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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. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    The bar was small, dank, and dark. At any given time, at least one of the windows was broken and boarded up, and I’d never known the jukebox to work, no matter how many quarters hopeful newcomers might shove into the coin slot. 
 
    But the drinks were cheap, and Carmen and I had been coming here since we’d been old enough to buy those drinks. If I was being honest, we’d been coming here a little before then, too. 
 
    Carmen had insisted she buy the first round, and as she slid into the booth next to me, she passed me a glass of whatever beer was on tap. I didn’t ask what it was as I took it because there was no point, really. I’d never been very picky when it came to alcohol. Never had the time or the funds to become picky. 
 
    “To coming home safe,” Carmen said as she cheerfully tapped her beer against mine. 
 
    “To not getting shot at,” I replied, and we both took a drink.  
 
    “Is it weird?” she then asked me as she wiped foam off her top lip. “I think it feels a little weird.” 
 
    “Is what weird?” I looked at her over the rim of my glass.  
 
    “You. This. I’m not used to seeing you without FaceTime pixels anymore.” She gestured between us and cocked a grin. “I think the pixels were doing you a favor.” 
 
    “You can’t make that joke, we have the same face,” I scoffed.  
 
    “Yeah, but on me, it works,” she said and laughed when I punched her shoulder. 
 
    Truthfully, it was a little weird. This was the first time in almost an entire year that I’d been in the same room, hell, the same country, as my twin sister. I couldn’t decide if it felt strange because we’d changed, or because we hadn’t. 
 
    I think I’d expected some big shift when I stepped off the plane yesterday morning and spotted Roy waiting for me in the arrivals lounge. I’d expected some kind of disconnect, like the things he talked about wouldn’t make sense to me, like everyone I’d left behind now spoke a totally different language. But they hadn’t. Roy was still wry, still wanted to be a pediatrician, still my friend. Carmen was still a cheeky little brat, still a genius with a car, still my twin sister. It was almost weird for how not-weird it was. Like my life had just been paused while I’d been gone, like it had sat there and waited for me until I came back. 
 
    “How’s Roy?” Carmen asked as if she’d read my mind.  
 
    When we’d been little, we’d tried that. Twins were supposed to have some kind of psychic mind-link or power, right? But for all our attempts at telepathic communication, all we’d gotten were headaches. 
 
    “He’s doing good,” I replied with a grin. “Surgery went really well, said he’ll be ready for beach volleyball by summer.”  
 
    I made the same gesture now as Roy had when he’d told me. I raised my arms not-quite to shoulder level, and then flicked my hands as if spiking an invisible ball. 
 
    “Really?” Carmen’s face lit up. “Oh, that’s so good! I should get him a congratulations card or something.” 
 
    “Do they have cards for that?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Surgery’s a surgery, you don’t have to get specific about it.” She shrugged and then tipped her beer toward me. “That reminds me, Theo got his kidney transplant a couple months ago. Last I heard, he was doing pretty good.” 
 
    “Aw, that’s a relief,” I said. My voice had a slightly bland quality, the combination of the fact that I was genuinely pleased to hear good news, but I’d also never been particularly invested in the whole situation. “So you’ve heard from him and Maria recently?” 
 
    “Not really.” Carmen’s mouth twisted in the way that I knew meant ‘I don’t wanna talk about it,’ and she shrugged, the gesture exaggerated, like she was sloughing off some huge, invisible weight. “Aside from the kidney thing. Card for our birthday. Card for Christmas.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nice they remembered,” I said mildly, but the truth was we’d never been very close to our foster parents.  
 
    They hadn’t done anything wrong exactly. They’d kept us clean and fed and clothed. They’d helped us with difficult homework problems. They’d taken care of us when we got sick. All in all, they’d been model guardians and still made something of an effort to keep in touch, even though we were both twenty-five, and their legal obligations had long-since ended. But for all of that, neither Carmen nor I had really felt like they were our family. We just hadn’t… clicked. With them, or with any of the other kids they’d fostered.  
 
    We didn’t even talk to our foster siblings. Again, not out of malice, we just hadn’t kept in touch. But we hadn’t really felt the need to. I had Carmen, and she had me. When you had a twin, when you’d shared your entire life with someone, including the deaths of your parents in a house fire, you didn’t really need anyone else. Carmen was my family, and I was hers. Which was one of the many reasons why I was glad to be back home. This past year had been the longest we’d ever been separated from one another, by a huge margin. 
 
    It had been strange, and not in a good way, being separated from my sister. Being twins, we’d of course spent our whole lives by each other’s sides, and being told we looked just alike. We knew. That was what ‘twins’ meant. There were some differences, obviously, like the fact I was male and she was female. But we both shared the tawny skin and dark brown wavy hair of our parents. We’d also inherited our father’s dark eyes instead of our mother’s hazel, as well as his stocky, athletic build. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said vaguely and drew me back to the present. “I guess.”  
 
    A few moments of silence passed between us while we sipped our beers.  
 
    “Anyway,” my sister went on as she prodded me. “You’re back in the land of the free and all that. What’s your plan?” 
 
    “I… not sure, really,” I admitted as I blinked down at my beer. “Rest. That’s top of the list. After that… job, I guess. See if there’s anything at the VA that can help.”  
 
    There would no doubt be a certifiable mountain of paperwork. 
 
    “S’always a thrill ride with you, Leo,” Carmen drawled as she took another sip, but I nudged her with my elbow at just the right time so it sloshed down her front a little, and she scowled at me. “Bastard!” 
 
    “If I am, then you are, too,” I pointed out with a laugh. 
 
    “No,” she said, and she pulled the sleeve of her shirt over her wrist to try and dab some of the beer off. “You’re a spiritual bastard. You have achieved bastard-ness. Like the Buddha of being an asshole.” 
 
    “I see my tenure abroad did wonders for your wit.” I took a drink and smirked.  
 
    “Fuck you.”  
 
    “You’re not helping your case,” I told her. “Come on, something with a little edge to it. No one gets insulted by ‘fuck you’ these days.” 
 
    “You’d think, but every time I said it to Marco he turned, like, bright red.” She cocked her head.  
 
    “Yeah, well, Marco’s a dick,” I said flatly. I then noticed I’d made the mistake of resting my arm against the flat of the table, and I pulled it back with a grimace. My sleeve slowly unpeeled itself from the sticky wood, which was a combination of varnish and spilled drinks that had accumulated over the years. 
 
    “Marco’s a dick with a job,” Carmen replied, and I could tell she was trying not to sound bitter, but it didn’t work. 
 
    “Nepotism is a bitch,” I said as I patted her shoulder in commiseration. “But don’t worry. Two months from now, you’ll be making bank at a way cooler place, they’ll be falling apart without you. They’ll be begging for you to come back, and you can tell them to go fuck themselves.” 
 
    “You always say spite is the best motivator,” she chuckled. 
 
    “And I’m always right.” I grinned and nodded.  
 
    Carmen stuck her tongue out at me, and as I rolled my eyes at her, I noticed someone else had just walked into the bar. A woman, about my and Carmen’s age, with blonde curls that grazed her jaw and elegant cheekbones. 
 
    And she was fucking hot. Maybe one of the prettiest women I’d actually seen in the flesh versus online or gracing the cover of a fashion magazine. 
 
    What was she doing in a dump like this? 
 
    I heard something vague off to the side and turned to look at Carmen again. “Sorry, what?” 
 
     “I said you should go talk to her.” She smirked at me, not even annoyed that I hadn’t been listening, and nodded toward the blonde. “It’s been over a year since you had a proper date, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I conceded. “But I didn’t come here to flirt with women.”  
 
    Even if she was really, really pretty. Like insanely hot.  
 
    I found my eyes lingered on her a moment before I turned back to Carmen, and I steeled my resolve. It was sister and bro time. 
 
    “I came here to catch up with my brat sister and get Marco’s license plate so I can key the stupid truck he wouldn’t shut up about,” I continued. 
 
    “Oh, no need for that-- he fucked the engine. Didn’t I tell you?” Carmen laughed.  
 
    “You did not!” I snorted, and a vindictive smile tugged at my mouth as I imagined how that self-important ass could have destroyed his own vehicle. He’d had it out for Carmen ever since she’d first been hired. She was younger, smaller, and a woman, but she’d still been twice the mechanic he was from day one. “How does a mechanic fuck up his own truck?” 
 
    “By being a terrible mechanic,” Carmen replied, still with a smirk on her lips. “He wanted to improve its performance, so he fucked around with the compression ratio. I told him if he put 93 RON instead of 98 it would kill the engine, but he didn’t listen.” 
 
    Admittedly, I had no idea what ‘RON’ meant, but I understood enough to get that her expertise had been shoved aside because Marco was a chauvinist and an asshole. 
 
    “Please tell me you were there when it blew up in his face,” I laughed. “Please tell me it literally blew up in his face.” 
 
    “I will tell you all that and more, brother of mine,” Carmen said as she smiled indulgently at me. “If you go up and talk to that smoking-hot blonde you were eye fucking.” 
 
    “Carmen--” I sighed. 
 
    “Leo,” she mimicked my cadence, a trick that had never once been funny, but that never stopped her from continuing to do it. “Just go. She was looking at you, too, y’know.” 
 
    “She was?” I couldn’t help but perk up a little, but I was too intrigued to even be pissed off when Carmen grinned at me. She knew she’d won.  
 
    “Yup.” Carmen popped the ‘p’ and took another sip of her beer. “Go talk to her, lover boy. And if you’re so worried about leaving me all alone, see if she has a hot single brother.” 
 
    “No,” I said as my eyes slid over to the woman at the bar again, then more forcefully, “No. Tonight’s about you and me.” 
 
    “Fine, your round,” Carmen said as she leveled her gaze at me, even though she still held a mostly-full beer in her hand. “Go get me another drink.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groaned. “But if I get laid, it’s all your fault!” 
 
    She just grinned at me, and I rolled my eyes and was halfway out of the booth when we both noticed the door open again. This time, it was three people who came in, all men, all very tall. 
 
    Something in me tensed. It was an automatic reaction, so quick it took a moment for my brain to catch up with my body.  
 
    Something about these guys was a threat. 
 
    I was just about to try and shove this aside, to try and push down what was no doubt some lingering reflex from my tour, when I realized what had sparked my apprehension in the first place. I slid back into the booth and crowded Carmen’s space, and I shielded her as much as I could without making it look like that was what I was doing. 
 
    “Leo, what’s wrong?” She glanced at me in confusion. 
 
    “Those guys,” I muttered, but I kept my focus on them as I spoke to her and took in every detail of how they stood, how they interacted with one another, the clothes they wore. They all wore the same black jackets with an armband either tied to or stitched on the right bicep. I was too far away to make out whatever logo they bore, but we were in a liberal enough area that I was at least confident it wasn’t some white supremacist bullshit. The bar staff had zero tolerance for that kind of stuff, and I’d seen them literally toss people out over it more than once. 
 
    Still, something about the way those guys crowded around the door, the way they seemed to have made some kind of pack-- not a group, but a pack-- set me on edge. 
 
    “Something’s off,” I told Carmen. “They look ex-military.” 
 
    “So?” I saw her brow furrow out of the corner of my eye. “You’re ex-military.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not like them.” 
 
    There was a pause that was just half a heartbeat too long. I knew Carmen had clearly been about to say something, maybe to suggest I should invite the guys over and trade combat stories, but something had evidently caught her attention.  
 
    What came out of her mouth instead was, “I think you have the same taste as them, though.” 
 
    I followed her gaze, which I now realized was the same direction the men were looking. The blonde woman at the bar had caught their attention as well as mine and Carmen’s, but there was an edge to the way those men looked at her.  
 
    Something was definitely off. 
 
    The woman clearly noticed the trio of men, too, because she stood from the bar, and I could tell she was attempting to look calm and collected, but there was an urgency in her movements. Curiously, despite the fact the men were all tall and intimidating, and the woman was about six different kinds of gorgeous, no one else in the bar paid them any attention. I cast a quick glance around, and it seemed no one besides Carmen and I had even noticed any of them.  
 
    I could feel myself getting more on edge by the second. 
 
    I watched as the woman walked to the other side of the bar, where the other exit was, but instead of leading out into the street, like the door the men stood by, this exit led into an alleyway. Did the woman know that? Or was she just focused on the fact that it was an exit not being hounded by three huge guys? 
 
    Evidently, this didn’t matter, because the moment she walked out of the other exit, the three men began to follow her.  
 
    Something was very, very off. 
 
    The next thing I was aware of was Carmen’s hand on my arm, and I ripped my gaze away from the men to see she’d grabbed me because I was halfway standing in the booth. I hadn’t felt my legs move, didn’t remember making the decision to move, and my sister stared at me with concerned eyes. 
 
    “Something could be wrong,” I told her. It looked like those men had come here for the woman. And even if they hadn’t, they’d clearly decided to make her their target once they’d seen her.  
 
    “I know,” she said. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I knew better than to argue with Carmen about something like this. And, besides, if things did get physical, I’d rather not be outnumbered three to one. Not to mention the blonde woman would probably feel more at ease if it was a man and a woman that came to her rescue instead of just another clearly-ex-military guy. 
 
    We tried not to look suspicious as we both followed the three men out of the bar and into the alleyway. Carmen fell into step behind me without me needing to ask, but she knew how this worked. I was the bigger of the two of us and the better trained. She could bench her bodyweight and swing a wrench hard enough to crack a man’s skull, but I was the soldier. I could feel her standing behind me with her eyes on the door as she looked over my shoulder. The sensation of her being the one to watch my back was unusual for the fact that it had been a few years since I’d felt it last. But it was familiar, and the familiarity was a comfort as I pushed open the door.  
 
    A strange thing happened then. 
 
    It was like a bubble popped. The moment I put my hand on the door out to the alleyway, the moment I pushed it open, it was like some force field or containment had been breached, because suddenly, there was noise. 
 
    I knew the doors to the bar were not very soundproof. You could hear a car horn honk as clearly inside as if you stood on the sidewalk. But when I pushed through the door and came to stand in the alleyway, I wondered if perhaps the small, dank, dark bar had decided to moonlight as a recording studio while I’d been away. 
 
    When Carmen and I stepped out, the first thing I heard was a high-pitched shriek. Not one of pain, or of fear, but of anger. Like the person who’d shrieked was indignant. 
 
    A moment later-- and that was the second strange thing to happen, because it was like my brain had an image of the alleyway that was empty, and it took a moment for the image to update to the version with people in it-- I saw who had shrieked.  
 
    It was the blonde woman. 
 
    She was backing up toward the end of the alleyway, hands raised, teeth gritted, eyes wild. Two of the men were advancing upon her. The third man was unconscious on the floor, and the slight rise and fall of his chest was the only clue to his still being alive. A fourth man, with the same blond hair and elegant cheekbones as the woman, was slumped against the alleyway wall, and both hands were pressed to his side as blood seeped from between his fingers. 
 
    “Shit,” Carmen muttered, and I sensed her stiffen behind me. 
 
    ‘Shit’ was right.  
 
    I took a step forward and let go of the door to the bar so it swung shut behind me, and I heard the ‘click’ of the latch as it slid back into place, like the hammer of a pistol preparing to fire, or a bomb about to go off. 
 
    The only question was who was the weapon, and who was the target. 
 
    “Hey,” I said loudly. Both blonds swiveled to stare at me, like they were shocked I was there, but I didn’t pay this any mind as I squared my shoulders and glared at the two obvious assailants. “Get the fuck away from her.” 
 
    One of the men turned fully to face me, and I saw he held a bloody knife clutched in one hand. If I had to guess, he was the reason the blond guy was bleeding on the ground. 
 
    “Eyes everywhere,” the asshole snarled to his companion as he looked me up and down with a disgusted face. “Fucking everywhere.” 
 
    “Kill them and be done with it.” The other man waved his hand impatiently as his attention remained on the woman, and that was all the warning I got before the guy with the knife charged me. 
 
    Automatically, Carmen leapt sideways to allow me space to move, and as the guy with the knife barreled into me, I saw her run straight for the third man and the woman. If the blonde had managed to take down one of the guys already, she and Carmen would be fine, which meant I could keep all my focus on this bastard. 
 
    He slashed wide with the knife, and it was obvious that even if he was ex-military or something similar, a blade wasn’t his weapon of choice. He moved quickly, really quickly, actually, and was light on his feet despite his size.  
 
    But it so happened I moved like that, too. I wasn’t quite as large as him, but I’d been in a sparring ring with Tommy only three days ago, and I’d laid him out flat and had hardly broken a sweat.  
 
    And, as they said, the bigger they are, the harder they fall. 
 
    I ducked under his arm, caught his wrist, and shoved it outwards. The next part of the move was to twist his arm and force him to drop the knife, but the guy must have expected that, because he grabbed my wrist and used our combined grips to turn the knife toward me. As he shoved forwards, clearly in an attempt to stab me in the head, I fell into a crouch, with my weight braced on his upper body, and he tipped forward and lost control of his momentum. The knife glanced harmlessly off the brick wall behind me, and as I shot upward, I headbutted him in the chin.  
 
    His head snapped back, and he groaned. Then he staggered backwards, and this time, when I grabbed his arm, I was able to twist his wrist, and the knife clattered to the ground.  
 
    I was just about to kick the blade away when a fist connected with my temple. Fractals of light scattered across my vision, and I tasted blood as I cut my cheek open on my own teeth. I took one step back, but that was it. Then I needed to move forward again.  
 
    The guy had used my disorientation to scoop the knife back up. He held it differently this time, so no doubt he expected me to try the wrist thing again, and he was being preemptive.  
 
    I stalked forwards, and my movements were heavy and deliberate. There was no point in trying to be careful with this guy, he was the type of opponent you had to hit and keep hitting. 
 
    He charged me again, and the knife sailed through the air, but I blocked it with the flat of my hand into his elbow. Even though it was on the inside of his elbow, and I hadn’t struck the funny bone, I knew it would still feel weird, weird enough to buy me time to shove my fist into his solar plexus.  
 
    Which I did. 
 
    With a dry, choked gasp, the guy doubled over. His empty hand went to his stomach, and he took another unsteady step back. I adjusted my posture to go for a kick, but as I raised my foot, his hand shot out, grabbed my ankle, and tugged me forward. I shoved out my hands to correct my balance and hissed as I felt the clean, sharp slice of the knife’s blade across my right forearm. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelped, more out of surprise than pain. 
 
    “Oh, hang on,” the guy muttered as he frowned at me. “You’re not one of them, are you?” 
 
    “One of who?” I snarled, part irritation, part sheer exertion as I forced myself to ignore the burn of pain across my skin. I wouldn’t let myself focus on it. The adrenaline of a fight and the knowledge that I wasn’t the only one at risk helped to narrow my focus, and I barely felt the pain. 
 
    Or at least, I told myself that as I forced my arms to stay outstretched.  
 
    My hands gripped the shoulders of the guy’s dark jacket, and I yanked him toward me. Then I shoved my knee up into his stomach, the same spot my fist had been only a moment earlier. He let out another strangled groan, and as he was distracted, I gripped his wrist again. This time, I didn’t twist it, but shoved it downwards and forced his arm, and him, to the floor.  
 
    I half-stood, half-crouched on top of him, and my foot came up to pin his wrist to the ground. There was the crunch of gravel as I ground my boot into his arm, and he let go of the knife with a cry.  
 
    This time I knew not to let up, and while still squatting over him, I wound back my right arm with my hand curled into a fist again. Then I brought it down once, hard and precise, across his left temple. There was the dull sound of an impact since there was only a thin layer of flesh over the bones of my knuckles and his skull. He groaned, the sound dazed, and my left hand fisted in the collar of his shirt. I pulled him off the ground just high enough that his head wasn’t on the pavement, and then I struck him across the temple again.  
 
    By the time I let go and he fell back onto the floor, he was out cold. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I panted, not so much because I was tired, more like I was worked up. Then I heard the sound of another impact and looked over to see Carmen and the blonde woman had teamed up against the third guy.  
 
    Carmen jumped on him from behind, and as he’d tried to fight or shake her off, the blonde woman shoved her knee first into his stomach, then his crotch. As the force of the blows and Carmen’s weight forced him to the ground, the woman raised her leg in a kick and caught him with the heel of her foot. His head snapped to the side, and he collapsed to the ground like a stone. 
 
    Then Carmen and the woman just watched the guy’s limp form for a moment, as if trapped in some kind of spell. I knew what that felt like, what it was to look at an opponent you’d beaten and be kind of captivated by the fact your body, you, had done something that… primal. 
 
    The blonde woman broke out of the spell first. For a moment, her gaze settled on me, and we made eye contact for the first time. I noticed then that her eyes were very green. Ludicrously green, really. Maybe she was wearing colored contacts.  
 
    Then there was a soft groan, and her curiously green eyes snapped away from mine to the blond man who was still slumped at the other end of the alley. 
 
    “Kegan!” she croaked in a strained voice, and she jumped over the body of the third guy and rushed toward the blond man. 
 
