenna: Phoenix. Dark, wavy hair, flame-colored eyes, tan skin. He is Pyrrha’s eight-year-old brother. Since he is younger, he’s quicker to trust and befriend Team Rivera, especially Kegan.

Conleth Edan-Chander: Phoenix. Reddish-brown hair, orange eyes, fair skin. He is Ralph’s husband and a social worker who helps magicals out when they’re in a tight spot or need forged documents. Team Rivera goes to him when they need help with the McKennas.

Fabricius Wright: Unknown. Black hair, chilling-blue eyes, pale skin. He worked for the group operating out of Arizona. He’d been running experiments on the Eyes that went to Phoenix to investigate and turning them into mindless puppets.
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