    His face was twisted with pain, which was a good thing because it meant he hadn’t lost so much blood as to become sluggish. His cognitive faculties would probably still be okay. He still definitely needed a hospital, though. 
 
    Carmen shuffled her way from between the unconscious men to come stand beside me. I saw her eyes zero in on my forearm, but I was the one to speak first.  
 
    “You okay, Monkey?” 
 
    Irritation flickered across her face at the old nickname, and I smiled. It was apt, as far as I was concerned. She’d loved climbing trees when we’d been kids, and even now she liked to do gymnastics and rock climbing in her free time. The fact she’d decided to become a mechanic, a grease monkey, just made it even more appropriate.  
 
    Plus, it pissed her off. Which, as a nickname bestowed by her brother, was practically a requirement. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she told me and then looked at my forearm again. She reached out and lifted my right hand gently. “You?” 
 
    “It’s not deep.” I nodded and patted her hands with my left before I tipped my head toward the two blonds. “Besides, I think we have bigger issues here.”  
 
    The woman was still kneeling beside the guy, who I supposed must be named Kegan. His fingers had become red and slick with blood, and despite her attempts to get him to move his hands so she could examine the wound, he shook his head and refused.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I said. “Until you’re in a place it can be properly treated, you should keep pressure on it.” 
 
    Both of their heads whipped up to stare at me, like they’d forgotten Carmen and I were still standing there.  
 
    A lifetime of being told by family, friends, and complete strangers that Carmen and I looked so alike meant I could tell at a glance that these two were twins, just like my sister and I. Kegan had the same blond curls, elegant cheekbones, and the same unusually green eyes.  
 
    Surely they weren’t both wearing colored contacts? 
 
    “You need a hospital,” I stated the obvious.  
 
    “No… no hospitals,” Kegan muttered as he shook his head. Then he tipped his head back against the brick wall and gritted his teeth as he pressed down harder on the wound at his side.  
 
    There was only so long he could keep applying pressure. He needed to get it cleaned and sutured.  
 
    “But--” Carmen began, but he cut her off with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t talk to her that way,” I said as I scowled at him.  
 
    Injured or not, he didn’t have the right to be an ass to my sister. She’d just helped save him, for one thing. 
 
    “No, I mean, who are you?” Kegan fixed his green eyes on me.  
 
    I frowned. “Leo Rivera. She’s my sister, Carmen.” 
 
    Whatever answer he’d expected, that hadn’t been it.  
 
    “I don’t know those names,” he said before he glanced at his sister, who shook her head.  
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” I said. “They’re our names, and we’ve never met before. Now, you need to get yourself to a hospital, dude.”  
 
    Maybe I’d been wrong about the blood loss. The way he was talking, he already sounded kind of loopy.  
 
    “No hospitals,” Kegan repeated and shook his head again.  
 
    He was getting agitated now, and I moved in front of Carmen slightly on instinct. He was injured, sure, but he was a stranger, and I was understanding less and less about this situation by the second. The noise that had been contained until we’d left the bar, the way I hadn’t immediately seen the fight even though I’d been trained to notice that kind of thing automatically, those men’s armbands, the blonde’s impossibly green eyes, none of it was adding up to anything that made sense. 
 
    The woman saw me move in front of Carmen and did the same thing with Kegan. She was shorter than me, shorter than Carmen, too, but there was a ferocity in her eyes I could respect.  
 
    Admire, even.  
 
    “Leo Rivera,” she said, like she was tasting the sound of my name in her mouth. “How are you able to see me?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    If you’d like to see a map of Leo’s adventures during this novel, you can find it in my Facebook group (Search for Logan Jacobs in Facebook Groups), or on my Patreon (search Google for Patreon + Logan Jacobs). 
 
      
 
    I frowned down at the blonde woman and wondered which one of us was crazy. Because one of us had to be. She’d asked the question so frankly, like it was a reasonable thing to ask. 
 
    “How--” I began but then stopped. “How am I able to see you? You’re standing right in front of me, that’s how.” 
 
    “So?” she asked me, and I stared at her. 
 
    “So… I have functioning eyes?” I suggested as I glanced at Carmen, who shrugged.  
 
    She was just as baffled as me. 
 
    “Look, your… brother?” I went on as I turned back to the woman. “He needs help. Can you freak out about me being able to see you on the way to a doctor or something?” 
 
    “No doctors!” Kegan snapped, and he slowly pushed himself upright by sliding himself up the wall. Then he leaned against it heavily and glowered at me. “No hospitals!” 
 
    “Well, you can’t just sit here and bleed to death,” I said as I tried to keep my cool. “We have to call an ambulance or something!” 
 
    “No ambulances,” Kegan ground out before he looked at his sister. “Do it.” 
 
    Whatever he was telling her to do, she clearly didn’t want to do, because her already-pale face went sheet-white, and she crouched down next to him, with her brow furrowed.  
 
    “Kegan--” 
 
    “I know,” he interrupted her, and for a moment it was like Carmen and I weren’t even there, like we were no longer a concern. “Just do it. Skin-deep. They can open me back up later to fix it properly.” 
 
    The woman nodded, quick and frantic, and I watched as she shoved her brother’s jacket aside and lifted the hem of his t-shirt to show the sluggishly bleeding hole in his side. Beside me, I heard Carmen gag slightly. I, meanwhile, had never been very squeamish around blood, and after my tour, it was gonna take a lot more than seeing a stab wound to make me feel faint. 
 
    The blonde woman pressed her fingers over the wound and pinched it shut, and for a second, nothing happened. Then, out of nowhere, Kegan began to scream. 
 
    It was a strangled, harsh sound, one he tried to hold back through gritted teeth. Carmen leapt away as her hands flew to her mouth. Her eyes went wide and horrified.  
 
    I, too, couldn’t help but be caught off-guard. 
 
    “Jesus!” I cried out, and I was caught between the urge to recoil and to lean forward and take the woman’s hand away from Kegan. “What the-- what are you doing?” 
 
    The blonde didn’t respond as she took her hand away, and when she did, I saw… I saw a burn mark. On Kegan’s skin. Exactly where her fingers had been pinching. 
 
    It looked cauterized. 
 
    Kegan’s breathing was more like shuddering, and his blond hair was now matted with sweat.  
 
    Just what the hell had Carmen and I walked into? 
 
    “What the fuck?” I rasped and looked between Kegan and his sister. “I-- you-- what the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I cauterized it,” the blonde woman said, and her green gaze was unwavering as she stared at me. “Just the surface level. It will stop him from losing too much blood before I can get him somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Not a hospital?” I asked as every nerve in my body thrummed with restless energy. It was like the switch for my fight-or-flight reflexes was stuck in the ‘on’ position. 
 
    “No hospitals!” Kegan ground out again, for maybe the fourth time. 
 
    I just ignored him that time and kept my focus on his sister. “Who the hell are you? And why is it so strange we can see you? We saw you in the bar.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” she said as her nose scrunched up. “I put up a glamour before I even walked in there.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means, but it doesn’t change the fact we saw you,” I said and looked to Carmen, who nodded. 
 
    “We did see you,” my sister added before she waved a hand toward the three unconscious bodies still on the floor. “And those three creeps. You’re welcome, by the way.”  
 
    “Thank you for that,” the woman said, and ducked her head slightly. “Genuinely. But if you are able to see us, and we don’t know your names… that’s a problem.” 
 
    “What kind of problem?” Carmen asked as she cocked her head, and I could see the glitter in her eyes, the curiosity. She always got that look when she was presented with a new engine to take apart. 
 
    “Can we discuss this somewhere that isn’t a breeding ground for infection?” I asked tightly, and then I leaned toward Kegan and offered an arm for him to brace himself against. He eyed me warily for a moment, but he eventually took one hand away from the wound in his side to sling it over my shoulders. 
 
    He was almost exactly my height, maybe an inch taller, but narrower in the shoulders. I could tell from his posture he was leaning almost all of his weight on me, but he didn’t feel very heavy. That probably said more about me than him, since I’d just come home from spending a year on tour, and neither of us were small. 
 
    Kegan was already pale, paler than Carmen and I, but his skin looked downright sallow next to mine. I wondered if he had some kind of clotting disorder or something, because even for someone who’d just been stabbed, he looked really bad. 
 
    His sister evidently thought the same, and her hand came up to touch his face while her own expression was tight with concern.  
 
    “We need to get you help,” she said, and as one hand went to his side, her fingers brushed over the hand I had around his waist. 
 
    Something bright exploded across my vision, and I jerked back. Since I still had a solid grip on Kegan, I yanked him back with me, and he cried out in both pain and indignation. 
 
    “Leo!” Carmen yelped. 
 
    “Kegan!” the woman cried at exactly the same moment. 
 
    The bright flash was gone as soon as it had arrived, and I righted myself. Then I blinked and looked over at Kegan and the woman, and an apology was already halfway to my mouth when I stopped. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Kegan scowled at me, and the blonde woman eyed me with a mixture of concern and trepidation. 
 
    “Leo?” Carmen took a step forward. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I turned to her so suddenly she flinched a little. I felt my mouth move, but for a moment the sounds didn’t come, like something in my brain had shorted out and needed a second to reboot. 
 
    Finally, I swallowed hard and pried my suddenly dry tongue off the roof of my mouth.  
 
    “Lines,” was all I managed to say. 
 
    My sister stiffened, and I watched her dark eyes go wide and saw in real time as it clicked. What had been hovering on the edge of her perception was suddenly shoved into the center of her focus. 
 
    I watched as Carmen’s eyes darted around and almost hungrily drank in the sight-- the real sight-- of what surrounded us.  
 
    Finally, she looked back at me. 
 
    “Lines.” 
 
    When Carmen and I had been eight, our parents died in a house fire, so we’d been put into foster care and had ultimately been housed by Maria and Theo. Within a few weeks, we’d both learned that if we wanted to get put into a good home, if we wanted to stay out of a psychiatric institution, if we wanted to stay together, we’d have to stop talking about the silver, glowing lines we sometimes saw. 
 
    They were like pathways, little trails of mist and whispers floating just above the ground. We’d given them a hundred names. Carmen had called them fairy paths or spirit lines, and I’d called them ghost spiderwebs or angel blood. We hadn’t known what they were, only that we could see them, and no one else could. 
 
    Not that we’d asked everyone. We’d learned to stop asking. 
 
    I couldn’t remember the exact point at which we’d stopped seeing the lines altogether, but we had. One day, I’d looked up and realized I hadn’t seen them for a while, and we’d simply begun to believe they’d been made up, like an imaginary friend. 
 
    But now, as Carmen and I stared at the three unconscious men, Kegan, and his sister, I realized something else: when we’d been kids, the lines had never been attached to anything. But here, now, they were. They pooled over the unconscious men like shimmering spiderwebs and wound around Kegan and the blonde woman’s ankles like they were tethering them to… something. 
 
    Or… maybe… the people were the tethers.  
 
    I looked at how four of the lines trailed back toward the door that led to the bar. The fifth, Kegan’s, led out of the alleyway. 
 
    “It’s just aura,” the blonde woman said, and when I turned back to her, she was watching me with a curious expression. 
 
    “It’s what?” My gaze snapped up to her face. 
 
    “Aura,” she repeated as she frowned again. 
 
    “Wait,” Carmen said, and she stared at the blonde woman. “So, we’re not going crazy? Those lines we used to see-- these lines here-- they’re… real?” 
 
    “They are,” the blonde woman said as she frowned even deeper. “But you should know what they are. The fact that you don’t is… concerning.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Kegan grunted. He was still leaning on me, though not as much as before, but this was probably because I’d almost dragged him to the ground a moment ago. 
 
    “You two should probably come with us,” the woman said as she wound a blonde curl around her finger. The gesture was both thoughtful and nervous. “We… need to figure this out. Somewhere private.” 
 
    Carmen looked at me with one eyebrow raised. When it came to mischief, I’d always been the one to follow her lead, but when it came to tactical shit, she’d always been the one to follow mine. 
 
    I weighed our options. I’d managed to take out one of those men by myself, and Carmen had managed the second with a bit of help from the woman, who’d also taken out one of the men either by herself or with Kegan’s help. So we were probably evenly matched against the blonds, except Kegan was injured, and I reckoned he weighed less than I did. 
 
    If the pair of them were planning to jump us in some way, or to rob us, I didn’t like their chances. And I doubted petty thieves would go to the trouble of hiring decoys and stabbing themselves just to get their hands on the twenty-two dollars and sixty cents I had in my wallet. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to the woman. “I wouldn’t oppose getting some answers about what the hell’s going on.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Kegan asked his sister, as if I hadn’t said anything. His expression was doubtful underneath the pain. 
 
    “They need to speak to Renée,” the blonde woman insisted. “Or Renée needs to speak to them. And we need to go back anyway.”  
 
    Her brow furrowed in concern as she gestured to his bloody side, and Kegan sighed laboriously. His breath shuddered a little, and I felt him put more of his weight on me.  
 
    “Fine,” he relented after a long, silent moment. 
 
    The woman nodded smartly and walked out of the alleyway, and she was clearly intending for us to follow her. I hesitated for a moment as I looked back at the three unconscious men, but the idea of sticking around until they woke up didn’t really appeal to me. They’d probably just try to stab me again, so I readjusted my grip on Kegan and followed the blonde woman as Carmen trailed along behind us. 
 
    As we walked out of the alleyway and into the street, I braced myself for the odd looks that would come with walking down the road half-carrying a guy who’d obviously been stabbed, but no one looked at us. No one even seemed to notice us. 
 
    “Why isn’t anyone looking at us?” Carmen asked as she had the same realization. “We’re with a stab victim.” 
 
    “The same reason no one noticed me in the bar,” the blonde woman replied with a shrug. “As long as we don’t draw attention to ourselves, no one will pay any attention to us. We look normal.” 
 
    Carmen shot me a look that made it clear she was just as confused as she’d been before asking her question, but I just shrugged. 
 
    “By the way,” I then said as I looked at the blond siblings, “we told you our names, but you never told us yours.” 
 
    The blonde woman turned to look back at me, as if somewhat surprised, but then she smiled. It was a little strained, probably because her brother was bleeding all over me, but it seemed genuine. 
 
    “I’m Kylah,” she told me. “Campbell. He’s Kegan. We’re--” 
 
    “Twins?” Carmen finished wryly. “We’d noticed.”  
 
    She gestured between herself and me, and I felt Kegan chuckle slightly against me and then groan as something inside him protested that action. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked, out of habit, because he obviously wasn’t, but Kegan just cocked his head. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” he admitted. “You were… surprisingly competent back there. Considering you had no idea what was going on. Did you train with someone?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah?” I blinked at him. “The US Army?” 
 
    Kegan frowned. Clearly, that wasn’t the sort of answer he’d been looking for. 
 
    We lapsed into silence as we continued down the road, and I soon realized Kylah was leading us to a small motel downtown. I’d never had cause to stay there myself, but sometimes when Carmen and I had friends visiting, we’d recommended it to them because it was cheap and fairly close to our apartment. 
 
    Kylah led us to room eight and cast a glance around before she unlocked it, opened the door, and ushered us inside. I deposited Kegan on the bed nearest the door, and he sank onto it with a half-pained, half-relieved groan as both hands went to his side again. As I stood and rolled my shoulders, I heard my joints pop, and I noticed there was a considerable bloodstain smeared over my jacket sleeve and my hand where I’d gripped Kegan’s waist. 
 
    I then frowned and raised my hand to my nose. I sniffed my fingers, and there it was, I hadn’t imagined it. There was the metallic scent of blood, obviously, but also something… sweet. Almost floral. It was an unusual scent for a guy to wear, but right now probably wasn’t the best time to critique a guy on his choice of cologne. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Carmen’s deadpan question drew me out of my thoughts, and I looked up.  
 
    Only then did I really take stock of the room we were standing in. 
 
    It was a normal motel room, for the most part. There was a suitcase thrown onto one of the beds with clothes haphazardly spilling out of it, and on the tiny table by the window were the remnants of some drive-thru dinner, overly large milkshakes, and oversalted burgers.  
 
    But tacked to the opposite wall was a collage of newspaper clippings, photos, and Post-It notes. 
 
    I half-expected there to be red string linking pieces together, like the murder board for a cop in a serial killer movie who’d just been thrown off the case for going too far. Carmen had loved those movies, and as far as I knew, she still did. She loved anything with a mystery, with a puzzle to be solved, like the bits of an engine to be assembled. I’d always preferred action flicks. War zones and terrorist plots and maybe a little James-Bond-style espionage with women poured into dresses and martinis poured into glasses. 
 
    Cliché, maybe, but very entertaining-- even if I knew they weren’t even remotely accurate. 
 
    I turned to Kylah and briefly thought she’d make a pretty good Bond girl. There was an edge in her eyes that said ‘do not fuck with me,’ but I shook the thought off for now.  
 
    “I agree with Carmen,” I said instead. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “It’s just research,” Kylah said, except she was not looking at me but at her brother.  
 
    Kegan had gingerly shrugged off his jacket and edged up the hem of his t-shirt to inspect the damage to his side, and he frowned at it like he was disappointed more than anything else. 
 
    “Research?” Carmen echoed as she walked over to the collage. “For what? These are-- shit. These must be copies from the city archives or something. Are you writing some kind of history report?” 
 
    “Not intentionally, but we have had to dig pretty far back,” Kegan told her while still looking at his side. I watched as he carefully pushed himself to his feet and shuffled toward the bathroom but didn’t shut the door, and I fought the urge to roll my eyes when I saw Carmen staring at Kegan’s back as he lifted his once-white t-shirt over his head and tossed it into the sink. His entire left side was smeared scarlet. “So, which Sanctuary are you two assigned to?” 
 
    “Sanctuary?” I repeated. “What, like, social support?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Kylah said carefully, like she was trying not to wince.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was because I’d clearly said something she thought was ridiculous, or because Kegan kept hissing through his teeth every time he touched his side. 
 
    “You’re right,” Kegan said when he finally noticed Kylah was watching him. “We need to take them to Renée.” 
 
    “Hey, whoa, wait a second,” I said as I raised my hands. “We followed you here, sure, but we’re not just gonna let you guys drag us all over until you can jump us and-- I dunno, harvest our organs or something.” 
 
    “It’d be a waste of time, anyway,” Carmen said unhelpfully. She’d sat down not on one of the chairs next to the table by the window, but on top of the table itself, and was swinging her legs. “We’re both AB-positive. Not many people you can donate to with that blood type.” 
 
    “Carmen,” I warned and shot her a look, but she just stuck out her tongue at me, so I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to Kylah. “What do you mean by Sanctuary, then?” 
 
    Kylah walked up to me. As in, she walked right up to me, so close we were almost nose to nose. I leaned back a little on instinct, since I wasn’t used to having anyone in my personal space, except maybe Carmen, but I didn’t let myself take a step back. 
 
    The floral scent… what I’d thought was Kegan… Kylah smelled like that, too. It was a lighter, fresher smell on her. Or maybe that was just because there wasn’t blood on top of it. 
 
    “You… really don’t know?” she asked in a fascinated tone as she tucked a blonde curl behind her right ear that I realized was rather pointed. “Do you?” 
 
    “Know what?” I asked. No matter how pretty she was, I was starting to get kind of annoyed. “You haven’t told us anything! Now, can you explain why my sister and I can see these weird lines or not?” 
 
    Kylah took a step back, and her expression was thoughtful. Then she tipped up her chin, like she was offering me a challenge of some kind. 
 
    “Do you believe in magic?” 
 
    I stared for a long moment before I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out, so I closed it again.  
 
    Finally, it was Carmen who spoke. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Magic,” Kylah repeated, with her eyes still trained on me. “Spells, enchantments, curses, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Yes, I know what magic is,” I told her. “I… of course, I don’t believe in it. That’s… kid stuff. A game. A story.” 
 
    Kylah smiled. It was a faintly chilling smile, and I felt a thrill shoot down my spine, like an excited, anticipatory jolt. There was the sensation of being almost… drawn to her. Or not even to her specifically, but something around her. 
 
    “You can feel it, can’t you?” she asked while looking excited and intrigued. “I wonder… when was the last time either of you were around someone like me and Kegan?” 
 
    “What? Twins?” I asked, and I knew even as the words left my mouth that it wasn’t what she meant.  
 
    And, sure enough, Kylah’s smile was indulgent. 
 
    “Magicals,” she corrected me. “People who can do-- people who are-- magic. Supernatural.” 
 
    “Is that what the lines are?” I heard Carmen ask from behind me, but I was still looking at Kylah. “Some kind of magic?” 
 
    “Every magical creature has an aura,” Kylah explained. “Like a… fingerprint. Or a scent. You can’t see your own, but it’s still there. And, like a scent, you can use it to track people.” 
 
    “So… you’re magic?” I asked as I looked Kylah up and down and then glanced at Kegan, who was still wiping blood off himself. He seemed largely disinterested in the conversation, probably because he was so obviously drained. He’d gone from standing to sitting on the edge of the bathtub, and the line of his shoulders was, in a word, exhausted. 
 
    “I am,” Kylah confirmed. “And so are the two of you. I can see your auras, just like you can see mine.” 
 
    Carmen slid off the table and got to her feet. She folded her arms, shook her head, and then unfolded her arms again. 
 
    “I don’t believe this,” she said, and she shook her head again. “This is too crazy. Magic isn’t-- isn’t real. It’s magic! It’s a fairy tale!” 
 
    An amused smile slid its way up Kylah’s face, and she walked over to Carmen.  
 
    “What’s that line?” she asked, more to herself than to my sister. “‘All stories have a grain of truth.’ Myths and legends all had to start somewhere. It’s just another kind of history.” 
 
    Carmen stared at her, then at me, and she flailed an arm as if to say ‘do you really believe this shit?’ 
 
    “It’s… not the weirdest explanation,” I said carefully and shrugged. “I mean… unless our beers were spiked with acid or something… how else would we be seeing the lines?”  
 
    I was still seeing them now, tangled around Kegan and Kylah’s ankles. It was kind of impossible not to notice them, and I was surprised I hadn’t noticed them the moment I’d first seen Kylah, to be honest. 
 
    “You can see those lines-- aura-- because you have the second sight,” Kylah told us. “Magic isn’t… it’s not very common in humans. Most humans aren’t born with magic, but become magical, through being turned into something like a werewolf or a vampire--” 
 
    “Whoa, wait, hold up,” Carmen interrupted. “Werewolves and vampires are real, too?” 
 
    “Pretty much everything is, in some form or another,” Kylah replied. “Werewolves, vampires, ghosts, faeries, and so on. All magical creatures have the second sight, which is just the ability to perceive magic. Think of it like… everyone else in the world is color-blind. It’s something they have no scope of perception for, so they can’t comprehend it even if it’s described to them. It’s an extra sense.” 
 
    “Color-blind,” I repeated with a nod. “Alright. I… I guess that makes sense.”  
 
    About as much as anything could make sense right now.  
 
    “So, because Carmen and I can… because we have this second sight, we weren’t affected by your… what did you call it… your glamour?” I continued. 
 
    “Exactly.” Kylah grinned at me and was evidently pleased I was catching on. “A glamour is an illusion spell. Some glamours only work on non-seers-- those without the second sight. They’re the simplest to cast. More sophisticated spells can also obscure magical sight. But nothing can hide an aura.” 
 
    “Which is what threw you off when we could see yours,” Carmen said. Apparently she, too, had managed to wrap her head around it. “Because we could see it, but we didn’t know what it was.” 
 
    “This still doesn’t explain how you didn’t know all of this already,” Kegan said from the bathroom. He wasn’t even cleaning the wound anymore, just slumped forward on the edge of the tub with his hand pressing a washcloth to his side. “The magical world is secret for a reason. If there are seers running around who have no context for what they’re seeing, it could risk exposing everything.” 
 
    He ended this sentence with a groan through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Carmen said as she took a step toward the bathroom, but then she awkwardly halted, and I could see the conflict in her face. She wanted to help, but she had no idea how. She was a mechanic, not a doctor. “You need to go to a hospital or something.” 
 
    “No,” Kylah answered for her brother. “He’s right, we can’t. We have our own people.” 
 
    “Then go to them,” I said. “This discussion can wait until you’re not at risk of dying from internal bleeding.”  
 
    Kylah’s quickie cauterization may have stopped him from losing too much blood, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still at risk. He shouldn’t even have been standing up. 
 
    I only now realized that… she’d cauterized the wound with her bare hand. That… must have been magic. How else? Her hand wasn’t burned, and she hadn’t had a flame or a metal conductor. She’d used magic, she’d used her bare hand, and she’d cauterized a wound. 
 
    “You should come with us,” Kylah said, even as she went to the bathroom and crouched in front of her brother. Seeing them right next to one another, it was that much more obvious just how bad Kegan was doing. They were both fair-skinned, lighter than myself and Carmen by a margin, but where Kylah was just pale, Kegan was practically a ghost. 
 
    “You need to be properly informed,” Kylah continued, still with her attention on her brother. “And we need to figure out what to do with you.” 
 
    “‘What to do’ with us?” Carmen narrowed her eyes. “You’re not ‘doing’ anything with us.” 
 
    “Okay, I phrased that poorly,” Kylah admitted. “We need to figure out how to help you two. Because if you’re seers, you should have been told about the magical world years ago. You should at least know the basics. But you don’t. Which is a problem.” 
 
    “Not the biggest problem we’re looking at, but yeah,” I said. It took me a moment to tear my gaze from the burn on Kegan’s side, but I did do it, and I met his gaze, then Kylah’s. “Take us to this Renée person.” 
 
    Kegan nodded and pushed himself to his feet. I didn’t miss how his face twisted with pain, but he stood tall and sure. I could respect that. He probably would have made a decent soldier. He left his bloody shirt in the sink, which was fair enough because there was no amount of lemon and detergent that would save it from the state it was in. Then, with Kylah’s help, he shrugged on his jacket again, but they didn’t head to the door of the room. Instead, they walked over to the tall mirror on the wall. 
 
    “You might want to, uh, put on another glamour if you’re gonna head out,” I told him. “I mean. You can pull off the jacket-only, covered-in-blood look if you want, but you’re gonna draw attention.” 
 
    “It’s very ‘nineties’ vampire movie’,” Carmen agreed, though from the way she was looking at him, that probably wasn’t a complaint.  
 
    I threw her a look, and she just shrugged shamelessly. 
 
    “I’m not walking down the street like this,” Kegan told us, and he raised his still-bloody hand to the glass of the mirror.  
 
    I watched as he began streaking his own blood across the glass. He was dabbing out some kind of symbol. 
 
    Panic shot through me. Maybe it was just the ‘nineties’ vampire’ aesthetic, but the sight of a dude drawing some kind of blood sigil onto a mirror had me thinking of ways to get the hell out of here before someone got ritualistically murdered. 
 
    But the sharp warnings shuddering through me calmed when Kegan stepped away from the mirror, and a whole new kind of wariness took its place. 
 
    The mirror was… rippling. 
 
    Like it was liquid. Silver and sort of gelatinous, shifting and moving but not falling out of the frame, apparently not beholden to the laws of gravity or physics of any kind. 
 
    “I know I’ve said this a lot already tonight,” I said while staring at the mirror. “But seriously. What the fuck?” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe,” Kylah assured me. “Mirrors are… peculiar. Magically speaking. With the right spell, they can become doorways.” 
 
    I looked over at Carmen and expected her to be backing away, to cuss the blonds out or something, but instead she stared at the mirror with nothing short of fascination. 
 
    “Holy shit,” she said softly. “That’s actual magic. Actual magic!” 
 
    “Carmen--” I started, but I stopped when she turned that blazing grin on me. 
 
    “Come on,” she said in a familiar goading voice that usually ended up with us drunk and injured and laughing our asses off. The sort of voice that always preceded a really poorly-thought-out dare. “If it kills us, it’s at least a cool way to die!” 
 
    “It looks like liquid mercury,” I told her. “It might just do that!” 
 
    My sister shrugged and took two confident strides toward the mirror, and it had never been more obvious that she was the younger of the two of us, that she wasn’t the one who’d signed up to join the army. She had no sense of discipline. 
 
    “Carmen!” I said sharply. “Just-- wait a sec!” 
 
    “We both saw the lines,” she said and pointed at me with her eyes firm. “If this gets us answers besides ‘you’re crazy,’ I’m open to listening.”  
 
    She took another step toward the mirror and was almost close enough to touch it when she stopped again and pointed at Kegan. 
 
    “Ghosts are real, right?” she asked him. 
 
    “Um… yes?” he replied as he blinked at her, and she nodded smartly. 
 
    “If this does actually kill me, I’m gonna haunt your ass,” she warned, then before I could stop her, before I could even cry out to her, she stepped up to, into, through the mirror, and-- 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    She was completely and utterly gone. Like she’d never even been there. I gaped, open-mouthed, at the… the thing that was a mirror and yet also not. The thing that had taken my twin sister. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” I demanded and glared at Kegan. 
 
    “Exactly what my sister said it is,” he told me. “A doorway.”  
 
    And with that, he stepped through it and vanished, too. 
 
    It was just Kylah and I left in the motel room now. I figured that, at least, if this non-mirror was dangerous, she wouldn’t have let her brother go into it. But… still. Magic? Mirror-doorways? Seeing things most people couldn’t? 
 
    Kylah smiled at me, and the gesture was soft and encouraging. 
 
    “Are you a religious man, Leo?” 
 
    “Not really,” I muttered and shrugged. “My parents were Catholic, but… I never really believed.” 
 
    “But you understand the concept of faith?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I have faith.”  
 
    Not in a god, as such. But I had faith in smaller things. Carmen, for one. My friends. The idea that, fundamentally, humanity was good and kind. Or maybe those were bigger things. 
 
    “Then,” Kylah said, and she took my hand and led me over to the mirror. “Have faith in yourself. You wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t believe me and my brother. You certainly wouldn’t have brought your sister. And I reckon you’re strong and fast enough to have stopped her from walking into the mirror if you’d really wanted to.” 
 
    She… wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “You promise this is safe?” I asked, like that would change my mind, even as I raised a hand to touch the not-glass. It was cool, and definitely liquid, but when I pulled my fingers back, they weren’t wet. And I still had fingers, which was a good thing. 
 
    “Safer than most things in life,” Kylah promised me. Then she dropped my arm and stepped back, so the decision was entirely mine.  
 
    But the decision was already made. Carmen was in there. Or on the other side. Even if it was dangerous, I wasn’t just going to leave her there alone. 
 
    I stepped through the mirror. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    There was the sensation of being trapped in a sort of bubble as the not-liquid of the not-mirror clung to me but didn’t stick, like how oil and water don’t mix. I felt cool all over, and I wondered what would happen if I opened my mouth. Would the substance flow in, or would the bubble’s surface tension hold over the gap? 
 
    It was over before I found out. I staggered forward and only realized there had been a total absence of sound inside the mirror after sound had returned, and my knees collided with a hardwood floor. 
 
    I shoved out my hands to catch myself, and then I looked up to see my sister as she peered down at me. 
 
    She was safe, as Kylah had promised, yet I still couldn’t help but stare. She looked so normal, so familiar, unlike everything else that had happened tonight. 
 
    “How’re you doing there, Pip?” 
 
    I scowled at the nickname, but since I’d called her ‘Monkey’ earlier, it was only fair. I’d restarted the game. 
 
    “I…” I started but then stopped and frowned. “I don’t think I want to do that again.” 
 
    “You get used to it,” Kylah said from behind me, and I turned to see her emerge from the rippling mirror with considerably more grace than I had. Then again, she’d no doubt had a lot more practice. 
 
    I then looked up to take in the room we were all standing in, and I couldn’t help as my mouth dropped open. 
 
    The room-- hall, really-- we were standing in was huge. Enormous. Cavernous ceilings swept up into massive domes, and great pillars of stone lined the edges to support them. Off to my left was a sweeping staircase taller than most houses I’d seen, and the steps got wider and wider as they went down, as if they had spilled out onto the smooth stone floor. 
 
    And carved at the base of those steps, inlaid with white marble, were the words Audacia Pro Muro et Scuto Opus. 
 
    “‘Boldness is our wall, and action is our shield,’” Kylah translated when she saw where I was looking. “The Order of the Eye favors quick action against danger.” 
 
    “The Order of the Eye?” Carmen repeated. “What half-baked YA novel did you pull that out of?” 
 
    “Carmen!” I groaned, and she just shrugged and looked around the room. 
 
    “I’ve gotta admit, this is a pretty nice place-- stuffy Latin motto notwithstanding,” my sister added, and I put a hand to my face. 
 
    “Ignore her,” I groaned, though I had to admit she maybe had a point with the Latin. I half-expected some elderly man with a British accent to pop up and give me a history lesson. “I know I do.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m heading to the infirmary,” Kegan told us, and I looked over to see him leaning against one of the stone pillars with his hands pressed to his side again. He looked even worse than he had a few minutes ago, probably because of whatever magic he’d wrought to turn the mirror into a doorway. 
 
    That thought snagged in my brain. Magic. Real, actual magic. I’d just walked through a goddamn mirror. It was all so crazy it had almost looped back around to unsurprising. 
 
    Or maybe I was still in some kind of shock, and I’d wake up tomorrow, scream for ten minutes without pause, and then be completely fine. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” I told Kegan, because he was looking more unsteady by the second.  
 
    He stared at me like he wanted to protest, but the pain and exhaustion obviously won out because he let me sling one of his arms around my shoulders. 
 
    My jacket sleeve was already stained, anyway. 
 
    “This way,” Kylah said and set off down a hallway, and Kegan, Carmen, and I followed behind her.  
 
    We walked slowly, but even then, Kegan’s breathing was labored and harsh. 
 
    The hallway was decorated with gleaming weapons and enormous paintings, and even though I’d never had anything close to a formal education in art or history, I could tell they were from all sorts of eras. 
 
    And the paintings all shared one underlying theme, too: they were of monsters. 
 
    Demons and ghosts and werewolves and vampires. They danced around in celebration, or preyed on human victims, or warred amongst themselves, or protected scared and cowering children from bigger threats. Some of the paintings were as large as the size of a house, meanwhile others were only a little larger than a sheet of paper, but underneath each one was a little plaque. 
 
    Philip B. James, werewolf, ‘Dance of the Unseelie’ (1794) 
 
    Lizabeth Shade, vampire, ‘Moonlit Defender’ (1631) 
 
    Isabella Rivera, seer, ‘Forest at Midnight’ (1962) 
 
    I stopped at that last one, suddenly enough that Kegan groaned and shot me a glare, but I wasn’t really paying attention to him. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said, and when my sister looked at me, I nodded to the plaque. “Mom said she named you for our grandma, right?” 
 
    Carmen stared at the little plaque, and her fingers slowly reached out, almost hesitantly, to brush over the engraved brass. My sister, Carmen Isabella Rivera, had been named for our paternal grandmother, a woman who died only a few months before we’d been born.  
 
    A woman who had been an avid painter. 
 
    “1962,” Carmen murmured as she read off the year, and she tore her gaze from the plaque and the painting to look at me. “She would’ve been young then, right?” 
 
    “Not that young,” I said. “If she already had Abuelo’s last name.” 
 
    The Campbells both watched us with curious expressions. Kylah had twisted a blonde curl around her finger again, and I was becoming more and more convinced it was a nervous tic. Then again, her brother had been stabbed and was in need of urgent medical care, meanwhile Carmen and I were being distracted by paintings. 
 
    “Where’s the infirmary?” I asked as I adjusted my grip on Kegan, and I heard him give an appreciative huff and shot him a grin. “C’mon, big guy.” 
 
    The infirmary was as large and as impressive as the entrance hall and the corridor. It was a long room with white-painted walls and two rows of hospital beds with screens on wheels to provide a vague sense of privacy, and at the far end were several cupboards and fridges, as well as what I could only describe as a kitchen island, no doubt filled with medical supplies. 
 
    When we walked in, the infirmary was empty except for one guy fussing around with the cupboards at the far end, but he looked up when he heard us and balked when he saw Kegan. 
 
    “Well, you look like shit,” he said to Kegan. “What happened?” 
 
    “What d’you think happened, I got fucking stabbed,” Kegan replied flatly.  
 
    I saw the guy’s eyes drift over first to me, then to Carmen, and his brow furrowed, and I could see him about to ask who we were before Kegan beat him to it.  
 
    “This is Leo and Carmen,” he muttered. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” the guy said before he turned away from us and headed back toward the medical supplies. “Dump him on one of the beds, I’ll get the stuff.” 
 
    I didn’t ‘dump’ Kegan on one of the beds so much as ‘set him down gently’ because I was still acutely aware that he was probably bleeding internally. Sure enough, the moment he was settled, he looked like he was ready to pass out.  
 
    I didn’t envy him. 
 
    “By the way,” Kylah said to me as she took Kegan’s hand. “Thank you. Both of you. For your help.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank us,” I told her. “We’re not assholes. You were in trouble, and we were able to help.” 
 
    “Still, I appreciate it,” Kylah said as she turned to look at me and then nodded at my arm. “And you should get that looked at.” 
 
    Honestly, I’d almost completely forgotten how I’d hurt my arm in the fight in the alleyway. Between Kegan being stabbed, traveling through mirrors, and being told magic was real, it had slipped pretty far down on my priority list. But it wasn’t a good idea to go around with an open wound, so I slid off my jacket and turned to the healer guy who was walking back to the bed with his arms full of medical supplies. 
 
    “That doesn’t look too deep,” he told me. “Should just need to be sterilized, then Sami can heal it.” 
 
    “Sami?” I repeated. He’d dragged out the ‘a’ sound so it was like ‘all’ instead of ‘happy.’ The Sami were an indigenous people in Scandinavia, I was pretty sure, but somehow I suspected he wasn’t referring to them. 
 
    “Sami?” Kylah echoed me a moment later and frowned a little. “Why is she on healing duty?” 
 
    “No one else,” the guy answered with a shrug, and I watched as he eased Kegan’s jacket off and examined the burn scar left by Kylah’s magic. “This’ll need to be opened up, obviously, but it at least slowed the bleeding. Still. The next few days aren’t gonna be fun.” 
 
    “Will he need a blood transfusion?” Kylah asked. 
 
    “Doubt it,” the guy replied, and he filled a syringe with clear liquid from a vial and flicked it a few times to get the air bubbles to rise to the top before squeezing them out. Then he looked down at Kegan. “Any last words?” 
 
    “Your bedside manner is shitty,” Kegan answered.  
 
    The guy just grinned at him and then stuck the syringe into Kegan’s bicep. Within a minute, the blond was unconscious on the bed, and his hand had gone limp in Kylah’s grasp. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think that this was all very casual. Too casual, honestly. I’d not been involved in the medical side of things when I’d served, but this still seemed almost uncomfortably nonchalant. 
 
    Kylah seemed to notice my concern, and she shot me a smile.  
 
    “Believe it or not, we get a lot of stuff like this,” she told me. “Healing magic doesn’t work on Kegan and me the way it works on… most people, so we need more manual medical care before we can be fixed up with magic.” 
 
    “Wait, hang on,” I said and pointed to the gash on my arm. “When he said Sami would fix me up, he meant with healing magic?” 
 
    “After we sterilize it, but yes.” Kylah nodded and then gestured to the counter at the far end of the room. “Shall we?” 
 
    I glanced back at Carmen, who shrugged as if to say ‘I’ll follow your lead.’ Then Kylah led us to the back of the infirmary and pulled a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and some gauze from the cupboards, and I couldn’t stop the hiss that forced itself between my teeth when she pressed it to my arm. No matter how many times I got lacerated or shot or punched, I still hated the cold burn of peroxide in an open wound. 
 
    “Baby,” Carmen scoffed and folded her arms. 
 
    “Bitch,” I replied, and she grinned at me. 
 
    I then looked at Kylah, whose attention was still focused on my arm, but the sight of the burn on Kegan’s side was still nagging at me.  
 
    “Can you do mirror travel magic, too?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, no,” Kylah replied, and she glanced up at me for just a moment before she turned her attention back to my arm. “In theory, anyone can do any kind of magic, but trying a kind of magic you’re not naturally suited to is… well. Difficult. Everyone has a natural affinity.” 
 
    “So what’s yours?” I asked. 
 
    “Light magic,” she answered as she gave me a coy, almost conspiratorial smile, and her green eyes seemed to glitter as she said it. “And illusions, to a lesser extent. A lot of my glamours make me appear invisible-- I’m bending light around myself so the human eye doesn’t perceive me. Though I can only make myself and one other person invisible for longer than a few minutes. Any more people, and it’s a bit complicated to keep up.” 
 
    “Is light magic how you cauterized Kegan’s wound?” 
 
    “Better question,” Carmen interrupted excitedly. “If Leo and I are seers, does that mean we can do magic, too?” 
 
    “It does,” Kylah told her, and my sister looked like she wanted to start jumping up and down on the spot. 
 
    “One thing at a time, Monkey,” I said before she could rattle off a list of questions to Kylah that would probably keep us all here until daybreak. Then I looked back at the blonde. “This Renée person? I want some answers about why we don’t know anything about this world we’re supposed to be a part of.” 
 
    “Good point,” Carmen said and wagged a finger at me. “Magic lessons can wait, I want context.” 
 
    Kylah nodded as she finished wiping the blood and peroxide off my arm and threw away the soiled gauze.  
 
    “Jasper?” she called out as she placed a clean bandage over my cut. “Where’s Renée?” 
 
    “In her office, I’d imagine,” the guy who was stitching up an unconscious Kegan replied. “She’s been working late nights a lot recently.” 
 
    “That’s good for us,” Kylah murmured. “But not so good for her.” 
 
    “Can you take us to her?” I asked, and Kylah cast a nervous glance over to her brother.  
 
    I knew that look. It was the same look Carmen had given me when I’d gotten on the plane a year ago to begin my tour. 
 
    “I… yes,” Kylah said. “Yes, I… I can take you to her. But, um… I might not… stick around?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently to catch her attention, and slowly she turned back to look at me. “I get it. You’ll get no judgment from us. If there was someone else here, I’d ask them to take us so you wouldn’t have to leave him. But, uh… there isn’t.”  
 
    Aside from Jasper, who was actively operating on Kegan as we spoke. 
 
    “Right.” Kylah nodded, and she raised a hand to her face to wipe away a tear with her thumb before it could spill over. “Yeah. I’ll take you to Renée.”  
 
    Then she tipped up her chin and cleared her throat before she stood from her seat and gestured for us to follow her. 
 
    We walked down another hallway bedecked with weapons and paintings of magical creatures, but none of the plaques I glanced at had familiar names this time. Still, I wanted to know how my grandmother, or at the very least how a woman with the same name and hobby as my grandmother, had come to have a painting in a building that housed humans who could do magic. 
 
    I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around the fact magic was real, and as we walked, I kept pinching myself, or prodding the now-bandaged cut on my arm. Each small throb of pain was a reminder of how I was awake, that this was really happening. 
 
    The fact Carmen was here with me helped a bit, too. If I’d been on my own, I might have wondered if I was going crazy, if I was experiencing some extremely vivid hallucination or delusion that would end with me convinced I could fly and trying to throw myself off a tall building. 
 
    But instead, she was here with me, and she was just as fascinated and as confused as I was. I didn’t think I’d ever been more thankful to have her with me than I was right then.  
 
    No matter what, I knew I could rely on my sister. 
 
    Kylah stopped when we came to a large pair of dark wooden doors. They were carved with an intricate overlapping pattern that kind of looked like vines at one moment and like tendrils of smoke at another, as if the wood itself was somehow shifting and morphing right in front of my eyes. Inlaid in the center, in the same white stone as the words at the bottom of the staircase, was a simple design of an eye. I half-expected it to move and look right at me, to judge me as worthy before I was permitted to enter. 
 
    I glanced at my sister to see she, too, was staring at the white stone eye with more than a little apprehension, but when she noticed me watching her, she turned away and fixed me with a determined look.  
 
    I nodded and then turned to Kylah, who had been watching the pair of us in silence. 
 
    At my look, she raised a hand and knocked on the door once. The sound echoed in the cavernous hallway, and a moment later, there was a ‘clunk’ as some mechanism sparked into motion and allowed the two doors to open inwards. Kylah stepped aside and jerked her head in a prompt for us to walk in, so I stepped forward, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Carmen fall into step a little behind me as she let me take the lead. 
 
    The room was smaller than I’d expected, and for that it seemed even taller, though the ceiling was probably the same height as the rest of this peculiar building. The space was circular, with bookshelves carved to fit to the curving walls, but they stopped at about seven feet high. All of the wall space beyond that height was taken up by enormous stained-glass windows, except for the wall above the doors we’d entered through. Instead of windows, there was a massive painting of a man with a sword in one hand and a glowing orb-- perhaps a bit of magic-- in the other. 
 
    “Aurelius Beckett,” came a voice, and I turned to see that opposite the huge doors was a desk, and behind the desk stood a severe-looking woman with dark skin and gray-streaked hair pulled into an unforgiving knot behind her head. “Our founder.” 
 
    “Renée,” Kylah said from behind me. “This is Leo and Carmen Rivera. They’re seers.” 
 
    The woman, Renée, looked at us both, and she raised one dark eyebrow. “Are you here because you wish to join our Order?” 
 
    “Um, no,” I replied. I wasn’t even sure what this ‘Order’ even really did. “My sister and I, we… we’re seers, but we… don’t know anything. About the magical world.” 
 
    Renée frowned at us and then at Kylah. She moved one hand from where they were both clasped behind her back and waved it, and the doors closed seemingly of their own accord.  
 
    Kylah stepped back as they closed, outside the confines of the room, which meant we were left alone with Renée and all our questions. 
 
    “When you say ‘you don’t know anything,’ what exactly do you mean by that?” Renée asked me as she sat down and rested her elbows on the desk with her fingers steepled. A moment later, she waved a hand again, not to perform some kind of spell but to invite Carmen and I to sit. 
 
    We sat. 
 
    “I mean we don’t know anything,” I told her. “Until we ran into Kylah and Kegan about an hour ago… we had no idea what seers were. Or aura. Or that magic was real.” 
 
    A furrow had appeared between Renée’s eyebrows, which made her look even more severe. I got the sense she was probably not a woman to be crossed. I only hoped she didn’t give me a reason to need to cross her. 
 
    “Then perhaps,” she said finally, “I should explain from the beginning.” 
 
    “We’d appreciate it,” Carmen said, and the pitch of her voice jumped up in the way it always did when she was nervous. 
 
    “Has Kylah explained to you what seers are, then?” Renée asked, and we both nodded. “Good. So when I tell you this Order, the Order of the Eye, is composed almost entirely of seers, you know what I mean.” 
 
    “We do,” I said. “But we don’t know what this Order actually… does.” 
 
    “It’s in our words by the entrance,” Renée told me, and she gave a smile that might have been kind if not for the fact it looked a little too much like the smile a head teacher would give a particularly boisterous pupil. “We are the wall and the shield. Between humanity and the threats of the magical world.” 
 
    “What, like… Men in Black?” I deadpanned. 
 
    “That’s not an entirely wrong comparison,” Renée conceded, “But it’s not entirely correct, either. Our members are highly-trained warriors who have, for whatever reason, chosen to dedicate their lives to protecting humanity from magical dangers. We call ourselves ‘Eyes.’” 
 
    Eyes. The guy in the alley had snapped the words ‘eyes everywhere,’ but now I realized he hadn’t been talking about witnesses, he’d been talking about these monster-hunting soldiers. 
 
    “So, these… Eyes…” I said slowly. “You’re all seers? You can see auras?” 
 
    “We can,” Renée confirmed with a nod. “Though I admit I’m concerned you two don’t know any of this. Few seers choose to become Eyes, but they all still know of the magical world. The second sight is genetic.”  
 
    Here, she paused and considered us for a long moment.  
 
    “What did your parents tell you about magic growing up?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Uhh… we were orphaned when we were eight,” I told her, and I shifted in my seat a little uncomfortably. “But I don’t really remember our birth parents telling us anything more than, like, fairy tales.” 
 
    I looked up at Renée to see her eyes had gone wide, and she lowered her steepled hands to rest them on the desk with her lips pursed. 
 
    “Rivera…” she murmured. “We thought the children had perished, too.” 
 
    “You know us?” I asked as I stared at her. “You know our family? Our parents?” 
 
    “Did you know our grandmother?” Carmen asked suddenly. “Isabella Rivera? The one who did that painting in the hallway?” 
 
    At that, Renée looked back up at us with that severe eyebrow raised again, and she cocked her head. 
 
    “Just how old do you think I am?” she asked Carmen, and my sister withered in her seat a little in embarrassment. “I knew her son-- your father-- though I didn’t know him well. The Rivera lineage is one of the oldest and most powerful seer bloodlines still alive today. Almost as old and revered as the Beckett line.” 
 
    “We have a lineage?” I breathed, and my mind suddenly raced with the possibilities that could hold. “Are there other Riveras in this… place?” 
 
    “Sanctuary,” Renée supplied. “And no, I’m afraid there aren’t. We’d thought the magic in the Rivera family had completely died out when we heard your parents perished. We believed you two had died also, and we hadn’t yet been told if you were seers, anyway.”  
 
    She paused again before continuing.  
 
    “You have my condolences. Growing up without parents to tell you what you were seeing must have been… difficult.” 
 
    I thought of the first few months after the fire, when Carmen and I had asked our foster parents and foster siblings over and over what the strange silvery lines were, and why no one else ever seemed to pay them any attention. I thought of how Maria had finally snapped at us to stop pestering her about our silly little made-up games when she was busy. I thought of how the kids at our new school had called us weird and crazy to the point that the school counselors got involved. 
 
    “It was,” I said at last, and I could feel my mouth tighten at the memories. 
 
    “I suppose when you were placed with non-seers as your guardians, you would have learned to hide your abilities to avoid scrutiny?” Renée asked, and Carmen and I both nodded. “Well, between your trying to pass as normal, and losing your parents, it makes sense you two would have… slipped through the cracks. All the same, I’m sorry it happened to you.” 
 
    “So, what’s supposed to happen now?” I asked her as I tried to keep the anger from my voice.  
 
    Because I was angry. For all the intrigue and wonder that could come from discovering magic was real, this still all boiled down to the fact that Carmen and I had been robbed of our identities in some way. We had been forgotten by people who would now claim to be part of a community with us. It might not have been intentional, but they’d still abandoned us, forgotten us, and we’d been cheated out of our lives in that way. 
 
    How many times had I needed to pretend I didn’t see those lines? How many times had I forced myself to hold my tongue? How many times had I been terrified that Carmen or I would be institutionalized and separated and I would lose the last piece of family I had left in this world? How many times had I looked back at those years and asked myself if I’d been going genuinely crazy or if I’d just had a really overactive imagination? 
 
    I wanted to hurt something. I wanted to pick up one of those shining weapons I’d seen on the walls and go and hunt the monsters this Order claimed to kill, to play catch-up on my own life, to take back what had been stolen from me and my sister by a freak stroke of bad luck. 
 
    Would our parents have told us about this world? Surely they would have. But did it even matter? They’d both died. They’d both been dead for seventeen years. Nothing was going to change that. All that was left was for me to keep pushing forward. 
 
    This was my step back. My single, permitted step back, to allow myself to get my head on straight and acclimatize and figure out where to go from here. So, now, I needed to move forward again. 
 
    I looked up at Renée and repeated my question. 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    Renée spread her hands as if in apology. I knew it wasn’t her fault any of this had happened, but it didn’t change how mad I was, and I wanted to take it out on a physical target, not just the concept of shitty luck. 
 
    “That depends,” she told me. “On what you two want to do. You’re seers. You’re owed a place in this world. But I can promise you whether you choose to continue your lives as normal humans, or to join the magical world entirely, that is your choice. However, whether you would be allowed to join our Order is not for me to decide.” 
 
    I looked over at Carmen, who’d been almost completely silent this entire time. It wasn’t like her to be so quiet, but after what we’d just learned, I didn’t blame her. 
 
    After a moment, she raised her head to meet my eyes, and I thought again of all those times when we, as children, had tried to unlock secret psychic powers. For a time, we’d thought those lines might be related to it in some way, like if we could just see lines connecting the pair of us, we would be able to use them to speak, like two cans connected by string. 
 
    We couldn’t actually read one another’s minds, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t tell what my sister was thinking right now. She, too, wanted the base and petty thrill of making something pay. She wanted the catharsis that came with feeling like, if only for a moment, we were in control of our lives and our destinies. 
 
    I realized now I’d spent my whole life being pushed around by other forces, I’d just kept reacting to what happened to me. Even in my adult life, I’d signed up to join the army, to take orders and fall in line and be obedient. And where had all that gotten me?  
 
    Literally back in the same place I’d started: just me and Carmen in L.A., us against the world. 
 
    “Eyes are soldiers, you said?” I asked Renée, and she nodded. “I made a pretty good soldier. I’m good in a fight. Carmen, too. And being a monster hunter sounds a lot more interesting than any jobs we could get in the human world.” 
 
    Because, really, what was waiting for us there? A crappy apartment and the soul-destroying process of hunting for jobs at companies that would sooner screw us over six ways to Sunday than concede to pay a decent living wage. 
 
    “You… want to become Eyes?” Renée asked me, and her eyes widened a little.  
 
    I nodded, and in my peripheral vision I saw Carmen nodding, too. 
 
    Renée leaned back in her seat and appraised us both for a long moment. 
 
    “You’re untrained,” she told us. “And uneducated about the magical world. But you’re both clearly keen to learn, and I’ve never been in the business of turning away those who want to help.” 
 
    “So you’ll let us?” Carmen asked, and Renée’s mouth twisted. 
 
    “It’s not my decision,” she said. “Well, not my decision alone. There are several Sanctuaries across the world, each with their own guardians. They-- we-- form the Council, and the decision would be put to a vote. But I could certainly raise the suggestion with them. Kylah!” 
 
    The moment she called Kylah’s name, the doors opened again to reveal Kylah. She must have been standing there the entire time, because I swore she hadn’t moved a single inch, and her green eyes locked with mine for a bare moment before she looked at Renée.  
 
    “Yes?” Kylah asked. 
 
    “See that these two are given rooms for the night, it’s late enough as it is, and we have the space,” Renée instructed as she gestured to Carmen and I and then addressed me directly. “The Council is due to meet about a… pressing issue later tonight. I’ll bring up the matter of you two wanting to join our Order then.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment why there was a meeting scheduled for what was presumably close to eleven p.m., but then I remembered Renée had mentioned there were Sanctuaries all over the world.  
 
    “When will you have an answer?” I asked. 
 
    “With any luck, by the end of that meeting,” she replied and rose from her seat.  
 
    Carmen and I stood at the same time like we couldn’t get out of this room fast enough, and Carmen marched toward where Kylah was standing by the door. 
 
    I hovered for a moment, caught between following my sister and the hundreds of other questions that still hammered inside my head. But we were clearly being dismissed, and I would have preferred Kylah to answer those questions than Renée, so I nodded my head in what could generously be considered a bow. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, but Renée shook her head. 
 
    “Please don’t thank me, dear boy,” she told me. “This is simply my attempt at correcting a mistake the Order made seventeen years ago.” 
 
    The ‘thud’ of the doors as they closed behind us seemed to punctuate a sentence, and the echo reverberated around the vaulted ceilings of the hallway.  
 
    For a long moment, Carmen and I just looked at each other. 
 
    “Mom and Dad…” she said to me., “They were… like us.” 
 
    I nodded, and for a moment the words were lodged in my throat, and I couldn’t force them out. 
 
    “We’re not crazy,” I said at last. “We were never crazy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    My sister had never been very emotional, but there were tears shining in the corners of her eyes now, and she turned into me, with her head tucked into my shoulder. My arms came up around her automatically, and I rested my cheek against her hair. I felt her shake with silent cries for a few moments, but then she pushed away from me, wiped quickly at her eyes, and turned to Kylah. 
 
    “Renée said you’d give us rooms?” 
 
    “She did.” Kylah nodded and then looked at me. “But I think we should get your arm healed properly, first.” 
 
    I had to admit, I was pretty intrigued by the idea of seeing healing magic, so I nodded and followed Kylah down the hall. 
 
    I realized a few moments later that I was holding my left arm, my uninjured arm, out behind me, like I had when Carmen and I were children. I used to raise it slightly in a silent offer for her to take it, and now I glanced behind me to see Carmen looking at my wrist like she was tempted to latch onto my sleeve like we were eight years old once again. Then she looked up and met my gaze, and we both let out a short, breathless laugh, at once both embarrassed and relieved. 
 
    I wasn’t crazy, but if I’d had to grow up without my sister, I probably would have been. 
 
    “So, how come you and Kegan react differently to healing magic?” I asked Kylah, and I quickened my pace a little to walk alongside her.  
 
    Carmen did the same and came to walk on my other side, and even without looking at her, I knew she would be desperately curious. 
 
    “To some extent, everyone reacts differently to magic,” Kylah answered with a shrug. “But my and Kegan’s magic is, well… not the same as an average Eye’s. Of course, healing magic is also extremely complicated, anyway.”  
 
    “It is?” Carmen asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the human body is complicated,” Kylah told her. “It’s not just waving your hand over a wound and telling it to heal. You have to know how to repair blood vessels and tissues, how to make sure no external pathogens get stuck inside. Internal bleeding is a massive risk. You have to start inside and work your way out.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about healing magic,” I said in an impressed tone, and Kylah flushed a little. Her skin was so fair, the blush stood out bright pink on her high cheekbones.  
 
    She really was insanely gorgeous. 
 
    “Not really, Sami knows a lot more,” she said and twisted a blonde curl around her finger again. “Which is why I’m taking you both to her.” 
 
    “Is she not a healer?” Carmen asked. “You seemed surprised she was on duty.” 
 
    Kylah’s mouth tightened a little at that. The concern that had been pushed to the edges of her expression came rushing back, and I could tell it was bigger than her being worried for her brother. 
 
    “The Order doesn’t have as many healers as it would like,” she told us. 
 
    “That’s always the way,” I replied. I thought about raising a hand to pat her shoulder in comfort, but I hesitated just a moment too long. “We never had enough medics, either.” 
 
    I pushed the memories down before they could fully surface. The medics had always been the ones with the hollowest looks in their eyes, and the ones I’d been most worried about. It was the idea of losing someone who could have maybe been saved, and being trapped forever in a loop of ‘what could I have done differently’ or ‘how could I have saved them’ that drove people mad. It was the guilt and the knowledge that, really, it just came down to dumb fucking luck. 
 
    To the eternal credit of my friends and sister, no one had asked why I’d chosen to leave at the end of my tour. None of them had needed to ask. 
 
    I felt something tug on my sleeve and turned to see Carmen. She was watching me with a worried look in her eyes, so I smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “I’m alright, Monkey,” I said. It maybe wasn’t entirely the truth, but it was far enough from a lie that I didn’t feel bad about it. 
 
    I was the older twin by a mere eleven minutes, but the older twin all the same, and even before we’d lost our parents, I’d felt protective over Carmen. It was my job to keep her safe and out of trouble, and we weren’t in the business of lying to one another, but sometimes a gentle reframing of the truth was kinder than blunt and tactless honesty. 
 
    Eventually, the three of us came to another magnificent set of doors, but these ones didn’t have a huge eye in the middle of them. Instead, they were inlaid with symbols I could only describe as runes. 
 
    Like the blood sigil Kegan had drawn on the mirror, only not exactly the same. In retrospect, I could look at that symbol and get a vague, murky idea of what it meant. ‘Travel.’  
 
    These symbols seemed to say ‘quench’ or maybe ‘extinguish.’ 
 
    “Wards against fire,” Kylah explained when she noticed me trying to… well, I guess I was trying to translate them, despite the fact they were in a language I’d never seen before tonight. “A precaution.” 
 
    “So, this is a library?” Carmen asked, and her brown eyes went wide with excitement. “A library full of magic books?” 
 
    “Well, the books themselves aren’t magic,” Kylah said. “But yes.” 
 
    Carmen practically bounced on her feet as Kylah pushed open the library doors and revealed a room easily the size of the entrance hall, only it was plastered wall-to-wall with bookshelves. Where in Renée’s office, the shelves had stopped at about seven feet, here they reached to the top of the walls, with ladders on wheels dotted around so people could get to the highest reaches. The domed ceiling was a mosaic of tinted glass that cast a multicolored patchwork of light over the huge circular space in the very center of the room, and standalone shelves were organized around that space in concentric circles, but they were shorter, only six or seven feet tall.  
 
    I was sure there were at least a million books in this single room. 
 
    At my side, Carmen looked almost ready to explode. 
 
    “Sami!” Kylah called as she stepped inside. “You in here?” 
 
    “Kylah?” came a voice from the depths of the shelves, and a few seconds later a young woman popped out with her arms filled with books. Her face lit up when she saw Kylah, and she set the books down so she could literally run toward Kylah and hug her. “Kylah! You’re back!” 
 
    “I am,” Kylah confirmed as she returned the other woman’s hug. “Kegan, and I, we… hit a couple snags. Jasper’s fixing him up in the infirmary.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” A distressed expression overtook the woman’s face. “He’ll be alright, won’t he?” 
 
    “Thanks to a little help we got from these two,” Kylah said with a nod to Carmen and I. “This is Leo and Carmen Rivera. Leo hurt his arm when he jumped in to help us. I was hoping you could--” 
 
    “Fix him up?” the woman finished with a smile. “Of course! Let me see.”  
 
    “Thank you for your help,” I said politely.  
 
    “No problem, I’m Asami, by the way. Asami Tanaka.” She stepped forward with her hands outstretched, and I rolled up my sleeve to show her the bandage.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    So, ‘Sami’ was obviously a nickname. 
 
    Asami Tanaka was shorter than Kylah by several inches, which made her almost an entire foot shorter than me. I was a bit over six, and Asami couldn’t have been more than five-two. Her long, dark hair was ruthlessly straight, and it had the glossy sheen of a raven’s feathers that looked almost blue in certain lights. 
 
    As she peeled the bandage off my arm, I saw that while she was still paler than me, she wasn’t as pale as Kylah, who I’d begun to suspect might have some Irish blood, like my friend Roy. Then Asami looked up at me with eyes so dark they seemed almost black, and I saw she had a stud in her nose. 
 
    “So you can do magic?” I asked her as I tried not to think about how pretty she was. “Like Kylah?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly like Kylah,” she said. “Everyone’s magical talents are different. My primary skill is illusion magic, which is pretty common, but I also have some talent with healing magic. Like this.” 
 
    I watched as Asami placed two fingertips at the top of the laceration on my arm, one either side. Then she slowly dragged them down along the length of the cut, and the skin knitted itself back together as if-- well, not ‘as if,’ because it really was magic. 
 
    When she’d finished, there was only a faint reddish line on my skin to show there had ever been a wound there. 
 
    “Holy shit.” I blinked at my near-flawless skin, and then I grinned at Asami. “You’re incredible!” 
 
    “It’s really nothing,” Asami said as a light blush dusted itself across her cheeks. “My healing is pretty rudimentary, it’s nothing like what Jasper and the others can do.” 
 
    “It’s a hell of a lot more than what I could do,” I told her earnestly. “Seriously, thank you. There’s not even a scar!” 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t like scars, in fact, I already had several. One on my shoulder from when I was seven and I’d fallen off my bike and skidded over asphalt. Another on my stomach from when I’d had chickenpox as a baby. One above my left eye, almost hidden by my eyebrow, where a piece of shrapnel had nearly come dangerously close to blinding me. But I knew that scars were a result of the human immune system prioritizing speed over aesthetics. Scar tissue was thick and didn’t move well, but it was fast and resilient against further damage.  
 
    Magic, it seemed, negated all of that. 
 
    “Well,” Asami said with a faint smile. “You’re very welcome.” 
 
    I finally looked up from my arm then and noticed the pile of books she’d set aside on one of the desks. 
 
    “Were you reading those?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh? No,” Asami said as she glanced back to see what I’d been talking about. “Well, not for pleasure. We have a few Eyes running a job in Pennsylvania, and they needed me to translate some sources. They can’t read Ancient Greek.” 
 
    My eyes widened. “You can?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” she replied. “I’m not completely fluent yet, though. My Latin is better.” 
 
    “You can read Latin, too?” 
 
    “And Linear B, and Cuneiform-- Sumerian,” she clarified when she saw I didn’t know what that one was. “Plus some modern languages: French, German, that sort of thing. But there aren’t as many old sources written in those languages.” 
 
    I took a step toward the small pile of books and saw that, sure enough, none of them were in English. Aside from one book I reckoned was in Latin, I didn’t even recognize any of the alphabets.  
 
    And Asami could actually read these? 
 
    “Like I said.” I turned back to her and grinned. “Incredible.” 
 
    Asami flushed again and dropped my gaze. Her eyes then slid over to something behind me, and I turned to see Carmen was excitedly quizzing Kylah on magic. 
 
    “Could I learn to fly?” my sister asked. 
 
    “Not without wings, sorry,” Kylah replied with a laugh. 
 
    “What about teleportation?” 
 
    “The only kind I know about is mirror travel.” 
 
    “Shapeshifting?” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” Kylah said brightly. “Werewolves are shapeshifters, after all. Shape-changing magic is complex, but very possible.” 
 
    “Maybe you can learn to turn yourself into a real monkey,” I teased, and Carmen scowled at me. 
 
    “Is there a spell I could learn that would make him shut the hell up?” she asked Asami while still mock-glaring at me, and Asami put up her hands like she was surrendering. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said and chuckled a bit. “I know better than to get involved in twin drama.” 
 
    Kylah’s jaw dropped, and she put her hands on her hips indignantly. 
 
    “And just what is that supposed to mean?” she demanded as her green eyes narrowed.  
 
    Asami raised a hand to her mouth, but it didn’t actually do anything to hide her giggle. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said to Kylah. “I know you’re always right.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Kylah said with a firm nod, but I could tell from her grin that it was all in jest. She was probably still scared for Kegan, and I knew from experience having a joke with a friend could do wonders, even if it only distracted you for a few moments. 
 
    “Now,” Kylah then said as she looked at Carmen and me, “I’d imagine you two are exhausted.” 
 
    Only when she said it did I realize that man, I really was. Not just in my body but in my head. In fact, as I raised a hand to my temple and rubbed, I could feel the beginning twinges of a headache. 
 
    “Hey,” I said to Kylah and Asami. “How do you two put up with seeing auras all the time? Is there a spell I can use, or some medication I can take to… dampen it?” 
 
    Asami’s eyebrows raised, and she looked at Kylah, but Kylah just gave her an expression that seemed to say ‘I’ll explain later.’ 
 
    “We don’t see auras all the time,” Asami told me. “I… I’m guessing you two are… new to all of this?” 
 
    “You could say that,” I agreed. It probably wasn’t the wisest idea to go advertising that to everyone, but Asami seemed trustworthy, and Kylah clearly really liked her, which had to count for something. 
 
    Asami considered this for a moment while tapping a finger against her lips. 
 
    “If you aren’t used to seeing aura, then your brain won’t be used to it,” she said at last. “It’s like… if there’s a ticking clock in a room, you eventually learn to tune out the sound of it. It becomes part of your natural environment, and you notice it less. I think the psychological term is ‘habituation.’” 
 
    “So, we just have to wait until we get habituated?” I asked as I continued rubbing at my temple.  
 
    Maybe Jasper could give me a painkiller or something. 
 
    “I think so,” Asami replied apologetically. “But if you two decide to stay in the Sanctuary, you’ll get habituated very quickly.” 
 
    “We don’t actually know if we’ll be allowed to stay, yet,” Carmen sighed. “Renée’s having a meeting about it.” 
 
    Kylah and Asami exchanged a look. I could tell it wasn’t a good look, but I was too tired and too headache-y to question it right this second. I just wanted to be shown to a room where I could sleep off the exhaustion-- and also see if, when I woke up tomorrow, I hadn’t dreamed all of this. 
 
    “If you all have rooms here, does that mean you… live here?” I then asked and looked between Kylah and Asami. 
 
    “Not all Eyes, but we do,” Asami replied. “There are magical threats all over the world, so it helps to be spread out.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Carmen said, and I noticed she also seemed pretty tired. “So that means you have space for two more tonight?” 
 
    Kylah gave a small laugh and nodded. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said. She waved to Asami, as did I, and then Carmen and I followed Kylah out of the library and back into the labyrinth of hallways until we emerged in the entrance hall once again. Kylah led us up the huge staircase and down a corridor lined not with paintings or weapons, but with doors. Each of them had a brass nameplate screwed onto the front where a slip of paper could be inserted, like doorbells on an apartment building. 
 
    Kylah came to one that had no name tag in the plate and jiggled the handle to find it was unlocked. She nudged the door open and then gestured for Carmen to enter. 
 
    “If you need anything, my room is at the end of the hall.” 
 
    “The only thing I need right now is a bed,” Carmen replied with a grin as she walked into the room. “Oh, and maybe a phone charger?”  
 
    She pulled her phone out of her back pocket to show off the charging port. 
 
    “Kegan has the same kind,” Kylah told her. “I’ll steal it from his room.” 
 
    “Y’know,” I said, “I kind of didn’t expect you guys to have… I dunno. Electricity.” 
 
    “A lot of people seem to think that,” Kylah remarked and twisted her hair around her finger again. This time, it seemed more amused than nervous. “I think it’s because the last time the human world had widespread magic, technology didn’t really… exist. But I’ll have you know, we have plenty. We even have Wi-Fi.” 
 
    “Ooh, fancy,” I teased, and then I looked at Carmen when I noticed her roll her eyes in the corner of my vision. 
 
    “Maybe you don’t need a room of your own,” she said to me in Spanish and gave a very unsubtle look toward Kylah. 
 
    “Goodnight, brat,” I said as I grabbed the handle of her door and pulled it closed.  
 
    On the other side of the door, I heard a muffled ‘bastard!’ 
 
    “Ignore her,” I said loudly to Kylah, who laughed. 
 
    “Believe me, I understand your pain,” she told me with a grin and set off further down the hall. The next room we came across without a name in the door, she tried the handle and again found it unlocked. “Here we go. And my room is three doors that way.”  
 
    She pointed further down the corridor, and I absently wondered just how long this hallway was. I wondered where this building was. Were we still inside the mirror in the motel room? Were we in a different country? On the moon? In a different dimension? 
 
    I really needed to sleep. My head was pounding. 
 
    But I had one more thing I needed to ask, and as Kylah went to leave, I caught her sleeve. I was careful not to grab, I just wanted to catch her attention, and she stopped to look at me. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Kegan said… he said the magical world is a secret,” I began. “Renée won’t… this Council… they won’t do anything to us, will they? To Carmen? They won’t, like, kill us to make sure we don’t accidentally reveal something to non-seers?” 
 
    Kylah stared at me for a very long moment. Then, very slowly, she raised her hand and gently pried my hand from her sleeve.  
 
    I hadn’t even realized I was still holding her, and I let go readily. 
 
    “Renée would never do that,” she said, and her green eyes seemed earnest. “Never mind the fact that it’s a terrible thing to do, she would never destroy a magical bloodline for such a paranoid reason.” 
 
    I could tell she wanted to ask why I would think something like that, but I’d seen that there were horrors in this world long before I’d learned about magic. 
 
    “She said magic was genetic,” I agreed. “That the Rivera line is a… well, a lineage. Is magic not very common?” 
 
    “Less common than it once was,” Kylah replied. “It’s a recessive trait. And besides, from what I saw, killing you would be a very difficult thing. We have better uses for our time.” 
 
    She flashed me a cheeky smile, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Good to know,” I said, and I put my hand on the doorknob of my new room. “Thank you, Kylah. For… all of this. Really.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she told me with a wave of her hand. “You saved my brother and me. Also, this is your world as much as it’s mine. You deserve to know where you belong.” 
 
    “I’m still figuring that out,” I admitted and looked up at the ceiling. Why were all the ceilings here so high? “Maybe this place will have some of the answers I’m looking for.” 
 
    On account of the fact that I’d spent the better part of my adult life in the army, I was used to waking up at six a.m. on the dot every morning, even if I didn’t need to.  
 
    The next morning wasn’t any different, and I laid in the plush double bed and stared up at the canopy, at the curtains suspended from each of the four posts, at the ornate fireplace in the far corner, and the handsome writing desk by the floor-to-ceiling window. 
 
    So. It really had happened. 
 
    That was about as far as I got in my thought process before the door to the room burst open, and Carmen marched in. Her clothes were rumpled from presumably having spent the night on the floor of her own room, and her hair was pulled up into a haphazard, messy bun. 
 
    “It was real!” she cried out as she came to stand at the foot of my bed. “We’re really not crazy!” 
 
    “I see you have as much respect for privacy as you did before I left,” I replied blandly. 
 
    “I think we’re in Colorado,” she went on while completely ignoring me. “There were mountains outside my window.” 
 
    That made me pause, and I sat up in the bed and dragged my hands down my face. I felt a hint of stubble on my jaw and wished I’d had the forethought to ask for a razor or something. Or a clean set of clothes. I didn’t much like the idea of putting on the same clothes I’d taken off to go to bed. 
 
    “We’re in Colorado?” I asked. “We traveled a thousand miles by… by a goddamn mirror?” 
 
    “I mean, I think it would be just as weird if we’d traveled ten miles,” Carmen pointed out. “Anyway, come on, get your ass in gear. I’m hungry, and I have about a million questions for your new girlfriend.” 
 
    “Girlfriend?” I echoed as I stopped grasping around on the floor for my jeans and turned to stare at her. 
 
    “Uh, yeah?” my sister said with a grin. “Kylah? She’s about this tall, blonde, and way out of your league?”  
 
    She held a hand about level with her own ear, and I narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    “You’re a freaking comedian,” I said flatly. “Now, get the hell out so I can get dressed. I’ll meet you outside in a minute.” 
 
    “Touchy, touchy,” Carmen remarked as she shook her head, but she did leave.  
 
    I quickly threw on my clothes and came outside a minute later to find neither of us had any idea where anything in this building actually was. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure this place isn’t totally… physical,” Carmen told me. “The hallways are too long, and the rooms are also too big.” 
 
    “At this point, I’m just taking this stuff at face value,” I said. “Magic mirrors? Fine. Bigger on the inside? Why not, Doctor Who.”  
 
    My sister snorted, and I spared her half a smirk before I pointed down the corridor.  
 
    “We came from this direction last night. So the entrance hall must be that way.” 
 
    Carmen shrugged, which I figured was the most agreement I was going to get from her, and we headed down the corridor. After a few minutes, we found ourselves at the top of the large staircase once more, and we saw a couple other people, other Eyes, heading into another room at the base of the stairs. We followed, and then we came into another huge, high-ceilinged hall filled with long tables and food. 
 
    “Yes!” Carmen cheered, and she dragged me over to one of the tables, shoved a plate into my hands, and started piling up one of her own with everything within reach. “I’m starving!” 
 
    “Leo!” came a voice as Carmen dropped a handful of peaches onto my own plate, because her own was too full. “Carmen!” 
 
    We both turned to see Asami on the other side of the room, and she walked over to us.  
 
    “How are you both?” she asked us. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “I did, actually. Still kinda shocked this is all actually happening, though.” I ran my finger over my forearm, where the cut had been until Asami had healed it. “Where’s Kylah?” 
 
    “Oh…” Asami’s face became forlorn. “She’s, um… having a bad morning.”  
 
    She nodded over to one of the tables, and I saw a familiar head of blonde hair ducked low over a plate. Carmen and I walked over to her, and I rapped my knuckles on the tabletop to get Kylah’s attention. 
 
    “Morning,” I said, and I tried to make my voice cheerful, but Kylah’s subdued expression didn’t flicker. “Are… are you alright?” 
 
    “Kegan had a… rough night,” she said in a glum voice. 
 
    “Shit,” Carmen muttered. “Is he alright?” 
 
    “He’s had a bad reaction to the knife,” Kylah sighed. “He should be fine, eventually, but it’s going to be several days before he’s well enough to even leave the infirmary, let alone go on a job, so ours has already been reassigned.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Carmen asked and glanced between Kylah and Asami. “He’ll have plenty of time to convalesce.” 
 
    “It’s… not quite that simple,” Asami said delicately. “Before Eyes are allowed to go out and take jobs as they find them, they have to prove they’re well-trained enough.” 
 
    “This was our first job,” Kylah explained, and her tone was sharp with frustration. “The Council has been dragging their feet on letting us get field experience, and now they’re going to use the fact Kegan got hurt as a reason to drag their feet even more.”  
 
    “I’m… sorry,” I tried since I was still trying to wrap my mind around everything.  
 
    “Most eyes have quarters at the Sanctuary, but they don’t live here.” Only now did Kylah look up from her plate, and those familiar green eyes met mine. “They only come back if they need a researcher like Sami to provide extra information for a job. We were hoping for the chance to find somewhere that was… ours.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask why Kylah wanted to leave a place like this, filled with fascinating old books and enough space to keep everyone housed and food that looked and smelled way better than the stuff I was living on in the army, but I was interrupted before I could even start by a voice behind me. 
 
    “You’re the new ones Jasper was going on about?” 
 
    I turned to see a willowy woman with mid-length brown hair and startling-blue eyes. She glanced at Carmen, then at me, then at Kylah. 
 
    “You best be careful accepting food from her,” she said, and she cocked one hip out and gestured vaguely to Kylah. Then a smile pulled at her lips, one that made it clear she thought she was being incredibly witty. “She’ll snare you with ivy and music.” 
 
    “Piss off, Flora,” Asami snapped with unexpected ferocity, and both Carmen and I stared at her. 
 
    “Or what?” the blue-eyed woman, Flora, snorted. “You’ll throw a book at me?” 
 
    Asami opened her mouth to retort, but she didn’t have one ready, so she just glared at Flora, who laughed. 
 
    Carmen turned to face her fully. 
 
    “I might not be as well-versed in the magical world as you, but I still recognize a bitch when I see one,” she said to Flora. “Now, back the hell off.” 
 
    I saw Flora look Carmen up and down and have that moment of wondering whether it was worth sparking a fight. I also saw the moment she very wisely decided it wasn’t worth it, and with a toss of her hair over her shoulder, Flora flounced off. 
 
    Carmen glared after her, with her hands clenched into fists. 
 
    “She’s lucky I didn’t have a wrench on me,” she muttered under her breath and then turned to Kylah and Asami. “What was all that shit about ivy?” 
 
    Kylah went pink and looked back down at her plate. 
 
    “Kylah?” I prompted gently. “You don’t have to tell us if it’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “It’s not embarrassing,” she sighed as she wrapped a strand of hair around her finger. “It’s just… not very accepted. Me and Kegan are half-fae.” 
 
    Carmen and I both gaped. 
 
    “Fae?” I said. “Like… faeries?”  
 
    She’d told us faeries existed along with werewolves and vampires and whatnot, but… faeries could mate with humans? Have children with them?  
 
    “That’s…”  
 
    “So cool!” Carmen gasped, and she didn’t seem to notice she’d interrupted me. “Is that why your talent is with light magic?” 
 
    “Yes.” Kylah nodded. “But it’s not cool. Half-fae are disliked by the Courts of Avalon and by humans. We have the ability to lie, and we’re mostly immune to cold iron, unlike full-blooded faeries. But we can still freely leave and enter the land of Faerie without becoming trapped, unlike humans. If a half-fae wanted to, they could challenge the authority of the Crowns.” 
 
    “Iron…” I murmured. “Is that what the knife was made of? Is that why Kegan had a bad reaction to it?” 
 
    Kylah nodded again. 
 
    “Kegan and I… we were raised in the Sanctuary,” she went on. “We had to grow up here because the rest of the magical world was too dangerous. But even here… well. You saw Flora. It’s hard for people to trust us because fae are tricksters. When you can’t lie, you get very good at twisting words.” 
 
    “Ignore Flora,” Asami told Kylah firmly, and she took Kylah’s hands in both of her own to squeeze them affectionately. “She’s childish, and you’re easily twice as good as she is, regardless of experience.” 
 
    “Still,” Kylah said, and she looked up at Carmen and me again. “Most Eyes choose this career path later in life, maybe eighteen or so. Like the army.”  
 
    Her green eyes came to rest on me, and I fought not to squirm under their scrutiny. 
 
    “Well, the facilities here are a lot better than at the army,” I joked to lighten the mood. “And there were insufferable assholes in my unit, too. You’ve just gotta learn to ignore them.” 
 
    “And,” Carmen then said, “if Leo and I get the go-ahead to join up, we can help you guys finish your jobs and get a place of your own. Between him being in the army and me having no regard for my physical safety, the four of us will be unstoppable. Oop, sorry, I meant five of us.” 
 
    She grinned at Asami, who smiled back appreciatively. 
 
    Kylah managed a small smile at that, and she looked over at Asami. 
 
    “We would need someone to be the brains of the operation,” she conceded, and Asami gave a laugh. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” she said, but the smile died on her lips a moment later when she saw something behind Carmen and me.  
 
    We both turned and saw another woman had walked into the room. She was dressed all in black, and her face was downturned as she shuffled in. 
 
    “Who’s she?” I asked lightly even as I saw the somber mood that had overtaken the whole dining hall. 
 
    “Diane,” Asami answered. “Her girlfriend, Victoria, was killed on a job in Phoenix, along with Victoria’s hunting partner.” 
 
    “Phoenix has been a disaster,” Kylah added, and she looked over at Diane sympathetically. “The Council’s refused to let any Eyes try and take the job on until they figure out a better approach.” 
 
    I turned to my plate, which, thanks to Carmen, was just a pile of fruit, and thought of what Carmen and I had said to Renée last night. 
 
    I still wanted to join these people. It felt right in a way. Like I’d had this piece of me missing, and I hadn’t even noticed, but I’d still tried to fill it. I’d joined the army because I’d wanted to fight and defend. I’d stuck with Carmen because she was the only person who’d really understood me.  
 
    But did I want to join an organization where death was such a common possibility? Did I want Carmen to join an organization like that? 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked her now. “You work as a mechanic. You’ve never had to…”  
 
    “I got fired from my job as a mechanic,” Carmen reminded me, and her mouth was set in a firm line. “I like the idea of doing something meaningful. And if it means I get to stick with you and learn fucking magic, then I’m sold.”  
 
    I pursed my lips, but then my sister looked at Asami and Kylah before I could respond.  
 
    “Could you guys teach me?” she asked the other women. 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” Asami said with a smile. “And you, too, Leo, if you want.” 
 
    “Leo?” A man’s voice made me look up. I didn’t recognize this guy, but he’d clearly been looking for me because he looked from me to Asami and back again and then pointed to my sister. “And Carmen, I presume?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I said as I slowly looked him up and down, and some part of my brain was already trying to figure out how to take him down if he became a threat. 
 
    But that turned out not to be necessary. 
 
    “Renée sent me,” he said to us. “She’d like to speak with you both.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Carmen was a ball of nervous energy at my side as we followed the guy to Renée’s office, and for the hundredth time, I remembered how much I’d missed her when I’d been on tour. It was a strange thing to miss, the fact that she could never seem to stay still very long, but I had missed it. I’d always been the calmer one, the more rational one, and she’d always been the one to act on her impulses. 
 
    That wasn’t to say I could never be silly and she could never be sensible, but it was less common. I was the disciplined one who’d joined the army. She was the boisterous one who’d become a mechanic and wasn’t afraid to throw wrenches at assholes. 
 
    I thought we made a pretty good pair. 
 
    Our guide came to a stop before the familiar eye-marked double doors and waved a hand to usher us forward. The doors opened to reveal Renée sitting at her desk, with her fingers steepled and her expression once again severe. 
 
    “Leo,” she said when we walked in. “Carmen. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “Pretty well,” I answered and bobbed my head in a nod. I reckoned Renée had about as much interest in pointless pleasantries as I did. 
 
    “So, what’s the verdict?” Carmen asked as she took one of the seats in front of Renée’s desk. My sister twisted her hands together in her lap, because she was never still, but she was especially never still when she was tense. 
 
    Renée looked first at her, then at me, and I saw the answer in her eyes before she’d even opened her mouth. 
 
    “The Council has ruled you two will not be permitted to join the Order at this time,” she said. “Given that you are not only entirely untrained, but know next to nothing about the magical world, it was argued that allowing you to join would be negligent at best.” 
 
    “What?” Carmen demanded. “But--” 
 
    “It was not my decision,” Renée interrupted as she raised a hand, and my sister fell silent. “I am only one vote on the Council. I voted in favor of your joining, as you clearly want to do real good. But I am beholden to the majority.” 
 
    I supposed I couldn’t really hold it against Renée for adhering to the democratic process, but I couldn’t deny I was annoyed and disappointed. 
 
    It maybe sounded a little ridiculous since it had only been a day, but this place felt right. Kylah and Kegan and Asami felt right. The idea of living my life in this world felt right. More than the prospect of job-hunting back in L.A. with Carmen. More than doing another tour in god-knows-where doing god-knows-what. 
 
    When my parents had died, and Carmen and I had been put into foster care, we’d lost a part of ourselves. A part of our history. All the stories and traditions they would have told Carmen and I as we got older had just… gone. Burned up with them. It had been an entire piece of our identities, and it was gone. 
 
    This was like that. 
 
    It was the knowledge that I was looking at something that was a part of me, and yet I was being denied it. Because I didn’t know about this world, I was being turned away from it, even though I was willing to learn. 
 
    “I’m not demanding you put us on a mission today,” I said to Renée. “But can’t we train? Can’t we learn? Kylah said most Eyes only join up at eighteen, like the army. We’re only twenty-five!” 
 
    “It’s not so simple,” Renée said and shook her head. “It’s the fact that you two don’t know about the magical world at all. It would be as if I sent you to China and told you to get a job and make a life there. You don’t speak the language, you don’t know the social customs. Only the price of making a mistake as an Eye is usually your life, not just a few funny looks.” 
 
    “People immigrate,” Carmen hissed. “People are separated from their parents’ cultures. That doesn’t mean they can’t try to bridge the gap!” 
 
    “No one is saying you cannot try,” Renée told her. “You two are more than welcome-- encouraged even-- to learn about the magical world, to find the spaces where magicals exist. But the Council has ruled that we cannot put you on the front lines of a war when you don’t even know what you’re fighting.” 
 
    “So teach us!” Carmen exclaimed, and she threw up her hands in exasperation. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said, and she turned to me with her eyes going wide with something like betrayal. But we were just going around in circles, and yelling wouldn’t help anyone. “They’ve made their decision.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Renée said to me. “But we have. With this in mind, I need to ask you both to leave the Sanctuary.” 
 
    “You’re kicking us out?” I asked, and my own temper flared.  
 
    “I do not make the rules.” Renée met my gaze grimly. “And in many instances, I do not agree with them. But these ones are in place for your own safety, and I have no desire to put either of you at risk by being lax.” 
 
    She waved a hand, and the doors behind us creaked open. Carmen stood up from her seat so quickly it was like she’d been propelled from it, and without saying anything to Renée or even offering a goodbye, she turned on her heels and stalked out of the office. 
 
    I caught up to her just outside the doors and reached out to catch her sleeve. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to say, I don’t want to hear it,” she said bitterly and pulled her sleeve from my grasp, but she did stop and turn to look at me. 
 
    “We can’t change her decision,” I said. “And it sucks. It really fucking sucks we’re getting denied the chance to figure this shit out.” 
 
    “Thank you for close captioning my frustrations, Leo,” Carmen grumbled as she folded her arms and glared at me.  
 
    But I knew that glare, just like I knew the tears sparkling in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    Some part of me wanted to smile at her fondly. My firecracker twin sister, she felt everything so deeply, even if she tried to hide it. 
 
    “But we don’t need the Order,” I told her. “Renée isn’t kicking us out of this world, she’s just saying we can’t join up. And… maybe that’s not such a bad thing right now.” 
 
    Carmen looked at me with a mixture of shock and vague disgust. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re becoming responsible!” she said in a scandalized tone, and I rolled my eyes at her. 
 
    “This place is a soldiers’ training facility,” I said. “I literally just left one of those. I don’t know if I want to spend the next years of my life taking orders when I left the army because I got sick of precisely that. We can still learn about this world without being Eyes. We can still be friends with the Campbells and Asami. But we’ll do it on our terms. Without any stupid rules, regulations, or stuffy Council members breathing down our necks and determining our worth.” 
 
    Carmen looked at me like she wanted to be mad, like she wanted to disagree with me for the sake of getting into an argument so she could vent her frustrations, but instead she just pouted. 
 
    “I fucking hate it when you’re responsible.” 
 
    “I know.” I smirked. “Let’s go, Monkey.” 
 
    We made our way back to the dining hall to find Kylah and Asami, but instead we found it was mostly empty and most people had already left to begin their days. 
 
    Kylah was still there, though. She hadn’t moved from where we’d left her, and she was still picking disinterestedly at her plate. 
 
    “Hey,” Carmen said gently as she slid onto the seat next to Kylah. “Where’d everyone go?” 
 
    “Stuff to do,” Kylah said with a shrug. “Actual jobs to go on.”  
 
    She dropped her fork to wipe at her eyes, and when she raised her head, I saw she’d plastered on a big smile. 
 
    It looked painfully fake. It was heartbreaking. 
 
    “How’d your meeting with Renée go?” she asked me. “Can you join?” 
 
    “Kylah,” I said with a frown. “You don’t have to…” 
 
    “No, I want to know,” she insisted, but when I raised my eyebrows at her meaningfully, she let the fake-smile slide off her face. “Sorry. I just… I don’t want you two worrying about me when you’ve just had your entire world upended.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with it,” Carmen said firmly. “It’s not the first time we’ve had to adjust to a big change. And, since you asked, the Council said no. They think it would be too dangerous since we didn’t grow up in the magical world. We’d make a social faux pas and die, or something.” 
 
    “That’s not quite how she phrased it,” I told Kylah as I shot my sister a withering look. “But, yeah. We can’t be Eyes. Though from what I’ve seen, as cool as this place is, it might not be the perfect fit for us, anyway.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re leaving?” Kylah asked, and her green eyes were enormous and shiny with unshed tears. I wondered if faeries had different-colored eyes than humans. Kylah’s pointed ears were presumably the result of her fae blood, but no person I’d ever met before had such dazzlingly green eyes. 
 
    “Technically, yes,” I said. “We have to. I guess this place is Eyes-only?” 
 
    “Author-eyes-d personnel only,” Carmen joked, and I groaned. 
 
    “It’s partly a safety thing,” Kylah said. “There’s a lot of dangerous stuff here, and not just the weapons. The books in the library contain instructions for very complex spells.” 
 
    “That I understand,” I said. “But I don’t see why it means we have to leave altogether. Can’t there just be restricted areas?” 
 
    “Some of the Council members are… purists,” Kylah answered as her mouth twisted. “They think being an Eye should be treated with more reverence, like how medieval English knights all had to be noblemen, not commoners. I’d hoped they would perhaps see past their prejudices, given the… state of things, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    Her last statement seemed very vague and ominous, but before I could ask any questions, my sister scoffed. 
 
    “Oh, so we’re just the lowly peasants,” Carmen said, and she rolled her eyes before she looked at me. “Maybe we just dodged a bullet.” 
 
    “There’s one Council member in particular,” Kylah said with a nod. “Samuel White. He thinks the Order should be human-only, and more specifically humans-raised-in-the-magical-world only. Most Eyes are, but there are some-- like Kegan and me-- who are part-fae, or humans who got turned into vampires or werewolves but decided to remain members.” 
 
    “He sounds like a dick,” I remarked.  
 
    I’d never met this guy, but I was already sure he’d voted against us. 
 
    Kylah giggled but then raised a hand to her mouth to try and hide it. I grinned at her and was relieved she was in slightly better spirits. If it had been Carmen in the infirmary, with a complication on an already-pretty-serious wound, I couldn’t imagine I would’ve been any better. 
 
    Something came to my mind just then. 
 
    “Kylah,” I said. “When Kegan said he couldn’t go to a hospital, and when you said healing magic works differently on your guys, is it because you’re half-fae?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Also, I can’t imagine you guys have health insurance,” Carmen said, but then she frowned. “Wait… do you guys have insurance? Or social security, or anything like that?” 
 
    “Well, I would imagine so,” Kylah answered. “Our father is human. We have birth certificates and all of that.” 
 
    “‘Is’?” I echoed. “He’s still alive? Where is he? Is he an Eye, too?” 
 
    The look on Kylah’s face was all the answer I needed to know that the matter was best left alone, so I decided to change tack. 
 
    “I think I need a drink.” 
 
    “That’s the best idea you’ve had all day,” Carmen said and pointed at me approvingly. She then turned to Kylah. “And you need one, too, doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “You’re not a doctor,” I said with a snort. 
 
    “Fine, mechanic’s orders,” Carmen amended. “But my point stands. C’mon, Kylah, you can show us all the cool supernatural bars.” 
 
    Kylah seemed a little hesitant, and until she spoke, I wasn’t sure if it was because she was reluctant to leave the Sanctuary given the state Kegan was in, or because it wasn’t even noon. 
 
    “It’s a bit early, don’t you think?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Eh, it’s five ‘o’clock somewhere.” Carmen shrugged. “And you need a pick-me-up. Where did Asami go? She can come, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want to bother Sami,” Kylah said, and she was clearly going to protest further, but I held up a hand. 
 
    “We can just offer,” I said. “She doesn’t have to come. But I think we could all use a distraction, and if Asami doesn’t mind, I’d like to pick her brain to learn a little more about this world I’m apparently woefully ignorant of.” 
 
    Kylah gave a small smile at that. 
 
    “Sami does love explaining things,” she said. “She’d be a great history teacher.” 
 
    There was a part of me, bigger and pettier than I cared to admit, that wanted to become an expert in this world. Wanted to learn every bit of history and every creatures’ strengths and weaknesses. Wanted to show the Samuel Whites of the magical world that just because Carmen and I were starting a little later than everyone else, it didn’t make us any less competent. 
 
    We would show those ‘purists.’ We would show everyone. 
 
    Privately, I thought if my history teachers had looked anything like Asami-- or Kylah for that matter-- I might have actually gotten a decent grade in history. 
 
    Or maybe I would have completely flunked. 
 
    Regardless, we went to the library and found Asami with her pierced nose buried in a book written in Ancient Greek. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was genuinely eager for a break, or because Kylah was obviously in low spirits, but she readily agreed to join us, and she and Kylah led Carmen and I out of the Sanctuary’s front doors and out onto the streets of Denver. 
 
    “I told you!” Carmen laughed and grinned at me. “Colorado!” 
 
    “You did,” I said, and I couldn’t quite stop my voice from sounding like an indulgent parent’s. “So, do you wanna try the skiing first, or the legalized pot?” 
 
    “I wanna try the alcohol,” she answered and turned to Kylah and Asami. “Where’s a good magic bar?” 
 
    “There’s a bar called ‘The Goblet’ about a ten minutes’ walk that way,” Asami suggested as she pointed down the street.  
 
    I shrugged, and Carmen shrugged, and the four of us began to walk. 
 
    I’d never been to Colorado before, but it seemed nice. It was cooler than L.A., obviously, and it felt less crowded. 
 
    It was a little weird, really, that I’d spent so much time overseas with the army but had done almost no domestic travel. 
 
    Which reminded me of something. 
 
    “Hey, Kylah,” I said, and she turned to look at me. “There are other people in the Sanctuary who can do mirror magic, right?” 
 
    “Um… not that I know of,” she answered with an apologetic look. “It’s a pretty rare skill. Honestly, it’s mostly a fae skill. Like light magic.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered and turned to Carmen. “How are we supposed to get home?” 
 
    “Shit,” she echoed. “You’re right. Uhhh… we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    The horrifying prospect of traveling one thousand miles by bus began to loom over us. 
 
    “Now I really need a drink,” I sighed.  
 
    This day was not going in any way how I’d expected it to, and that was saying a lot, because I had had almost no expectations. 
 
    “We can figure something out,” Asami promised me. “But in the meantime, I agree, a drink and a moment to decompress would do all of us some good.” 
 
    A few minutes later, we arrived at a bar with a large neon sign of a goblet filled with red liquid I suspected was not meant to represent wine. When I glanced around at the other people walking down the street, I took note of how none of them seemed to be looking at the building. Their eyes just slid from the fish and chips shop on one side to the organic grocery store on the other, like they couldn’t even see it. 
 
    “A glamour spell,” Kylah said when she saw me watching them. “Not strong enough to make it completely invisible, just enough that they won’t pay proper attention to it.” 
 
    “Like… forced habituation?” I asked, and I thought of what Asami had said about Carmen and I being more sensitive to auras. 
 
    “Yeah, actually, that’s not a bad way to think about it,” Kylah told me with a smile.  
 
    I smiled back and wondered for a moment if she had some kind of special faerie charm or something, because I didn’t often smile so broadly unless it was at Carmen, but I was closer to her than anyone else.  
 
    Yet with Kylah, it was easy. 
 
    Inside, ‘The Goblet’ was all the dark hardwood and leather upholstery to be expected from a mid-tier bar that had learned to combine easy-to-clean materials with actual style. We ordered drinks, at which point I noticed that alongside beer, there were taps for ‘A-Positive’ and ‘B-Negative’ and ‘O-Positive,’ and then Asami led us to a booth in one corner, and we sat down. Kylah took the seat against the wall, with me on her right. Asami sat opposite her, and Carmen sat opposite me. 
 
    The place was definitely not full, but it was also far from being empty. Even for a Saturday, that seemed a little weird, and I said as much to Asami. 
 
    “How come there are so many people here? It’s like, lunchtime.” 
 
    “A lot of magicals are partially nocturnal,” she said with a shrug. “Vampires especially, but also werewolves and some fae. Those that have human jobs often work late nights and sleep until the early afternoon.” 
 
    “Her ex was a werewolf,” Kylah told me matter-of-factly, with the air of disclosing an amusing secret. 
 
    “That’s not the point!” Asami said quickly as her cheeks turned pink, and Carmen and I both laughed. 
 
    “What’s dating a werewolf like?” Carmen asked as she leaned forward with a glint in her dark eyes. “Are they all hairy? Do they really like biting?” 
 
    “Oh, no, nothing like that,” Asami said with a laugh. “Lyall was a little… rough around the edges. But nothing weird.” 
 
    I could tell from the way Carmen was grinning that she already had a list of inappropriate questions a mile long, so I jumped in before the conversation went off the rails completely. 
 
    “How many of the people in here are human seers?” I asked. “Because I can see their auras, but I can’t pick out the different kinds yet.” 
 
    “You can pick out different kinds?” Carmen asked, and her eyes widened with curiosity. 
 
    “If you practice,” Kylah answered. “But I’d imagine it would be a little easier for you guys because you’re already more sensitive to it. Can you see the difference between me and Asami, Leo?” 
 
    I frowned at the silver tendrils wrapped around both of them. There were… some differences, maybe? But that just seemed to be random fluctuations in the lines’ shape as they floated in the air like strings of gossamer.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Practice,” Asami said encouragingly. “And to answer your question, no. We’re the only seers in here right now.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I glanced around the bar again as I took a sip of my beer. It wasn’t bad. “Are the seers all at their day jobs or something?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kylah admitted. “But there also just aren’t that many adult seers.” 
 
    “Huh?” Carmen asked bluntly. 
 
    “Wow,” Asami said. “You guys really don’t know anything about the magical world.” 
 
    If anyone else had said that, I might have been offended, but the way she said it, with utter fascination and not a hint of judgment, amused me more than anything. 
 
    “Why aren’t there many adult seers?” I asked. “Does it get less common as you get older?” 
 
    “No, it’s just becoming less common in general,” Kylah answered, and she set down her glass and spread her hands over the table like she was about to demonstrate something. “The magical world is hidden from the human world by the veil. The second sight is the ability to see past the veil-- but the veil itself is not a natural construct. It was put up a couple hundred years ago, artificially separating humanity from magic.” 
 
    “Why?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Because it was safer,” Asami answered with a shrug. “Human population and technology began to outweigh the supernaturals’ magical power to such a degree that humanity could potentially destroy the entire supernatural world if they felt like it. The two worlds would have destroyed themselves and each other in a terrible war-- so the veil was put up, and the Order of the Eye was established.” 
 
    “Most seers live fairly separate from the magical world,” Kylah added. “Some live in the magical world, either as Eyes or just alongside other supernaturals. As long as they don’t reveal magic to non-seers, they can live however they please.” 
 
    “Okay, but why does that mean there aren’t many seers to begin with?” I asked. 
 
    “Because magic has been separated from humanity for too long,” Asami sighed and fiddled with her nose stud. “Magic is becoming less and less common in humans, seers are becoming rarer and rarer. Some have mental breaks because their minds can’t reconcile the two overlapping worlds.” 
 
    “Yikes.” Carmen grimaced. 
 
    “Yikes is right,” Kylah said with a nod. “Some people reckon interacting with the supernatural world too much is what causes these breaks. I think it probably doesn’t help the issue. But I’m not a researcher.” 
 
    She looked over at Asami, who cocked her head thoughtfully. 
 
    “My expertise is in languages,” the dark-haired woman said. “Less so in magical theory. But I mean, if you’re being fed two conflicting streams of information from two worlds, one saying magic is real, the other saying it isn’t… the mental strain could be pretty massive. That could definitely cause some problems.” 
 
    “Not many supernaturals have long-standing relationships with non-seers,” Kylah added. “Even friendships become difficult after a time.” 
 
    I frowned and thought of my friends and of Carmen’s. Roy had just had his surgery and was excited for beach season, Madeline was getting married at the end of the year, and Natasha was due to give birth not too long after. I wanted to be around to help them celebrate, to support them, to be a part of their lives. 
 
    When it came down to the core of it, Carmen was the only one I really needed, but that didn’t mean I didn’t give a shit about anyone else. They were still my friends. 
 
    “Regardless of which side of the fence we end up on, I hope we can stay friends with you two,” Carmen said. “And Kegan.” 
 
    “I would like that.” Kylah smiled as Asami nodded. “And I think Kegan would, too.” 
 
    I smiled back, but I could feel it was lackluster, and as I raised my glass to take another drink, I was stunned to find I’d already emptied it. It seemed my concern about my non-seer friends ran deeper than I’d initially realized. 
 
    “I need another beer,” I said as I got to my feet and shuffled out of the booth and toward the bar. 
 
    As I waited to be served, I noticed at the far end of the bar there was a bulletin board of sorts. The kind of thing people looking to sell old motorbikes or to find lost cats would put flyers on. But instead of rusty vehicles and missing pets, these flyers seemed like… job listings? 
 
    I walked over to the board to get a better look. Yeah, they were definitely jobs. There was a sum of money written in huge letters along the bottom, plus a vague description of some kind of task that needed doing. 
 
    But what kind of task would pay out fifty grand? 
 
    I snatched the flyer from the board and went back to the booth to slap it down on the table top. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked Kylah. 
 
    She peered down at the sheet of paper and then flinched. Asami did the same thing. 
 
    “It’s a job advertisement for Phoenix,” Kylah sighed as she nervously twisted a strand of hair around her finger. 
 
    “Phoenix?” I asked. “As in… the job that Diane woman was on?” 
 
    “Not her, but her girlfriend,” Asami nodded. “But there’s no law saying Eyes have to be the ones to respond to supernatural threats. They’re just the preferred method because they’re highly trained and have access to a lot of resources. But sometimes the Order tries to pawn off jobs they don’t want to waste their time on. Usually missing persons, stuff that won’t result in peculiar human deaths.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I said as I raised my hands and then gestured down to the flyer. “We could freelance? And get paid?” 
 
    “Well, you could,” Kylah admitted with a furrowed brow. “But you would almost certainly get killed. The reason people don’t take up those jobs is because they’re ludicrously dangerous.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Carmen said flatly. “The Order won’t take Leo and I on because we’re untrained, but they’re perfectly happy to let us do exactly the same work-- with fewer resources and no proper training-- on our own? That sounds like a fucking insurance scam.” 
 
    “That’s because it kind of is,” Asami sighed, and she winced when she said it. “If you’re not Eyes, it’s not the Order’s fault if you die. You chose to take the job.” 
 
    “And like all capitalist nightmares, it doesn’t account for the fact you need money to live, so some people are going to take jobs no matter how dangerous they are.” Carmen scowled and folded her arms. “Bastards. We really did dodge a bullet.” 
 
    “Okay, but on the other hand, why would anyone deal with the Order’s bureaucracy if they could do the same jobs and get paid fifty-fucking-grand to do it?” I asked. 
 
    Fifty grand was more than I made in a year in the army. And this was for only one job. 
 
    “Resources,” Kylah said. “We have weapons, we have the library, and we have genius translators to help us use that library.”  
 
    She grinned at Asami, who gave a little laugh and blushed again. 
 
    “I suppose you can’t collect reward money if you get killed,” I murmured. “But… what if we don’t get killed?” 
 
    Carmen’s head shot up to stare at me. She’d been reading the flyer, but now her dark eyes were boring into my skull. 
 
    “I don’t like that look,” she announced and pointed at me. “That’s the look on your face you always get right before one of us breaks a bone.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know it’s been almost an entire year since I’ve broken anything,” I said haughtily. I’d cracked a rib during my first month on tour. It had been my first sparring match against Tommy and the only one against him I’d lost. “Besides, it’s not like either of us have any better job offers lying around. I’d rather do this than customer service.” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Leo!” Carmen groaned in exasperation, but I knew the prospect of hunting for jobs horrified her as much as it horrified me. “They wouldn’t let us join because we’re completely untrained! Even if we do it for money, that doesn’t suddenly make us better in a fight.” 
 
    “Come on, how hard can it be?” I insisted. “There’s literally thousands of books and webpages about supernatural creatures and how to kill or trap them or whatever. We’d be making a real difference, doing some real good.” 
 
    “Not if we die!” she snapped. “I just spent a whole year worrying about you getting shot or blown up. Every time I got a letter, I was terrified it was gonna say you’d been killed in action!” 
 
    Shit. I hadn’t really realized that. But… of course, she would have worried. Just like I’d worried about her. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said and gently put my hand on her arm. “I’m sorry I worried you. I’m sorry you were freaking out like that. But you still let me get on that plane. You still let me go, because you knew I was doing something I believed in. This would be the same. And I wouldn’t be leaving you this time. We’d do it together.” 
 
    She bit her lip and looked uncertain in a way I’d never really seen her look before. My sister had always been so unapologetically sure of herself. 
 
    “You’re the only family I have, Pip,” she said softly. “I spent a whole year wondering what it would be like if I lost you. Just the fact that we could only talk over the phone, it almost felt like a… like a trial run for if something did actually happen to you. I hated it.” 
 
    “I didn’t like it, either,” I admitted. There were several reasons I’d left, and being separated from her had been one of them. “But this wouldn’t be like that. I wouldn’t have joined the Order without you, and I won’t do this without you, either. But we could make a real difference here. We could help people. And we could… we could see what Mom and Dad’s world was like!” 
 
    Carmen glared at me, and I didn’t know if it was because I’d gone too far or if I’d won her over. Then she glared down at the flyer and got to her feet. She walked out of the booth, to the bulletin board, and ripped off another flyer before walking back to us and slapping it down on the table on top of the Phoenix one.  
 
    I could just make out the ‘$10,000’ written across the bottom of the page. 
 
    “If we do this,” my sister said sternly, “We’re starting out small. I didn’t spend a year worrying about you getting shot halfway around the world just to watch you get torn to pieces in Arizona.” 
 
    I grinned up at her and then looked around at Kylah and Asami, who watched my sister and me with intrigued, anticipatory expressions. A plan was forming in my head. Nothing concrete, not yet. Barely more than a concept, an idea. But it was something, and it was something I was confident about. 
 
    This, more than having Carmen at my side, more than discovering this magical world, felt right. It felt like something had clicked into place, and I was slowly compiling a puzzle. I’d gotten that much closer to revealing the overall image. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I said as my grin widened. “Let’s go kill some monsters and get paid.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6 
 
    “Y’know,” I said as I looked over at Kylah, “Kegan’s still in the infirmary, so you guys aren’t gonna be able to go on any jobs for a while. If you’d want to… work with us, we’d be more than happy to have you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Carmen said with a smile. “Leo might’ve been in the army, but you’re a properly trained Eye. And we’re kind of super inexperienced.” 
 
    Kylah frowned a little and was clearly thinking this over very carefully. She’d stopped twisting her hair around her finger and started tugging on it slightly, and as she did, I noticed she had a thin, pale scar over the back of her left hand. 
 
    “If the Order found out I was helping freelancers…” she said slowly. 
 
    “But why would you want to stay?” Carmen asked her. “They’re all jerks to you. Surely you’d be better off without a place like that?” 
 
    “It’s my home,” Kylah said simply. “Kegan and I were raised there. I don’t even remember my father’s house. It’s the only home we’ve ever known.” 
 
    “That doesn’t have to mean anything,” I said. “Not if you don’t want it to. Your home is the place where you feel safe, where your family is.” 
 
    “And your family doesn’t have to be your blood, either,” Asami added as she reached over to take Kylah’s right hand, and her thumb rubbed gently over the blonde’s knuckles. “The blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb.” 
 
    “Is that how it goes?” I asked as I looked over at the dark-haired woman. 
 
    Asami nodded before she turned back to Kylah. “The family you choose is what’s important. And so is the home you choose. If you and Kegan want to leave, you should leave. Don’t feel obligated to stay simply because it’s familiar. 
 
    “I…” Kylah began but then faltered, and her bottom lip trembled slightly. “I can’t make this decision without Kegan. I won’t leave him. If he wants to stay in the Order, I’ll stay with him.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said softly. “I’d do the same for Carmen.” 
 
    “Right back atcha, Pip,” Carmen agreed, though her eyes were focused on Kylah, and her expression was solemn. 
 
    I carefully reached over to take Kylah’s left hand and extricated it from where it was still tugging at her hair. 
 
    “But do you want to work on this job with us?” I asked. “Regardless of what you say, we won’t, like, never talk to you again or whatever. But if you did this, you could, I dunno… earn enough money that you and Kegan could get a place that’s yours. You could make a home where you actually feel safe and can be yourself.” 
 
    “A home needs to be that,” Carmen pressed. “It can really fuck you up if you don’t feel comfortable. And from what I saw, the Order isn’t very comfortable for you guys.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t mean I want to leave it,” Kylah protested. “I don’t… I don’t know. I do like the sound of Kegan and I having a space that’s ours, with no judgment, but… We don’t have any field experience! This was our first job, and it went wrong!” 
 
    “Then get experience,” I said and slid the flyer toward her. “Practice with these jobs, help Carmen and I learn the ropes of this world, and flip the Order the big fat bird by proving you’re just as competent as Flora and all the others.” 
 
    “You were a fucking badass in that alleyway last night,” Carmen told the blonde. “Like, seriously. Even if you say no to this, I’m still gonna be coming back and pestering you for combat lessons.” 
 
    “Hey, I offered to teach you hand-to-hand combat!” I said and momentarily forgot the entire point of this conversation. 
 
    “You’re a guy,” Carmen said flatly, and she gestured to me with one hand. “Your bodyweight distribution is totally different to mine. What works for you won’t work for someone with a female body. And in case you hadn’t noticed, Kylah is female.” 
 
    The look she shot me made it very clear she knew I had noticed. I’d noticed a lot. 
 
    “We’re getting offtrack,” Asami said as she focused her dark eyes on her friend. “Ky, if you want to work with them, I really think you should. You’re just as well-trained as any of the other Eyes-- probably better, really, because you’ve been in the Sanctuary so much longer. It’s kind of obvious by this point that they’re not going to hand you the opportunity to prove yourself, so you’ll have to take it. You can do this, I know you can. It’s just a question of whether or not you want to take that risk.” 
 
    I watched as Kylah squeezed Asami’s hand, then mine, and bit her lip. It was a difficult choice, I knew. What would the Order do if they learned one of their Eyes was working a freelance job? Given how some of the Council already disliked Kylah and Kegan being part of the Order to begin with, they’d probably get kicked out or something. 
 
    But did they have a prison? Did they ever execute people? And even if they didn’t, and the Campbells just got kicked out, where would they go? It was obvious their father wasn’t an option. 
 
    “You can rely on us,” I told Kylah, and I gestured to Carmen with my free hand. “Whatever happens. At the very least, we owe you for being so willing to help us so far. We would’ve never realized this whole world existed without you.” 
 
    “Leo--” Kylah began. 
 
    “No,” Carmen interrupted her firmly. “We do owe you. You had our backs, now we’ll have yours. So. Do you want to play it safe-- which is a decision we will completely respect if you choose it-- or do you want to tell the stuffy old purists where they can shove it?” 
 
    Kylah looked down at the table, but the line of her shoulders was no longer uncertain or defeated. It was resolute. 
 
    “We’ve spent more than twenty years in that place,” she murmured as her green eyes stared through the tabletop. “We trained and studied, we devoted our entire lives to their cause. And it was never enough for them. We will never be enough for them. I’m done trying to meet their impossible standards. I want to do the good I know I’m capable of.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah.” I smiled, and Kylah turned to me with her own brilliant grin.  
 
    Was it part of her light magic leaking out, or was she really just that radiant? 
 
    “So, that’s that, then,” Carmen said as she clapped her hands together. “We do a couple freelancing jobs, tell the old people to stuff it, get Kylah the appreciation she is sorely lacking, and get decently rich in the process.” 
 
    I nodded at my sister. Excitement had begun to bubble up inside my chest. We had a real plan, a real feasible idea for what we could do. This was all happening so fast. Only this time yesterday, I hadn’t even known about the magical world, but it all just fit. It felt right. Like I was finally starting to see the image on the puzzle. 
 
    “Now,” I said, “if only we had a genius translator who could help us with the research side of things.” 
 
    Asami raised her eyebrows at me with amusement, and the hand not holding Kylah’s came up to prop up her chin as her expression became wry. 
 
    “I’m sure I can recommend someone,” Kylah said as she turned to me with a cheeky smile. “You know, I think I’m really looking forward to working with you, Leo.” 
 
    “Likewise,” I grinned. 
 
    Carmen then tapped the 10k flyer on the table, which drew our attention to her, and it. 
 
    “I’m still insisting we start with something small,” she said. “So, let’s try this job first. Are there any details you two can tell us?” 
 
    I looked at the flyer and understood why Carmen was asking, because there wasn’t much information on the paper itself. It just said three half-fae had gone missing in the Los Angeles area, but it didn’t give their names, their last known locations, or even say whether they’d gone missing separately or together. 
 
    “Are they being stingy with the details to limit the chance of having to pay out a successful job, or do they just not care enough to actually get those details?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably both,” Kylah sighed. “Half-fae are pretty disliked by most of the supernatural community, not just the Order. Too human for supernaturals, too supernatural for humans.” 
 
    “Well, it says missing,” Carmen said. “Do you reckon that’s because they actually are missing, or are they more likely to have been killed and no one’s found the bodies yet?” 
 
    Asami shook her head, and her dark hair rippled around her like a glossy curtain. I was kind of fascinated by her hair, to be honest. It was just so shiny. 
 
    “Supernatural bodies don’t stay undiscovered for very long,” she said. “Someone notices their aura, usually sooner rather than later. If no one’s found any bodies, it’s because they’re either not dead, or someone’s gone to great pains to hide them.” 
 
    “Would a job like this have ever been taken by any Order members?” I asked. “Like, what’s the system? Are some jobs given straight to the bulletin board, or do Eyes always have first dibs?” 
 
    “Well, Eyes do always have first dibs,” Asami answered. “But that doesn’t mean they’ll take them. A job like this would probably be turned over right away to whoever wanted to try it because it’s not a particularly dangerous job. The Order prioritizes threats that are killing humans and threatening the exposure of the magical world.” 
 
    “And this priority list justifies their being assholes,” Carmen said flatly. 
 
    “I know we’re untrained, but I think we might actually have an advantage here,” I said and tapped the flyer absently. I hadn’t really been paying attention to Carmen, and from the look she shot me, she’d noticed. 
 
    “Care to share with the group?” she asked. 
 
    “Asami, you said Carmen and I aren’t… habituated,” I said as I looked over at the Japanese woman. “So we notice auras a lot more than other seers.” 
 
    “Not just seers, anyone with second sight in general,” Asami replied. “Werewolves, vampires, faeries-- they all get habituated to aura, too.” 
 
    “Even better,” I said. “This is a missing person’s case. So Carmen and I just need to figure out where these half-fae were last seen, and maybe we can track them from there.” 
 
    “But we can’t distinguish between different aura types yet,” Carmen said with a frown. “How will we be able to tell we’re following a half-fae?” 
 
    “Practice!” I said and gestured to Kylah. “We just need to learn to recognize what makes Kylah’s aura different from everyone else’s!” 
 
    “Alright.” Carmen raised an eyebrow as a sly grin crawled up her face, and I resisted the urge to crumple up one of the flyers and throw it at her. “So you can stare at Kylah. In the meantime, how do we get back to Los Angeles? We still don’t have a car. Or money.” 
 
    It was perfectly within Carmen’s ability to hot-wire a car, and she had the juvenile arrest record to prove it, but grand theft auto was probably not the best way to start out this investigation. We wouldn’t be able to get anything done with human police breathing down our necks. 
 
    “Missing persons cases tend to go cold very quickly, and I can’t imagine it would be any different in the supernatural world,” I said as I looked to Asami and Kylah for confirmation, and they both nodded. “So we can’t exactly wait for Kegan to be all better so he can mirror us back.” 
 
    “Actually, you might not need Kegan.” Kylah perked up with a glint in her bright green eyes. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You said no one else in the Sanctuary can do mirror travel magic.”  
 
    Not to mention, I didn’t trust the Order at large, and I didn’t want to bring anyone else into this admittedly-harebrained scheme I’d concocted. 
 
    “No one can do it properly,” Kylah agreed. “But I think I might have an idea.” 
 
    “Cool,” Carmen said. “But what about our other problem: Pip and I don’t know shit about your world. Getting help from you two is obviously great, but we can’t be relying on you like babies. We need to learn this stuff for ourselves.” 
 
    “Let me handle that,” Asami said confidently. “Our first priority is getting back to Los Angeles so we can actually investigate what’s going on.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “We can figure out the details once we’re in the right city.” 
 
    “So, what’s your idea?” Carmen asked Kylah. 
 
    At that, Kylah looked around at the bar, which was still as not-full-but-not-empty as it had been earlier. Our conversation had drawn no curiosity from any of the other patrons, but I suspected the business of Eyes and those stupid enough to take on Eye-level jobs didn’t really interest them. 
 
    But if Kylah suspected there was a reason to be cautious, I wasn’t going to argue. Like Carmen had said, she and I were both extremely new to all of this. 
 
    “I won’t give the details right now,” Kylah said, with her voice a little quieter than normal speaking volume. “Can you and Carmen meet me outside the Sanctuary entrance this evening? Around nine?” 
 
    Carmen and I exchanged a look, and then we both nodded. 
 
    “Sounds easy enough,” I said. “I’m guessing we’ll need to be discreet?” 
 
    “Very,” Kylah confirmed before she looked to Asami. “People might be wondering where we are. We should probably get back.” 
 
    Asami nodded, and she looked deep in thought. She had the same expression on her face Carmen got when she was presented with a new engine to disassemble. Intrigued and determined. 
 
    “What are you going to tell Kegan?” she asked Kylah. 
 
    “The truth,” Kylah replied. “He has the right to make an informed decision.” 
 
    “And if he refuses to go along with this?” I asked, and I couldn’t help how my brow furrowed. 
 
    “I doubt he’ll refuse. But if he does, then I’m staying with him. Certainly, given his current state, I’m not leaving him. But I’m sure he’ll agree that this is a better option for us. I…” Kylah paused, and her expression became a little forlorn again. “I was always the more idealistic one.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with idealism,” I told her. “It’s good. To have something to aim for. A reason to want to improve.” 
 
    “Go talk to Kegan,” Carmen encouraged. “And we’ll meet you tonight. Whatever you three decide, Leo and I still owe you big time, and we want to count you as allies.” 
 
    “We do,” I agreed. “We’ve never had supernaturals for friends before.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s much the same as having non-supernatural friends,” Kylah said dryly. “Only instead of worrying about jobs and taxes, we panic over what makes a good Samhain gift and not revealing anything to humanity.” 
 
    “Sa-win?” I echoed with a frown. 
 
    “Halloween,” Asami said. “The proper name is Samhain. It’s a… sort of religious holiday on our calendar.” 
 
    “And here I just thought it was an excuse to eat a shitload of candy,” Carmen snorted. “But alright. You two get your stuff in order. Leo and I will meet you tonight?” 
 
    Kylah and Asami both nodded and then left the bar, but I thought I saw Kylah’s green eyes cast me one last glance over her shoulder before the door closed behind her. 
 
    Once we were alone, I turned to Carmen. 
 
    “This still doesn’t feel quite real, does it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s been a crazy twenty-four hours,” she sighed and shook her head almost ruefully. “If not for the fact that it hurts whenever I pinch myself, I’d think this was all some wacko dream.” 
 
    “But it’s not,” I reminded her. “We’re not crazy.” 
 
    “We’re not,” she agreed and picked up her beer.  
 
    I only then remembered I’d never actually gotten a second one and headed up to the bar to correct that, and by the time I returned, Carmen was poring over the fifty grand flyer with a frown. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah…” she answered, though she sounded distracted. “I just… why would they let freelancers have a crack at this if it’s so dangerous they’re not even letting other Eyes try and work it out? It involves humans dying, didn’t Asami say that was a major priority for the Order?” 
 
    “She also said the job was complicated,” I replied. “I’m sure the Order doesn’t really think anyone will actually figure it out.” 
 
    Well, except for us. Between Carmen and I not being habituated to auras yet, Kylah’s years of training, and Asami’s research skills, I was pretty confident we’d make a near-unstoppable team. 
 
    But Carmen shook her head. 
 
    “Something’s wrong with this, Leo,” she told me. “Something… I don’t like it. I want to steer well clear of Phoenix until we figure out what’s going on. Not just because we’re new to this.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod. “Fine by me. Besides, we still need to learn the ropes. I think finding a few missing half-faes is a good place to start.” 
 
    “I bet they’re scared,” she said softly. “Do you think they wonder if anyone’s looking for them? You saw how Kylah talked about the Order.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. “But it doesn’t matter. Because we’re looking for them. And we’re going to find them.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Leo,” Carmen said as her brown eyes met mine. “Something… all of this… I don’t know what it is, but there’s something wrong. Something we’re missing.” 
 
    “There’s probably a lot we’re missing,” I pointed out. “We’re new to this. And there’s definitely something wrong, the Order’s a bunch of stuffy assholes--” 
 
    “No,” she insisted. “Something bigger than prejudice and politics. There’s something… can’t you feel it?”  
 
    She raised a hand as if she meant to grasp something, like she wanted to pluck it from thin air and physically show it to me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t, this just feels… new,” I said and shrugged. But something nagged at the back of my mind, and I looked at her. “Kylah said everyone has a magical affinity. Hers is light. Maybe yours is… bad vibes, or whatever.” 
 
    I gestured to the fifty grand flyer, and Carmen frowned down at it like it had personally offended her. 
 
    “There’s obviously a metric fuckton wrong in Phoenix right now,” I said. “Maybe you’re picking up on some of it. Like how we can see auras, you can also sense bad stuff.” 
 
    Carmen frowned deeper, but not like she didn’t believe me. 
 
    “If that’s true,” she said, “then there is something seriously wrong. More than what this flyer is saying.” 
 
    “Hey, if we stick with this freelance thing, you having a bad-vibes-radar could come in pretty handy,” I said with a wry smirk. “And I promise, I won’t go barreling into danger blindly, I won’t worry you like that. We’re doing this together, yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” My sister smiled and tapped her beer against mine. 
 
    In less than a day, we’d gone from sitting in a bar in L.A., thinking everything was normal-- mundane, of course, but normal-- to a supernatural bar in Denver that served blood while we talked about becoming independent contractors for monster hunting. 
 
    We sat there for a couple hours and slowly drank our beers, because we had nothing else to do but wait for evening when Kylah and Asami told us to meet them by the Sanctuary gates. My sister and I were able to have the proper catch-up conversation that had been cut short the previous night by alleyway brawls and magical revelations, and it was the first deep talk we’d had in over a year. 
 
    After we both agreed drinking any more beers would likely result in us being too drunk to be properly discreet later that evening, we headed out of ‘The Goblet’ and tried to figure out the line where magical Denver met human Denver. 
 
    Since we could still see auras clearly, identifying magical individuals was easy, but I still couldn’t really pick out the differences between different types of magicals. I was beginning to suspect it was more in how they moved than how they looked, because the silvery lines all seemed identical as far as I could tell. But some seemed to waft like they were caught in a breeze, while others almost fizzed in the air like electricity. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Carmen said to me as I explained this to her. “They all look exactly the same from where I’m standing.” 
 
    “Well, maybe that’s my magical affinity,” I said and tried not to sound defensive about it. “You have radar, I have functional eyes.” 
 
    “That would be boring,” my sister laughed. “Come on, you don’t want something cooler than good eyesight?” 
 
    “You don’t get to pick!” I huffed. 
 
    “Yeah, but you can still dream,” she said. “Seriously. If you could have any talent, what would you want?” 
 
    I thought for a moment and told myself I was only indulging her childishness because it had been a really long time since we’d hung out. 
 
    “I guess… is fire magic a thing? Like, if Kylah can do light magic, I’d wanna do fire magic.” 
 
    “Okay, Prince Zuko,” Carmen scoffed, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Shut up, you asked me to pick, and I picked.” 
 
    We continued bickering and talking nonsense for the better part of the afternoon as we wandered around Denver, and eventually we stopped to get food just as the sun was setting over the mountains. 
 
    “That is seriously pretty,” I said as Carmen struggled not to spill marinara sauce down herself and only partially succeeded. 
 
    “Aw, shit,” she muttered, and I held out a napkin with a sigh before she even had to ask for it. She dabbed halfheartedly at the reddish stain on her black jacket. “But yeah, that’s a nice view. Shame we can’t stay a few days and check it out properly.” 
 
    “Well, if the Sanctuary is here, we’ll probably be back soon,” I said. “To collect our money once we find those faeries.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m definitely gonna spend some of it on a vacation,” my sister replied as she tossed her napkin into a nearby trash can. “Can’t remember the last time I actually went somewhere.” 
 
    “Same, actually,” I told her. “Like, on holiday. God. We really just worked all the time, didn’t we?” 
 
    “That’s late-stage capitalism for you,” Carmen said grimly as she raised a hand to wipe some sauce off her chin with her thumb. 
 
    “You’ve gotten a lot more politically righteous since I left,” I said, and she shrugged. 
 
    “I couldn’t afford the rent by myself. Olivia was doing her master’s in politics, and I picked a few things up.”  
 
    Olivia had been Carmen’s roommate while I’d been overseas. She’d seemed nice enough, though I’d never met her in person. 
 
    I finished my food and checked my watch as I threw away the wrapper. 
 
    “It’s eight-thirty,” I said. “We should head back.” 
 
    “Don’t want to keep the ladies waiting,” Carmen chuckled and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.  
 
    I decided to ignore her, and we both walked back toward the Sanctuary building. 
 
    I hadn’t had a proper chance to get a look at its exterior earlier, but I did now. For a moment, I wondered if we’d somehow taken a wrong turn, because we were standing before a dilapidated-looking warehouse with boarded-up windows and scrubby weeds poking through the concrete slabs of the lot. 
 
    But then I looked a little harder, and, in a way not dissimilar to peeling old wallpaper off a wall, the facade was stripped away to reveal what the building truly looked like. 
 
    I’d maybe anticipated some kind of gothic mansion, something that resembled a cathedral or a castle. Instead, the architecture was… imprecise. Every time I moved my gaze to focus on a different detail, it was like the number of windows and columns shifted. The sweeping lines and the gentle curves seemed to shift and flex, but only when I wasn’t looking directly at them. 
 
    I was suddenly sure the Sanctuary building didn’t occupy physical space. Not in the same way Carmen and I did. 
 
    It would explain the unusual hallways inside, at the very least. 
 
    The only constant was the pair of huge doors at the front of the building, each inlaid with a white eye, not unlike Renée’s office. In the dimness of the night, the eyes practically glowed, as if they could really see us, and they had judged us for returning unpermitted. 
 
    Were we trespassers? We’d been invited, but not by Renée. I supposed it didn’t matter, because it wouldn’t change what we were about to do. 
 
    Carmen and I stopped before the doors but did not touch them. It made sense, I reasoned, that the Sanctuary was a place that could be walked to-- how else would magicals report problems that needed Eyes to solve them, if they couldn’t actually come and speak to the Order? Even so, I was reluctant to actually lay my hand on the dark wood. 
 
    And I didn’t need to. A few moments later, the door on the left slowly creaked back, and Kylah’s blonde head popped out with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, good!” she said in a whisper. “You didn’t get lost.” 
 
    “Did you expect us to?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” she answered and stepped back to let us both enter. “But we also didn’t really give you directions on how to get back. Sami wasn’t sure how good your sense of direction is.” 
 
    “Oh, mine is terrible,” Carmen said before she pointed to me with her thumb. “But this one can actually navigate with, like, a map and a compass, not just the maps app on his phone.” 
 
    “It’s a basic life skill, Monkey,” I sighed. “You really should learn how to read a map.” 
 
    “Not before the downfall of the digital age, I won’t,” Carmen said smartly. “Anyway, Kylah. How are you planning to get the four of us where we need to be?” 
 
    “I’m so glad you asked.” A mischievous grin appeared on Kylah’s face, and she waved a hand to lead us deeper into the entrance hall.  
 
    As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could pick out the faint silvery lines of Kylah’s aura, still tangled around her feet.  
 
    I then noticed a second set of lines, and I saw Asami standing by the mirror that Kylah, Carmen, Kegan, and myself had walked through only last night. 
 
    “I thought you said no one in the Sanctuary besides Kegan could do mirror magic,” I said to Kylah, but I took care to keep my voice to barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Technically, they can’t,” Kylah answered. “But mirror travel uses a blood sigil, and Kegan and I are twins. I don’t have to do the spell myself, I can just… reactivate it, and it will take us back to the same mirror we left from.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed as realization dawned on me. “Your motel room.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Kylah grinned. 
 
    “I have a copy of what the sigil needs to look like,” Asami told us. An enormous satchel that looked full almost to the point of bursting was slung over her shoulder, and she opened it to reveal it was stuffed with books. She rummaged around in it for a moment, and then she pulled out a single sheet of paper, onto which she’d traced a symbol. 
 
    I guess she wasn’t one of the Order’s best researchers for nothing. 
 
    “Kegan’s already done most of the work with the spell,” Asami continued. “Just trace this onto the mirror, and that should be it. Provided no one’s wiped off the sigil on the other mirror.” 
 
    “What happens if they have?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Asami answered. “Or we might get stuck in a sort of mirror-dimension-pocket-universe thing, forever separated from the earthly plane.” 
 
    I grimaced. 
 
    “Well, that’s still a cool way to die, at least,” Carmen said. “Better than getting shot.” 
 
    “As probably the only person here who actually has been shot,” I said, “I think I would rather take another bullet in my thigh than get trapped in a hell-dimension of funhouse mirrors.” 
 
    “Would you relax?” my sister scoffed. “Asami’s clearly a genius, and Kylah’s got all her faerie and twin magic to work off of. Have a little faith.” 
 
    “I trust them,” I said flatly. “I don’t trust your ability to not jinx this for us in some way.”  
 
    Superstitions seemed a lot less stupid now that I knew magic was real. 
 
    “Words do have power,” Asami admitted. “And a lot of magic is about channeling your intent. Your will. Even so, I’ve never heard of someone jinxing themselves to death.” 
 
    “Oh, now that’s a fucking jinx,” Carmen groaned. “Even I don’t tempt fate like that.” 
 
    “How about nobody jinxes themselves to death?” I suggested as I held up my hands. “Kylah. Are you good to draw the sigil?” 
 
    “I just need a knife,” she said and slipped one from seemingly nowhere.  
 
    I realized a moment later that she had a slender pouch on the inside of her left forearm, hidden by her sleeve. A slender, almost dainty knife had popped out, and the edge glittered in the low light. 
 
    Kylah rolled up her sleeve and sliced the knife quickly and cleanly over the back of her arm. I heard her hiss as the blade cut her before she wiped it on her pants and slid it back into the pouch. Then, with her now-free hand, she dabbed some of her blood onto her fingers and meticulously traced out the sigil. 
 
    Asami, Carmen, and I watched as she worked, and after a minute or so, Kylah stepped back from the mirror. 
 
    “That looks right, I think,” she said and then pressed her palm to the glass. 
 
    Just like the mirror in the motel room, it began to ripple, like it had turned liquid but wasn’t subject to the laws of gravity, because it stayed in the frame. 
 
    “Awesome.” Carmen grinned and stepped toward the mirror. “So it works like last time? Just step through?” 
 
    “What about the hell-dimension?” I asked as I raised an arm. Part of me wanted to yank Carmen back, even though I knew she was a fully-grown woman and, though occasionally reckless, she was not blindly stupid. 
 
    “Everything looks right,” Kylah said to me. “But I’ll go first. I’m the one who did the spell.” 
 
    “Oh, Kylah, that’s not what I--” I began, but she’d already stepped through. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Two moments. Asami walked up to the not-mirror and peered at it. 
 
    “Everything looks fine,” she said as she pressed her fingers up to the surface. She then nodded, threw me a smile, and stepped through. 
 
    Carmen watched her go and then looked at me as if she expected me to apologize for being concerned for her safety. But I wasn’t, so I didn’t. 
 
    “I think you’re starting to get yourself a little fan club, there, Pip,” she told me, and before I had a chance to retort, she stepped through the glass and vanished. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and cast one last glance around the Sanctuary’s entrance hall. Provided everything went right, I would be back here before too long, to show the Council that Carmen and I were capable, to show them that Kylah and Kegan were as worthy of the title ‘Eye’ as anybody else here. 
 
    “We’ll show ‘em,” I said to myself, and for the second night in a row, I stepped into a mirror. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    The motel room was unchanged from how Kylah and Kegan had left it the previous night. There were still clothes spilling out of the little suitcase, still the collage of newspaper clippings tacked to the wall. Even Kegan’s blood-soaked t-shirt was still sitting in the sink, and it had been there for long enough that there was a faint metallic tang in the air. 
 
    “I should tidy this up before the cleaning lady comes,” Kylah said and began stuffing clothes into the suitcase.  
 
    Some part of me wanted to jump in and stop her, to fold the clothes neatly so they wouldn’t get all wrinkled. I’d been reprimanded more than once in the army for letting my uniform get disheveled, but I did my best to push the old urges away. 
 
    Meanwhile, Carmen and Asami had turned their focus to the collage. 
 
    “Do you want us to throw this stuff away?” my sister asked Kylah. 
 
    “No,” Kylah answered. “Just pack it up. Whoever gets assigned the job next might need some help, and Kegan and I made a pretty decent amount of headway.” 
 
    “Of course, you did, you guys are probably the best trained Eyes in the Order,” I said, because it was probably true. If they’d been raised in the Sanctuary, they surely had at least a decade of training over every other Eye their age. 
 
    Kylah blushed. 
 
    I liked making her blush. Her fair skin made it stand out so prominently. It was cute. 
 
    My eyes then came to rest on Kegan’s shirt in the sink. For many reasons, it was probably a bad idea to leave it there. For one thing, anyone who found a bloody shirt in the bathroom or even in the garbage may decide to call the police. For another, if anyone thought to test the blood, it would lead to a whole host of problems once it came out how that blood was not human. Not entirely, anyway. 
 
    I picked up the shirt and balled it up. The blood had long since dried, thank god, because I wasn’t interested in staining my jacket sleeve even more. I could dispose of it when we got back to the apartment. Hell, maybe it would be safer to just burn it. 
 
    Once everything had been tidied up, Kylah went to the front office and actually paid for a few more days just in case we needed to come back, and Carmen and I led her and Asami to our apartment. It was still filled with boxes of my stuff I hadn’t had the chance to unpack yet, and it hadn’t been a big apartment to begin with, L.A. real estate being what it was, so it was a pretty tight squeeze. 
 
    Between packing away the Campbells’ investigation and walking to the apartment, it was about nine p.m. by the time we arrived,, but after having spent most of the day goofing off in Denver, I wasn’t tired. 
 
    “We can go to sleep and get an early start, or we can make a start now,” I told Asami and Kylah. They were both standing by the couch in the center of the lounge-slash-kitchen, caged in by boxes, and Carmen had squeezed past them into the kitchen area and was inspecting the fridge for anything that had gone bad since we’d been gone. “You two can take my room, I’ll sleep on the couch.” 
 
    We’d agreed it would be safer for everyone-- both Carmen and me, the inexperienced newbies, and Kylah and Asami, the Eyes who were technically going rogue-- if we all stayed in the same place. It would limit our chances of being discovered. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not kicking you out of your own bed!” Kylah said, and her eyes went wide. “Asami can take the couch, and I’ll sleep on the floor.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I said flatly. “I have a double bed, it’s plenty big enough for you two. Unless you’re uncomfortable sleeping in the same bed?” 
 
    I actually hadn’t considered that. Carmen and her friends had always been so blasé about sharing a bed with each other, I’d kind of assumed all girls were like that. 
 
    “It’s not that,” Asami said with a frown. “It’s just not fair. This is your home.” 
 
    “One of you could sleep in my bed, and the other one could sleep with Leo,” Carmen suggested as she propped her head up on her elbow and leaned on the kitchen counter.  
 
    The look she gave me made it clear her phrasing had not been accidental, and I scowled at her. 
 
    “Ignore her, I’m not forcing you to share a bed with a guy you’ve only known one day,” I said as I turned back to Kylah and Asami. “I really don’t mind. After a year in the army, even the couch is gonna be better than my bunk. Please, take my room.” 
 
    “I’ve learned that with these things, it’s best just to go along,” Carmen told the other two women sagely. “He’s kind of a hard-ass about this kind of stuff.” 
 
    Kylah looked like she wanted to protest, but for whatever reason, she didn’t and instead bobbed her head in a combination of a nod and a bow, which sent her blonde curls bouncing. 
 
    “Thank you, Leo.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I said, and an easy grin spread across my face. “You two both need some proper rest. And it’s the least I can do. You went rogue for us.” 
 
    “Rogue,” Asami echoed, and something sparkled in her dark eyes. “I like the sound of that. Sounds determined.” 
 
    “It does,” Kylah agreed. “But as for our sleeping arrangements, I’m not actually very tired now. I wouldn’t mind getting a start on things.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Carmen said. “I’ll make tea.” 
 
    She did, and Kylah, Asami, and I piled the boxes as best we could into the corner. Asami had brought the Sanctuary’s file on the missing half-faeries case in her satchel and cited how no one would go looking for it, because of course, they wouldn’t. 
 
    “The Sanctuary has to keep a record of every case brought to their attention, but unless they’re situations that risk exposing the magical world, such as something killing non-seers, the records usually just get left to collect dust,” she explained as she laid out the file on the coffee table. 
 
    It was… depressingly slim. 
 
    Aside from a cursory description of the three missing fae, there was practically nothing. Not even a last known location. 
 
    I glanced at the details of the missing half-fae that were written on the page. 
 
    Linden Aralia, Seelie, 49. Dark skin, black hair, tall, golden-eyed. Last seen April 9th. 
 
    Daphne Lantana, Seelie, 67. Fair skin, red hair, average height, silver-eyed. Last seen April 20th. 
 
    Jamison Hawthorn, Seelie, 32. Brown skin, white hair, average height, blue-eyed. Last seen May 1st. 
 
    “That’s it?” Carmen asked as she frowned, and she picked up one of the pages but then let it limply float back down onto the coffee table. “That’s seriously it?” 
 
    “A sixty-seven-year-old woman went missing?” I asked and mostly ignored my sister. “And no one’s concerned?” 
 
    “A sixty-seven-year-old half-fae is a little different,” Kylah said. “Full-blooded faeries are much more long-lived than humans. They live to be about three-hundred, easily, so a half-fae of sixty-seven would probably only look about forty to a human.” 
 
    “Magical Botox,” Carmen said and grinned at Kylah. “So, how old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-four,” she answered. “Half-fae age and mature at the same rate as humans. We just… sit in our physiological prime for a little longer, and signs of aging appear more slowly.” 
 
    “I’ve read it has something to do with higher resistance to chromosomal fraying and telomere shortening,” Asami added. “But I’m not a biologist, so I don’t know the details.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say that considering the jargon she’d just used, Asami was much closer to a biologist than I was, but I decided against it. 
 
    “We’re getting offtrack,” I said. “So, the three missing fae are all… Seelie? What does that mean?” 
 
    “The Courts of Faerie are split into two groups,” Kylah explained. “The Seelie are those who are more benevolent to humans. The Unseelie are the more malicious fae. But the fact they’re all Seelie-blooded isn’t unusual. Very few Unseelie would choose to live in the human world, and most would sooner hunt a human for sport than have a child with them.” 
 
    “I feel like ‘benevolent’ is being graded on a curve, then,” Carmen said, and Kylah nodded. 
 
    “The Seelie are still dangerous. They’re just less likely to torture and kill humans on principle. But they still may try to trap you if they think you’re pretty, or if you offend them.” 
 
    “So, their Court alliance doesn’t actually tell us anything,” I sighed. “Great. I guess we’ll have to tackle this the old-fashioned way, then.” 
 
    Asami and Kylah both peered at me, and Carmen facepalmed. 
 
    “What’s the old-fashioned way?” Kylah asked. 
 
    “It’s where he lives out his childhood dream of being Sherlock Fucking Holmes,” Carmen groaned. 
 
    “It’s where we talk to people until we find a lead,” I corrected as I once again ignored my sister. “We have nothing to go on, Monkey. We’ll have to ask around at local supernatural hotspots until we find someone who can tell us something.” 
 
    “These people went missing, Leo!” Carmen huffed and pointed at me. “Someone could be gunning for anyone who comes looking! We can’t just waltz around asking questions!” 
 
    “I’m not saying we go around loudly saying ‘hey, has anyone seen these missing faeries?’ But we have to get a sense of what happened!” I looked at the file. “Jamison is the one who went missing most recently. People are most likely to have recollections of what he was up to. We just have to say we haven’t seen him in a while. Hell, Kylah’s a half-fae, do you guys have, like, a community?” 
 
    Kylah thought for a moment, and one hand came up to twist a blonde curl around her finger again. 
 
    “I’m not especially close to any of the Los Angeles ones,” she said. “But, yes. We try to keep in touch. Watch out for one another. If I’m the one asking questions, people will find it less suspicious, but if the people who kidnapped Jamison and the others are around, I’d also be drawing targets on our backs.” 
 
    “Targets are fine,” I said. “If someone tries to grab you, that just gives us a lead to follow.” 
 
    “Also,” Carmen added. “We’re not just gonna abandon you to save our own skins. That would be seriously uncool.” 
 
    Now that we sort of had a sort of plan, Asami and Kylah took us to the nearest supernatural haunt they could think of, which I actually ended up finding as we walked, because I could see how the silvery threads of aura congregated in the streets like telephone wires. They all terminated at a somewhat dingy-looking building near the water, but when I visualized peeling off old wallpaper again, I saw its true appearance. 
 
    It looked like a bar, similar to the one Carmen and I had been drinking in only the previous night. But now I could feel the latent magic in the air, and it fizzed against my skin. I felt electric, buzzed, even though I was completely sober. 
 
    “You should pace yourselves,” Kylah said to Carmen and me. “There are a lot more people in there than in the bar we went to this afternoon. That much magic in the air can be… overwhelming.” 
 
    “I can feel it,” Carmen murmured, and I remembered what we’d discussed earlier today, about her possibly being more sensitive to magic, like she had radar for it or something. Maybe, with practice, she would be able to identify and distinguish between people by the feel of their magic, the way I was starting to with the appearance of their auras. 
 
    For now, though, I just didn’t want her thrown into the deep end before I was confident she could keep herself afloat. 
 
    “Easy there,” I warned her. “I can see a lot of auras. This might get a little… intense.” 
 
    “There are people missing, and there are other people being assholes to you, me, and Kylah,” my sister said, and she set her jaw in determination. “I can handle a little intensity.” 
 
    I knew there was no point in arguing, so we stepped inside. 
 
    The bar was far more crowded than the one we’d been to in Denver, and I wondered if perhaps Los Angeles just had a higher concentration of magical people. It was known for being kind of a wacko place, so maybe the eccentricities of non-humans and part-humans would more easily go unnoticed. 
 
    Once again, like the bar in Denver, there were blood types on tap as well as beer and cider, and the guy behind the bar had a certain pointiness to his frame and a certain glossiness to his skin that made me suspect he wasn’t as human as he appeared at first glance. 
 
    He looked me up and down when I approached the bar. 
 
    “I don’t recognize you,” he said as I came to a stop before him. 
 
    “I just moved back here,” I told him, which wasn’t actually a lie. 
 
    The man smiled at me and flashed a hint of overly pointed canines. Up close, I now realized his eyes weren’t just dark, there was something to them that wasn’t quite right. They were luminous, almost glowing, but they were still such a dark brown as to seem black. Like they were boring into my soul. 
 
    Then I blinked, and the spell broke. 
 
    I blinked a few more times as I tried to clear my head of that strange mental fog. Then I scowled up at the man, because even if I didn’t fully understand what had just happened, I knew it was his fault. 
 
    “I don’t trust newcomers,” the man said as he laid his hands on the counter and cocked his head. “But you were telling the truth. So, what do you want?” 
 
    “Uh, four half pints,” I said, since I figured we would all be better off if we kept our wits about us, but I also knew if we weren’t drinking at all, we would attract unwanted attention. 
 
    The obviously-vampire bartender pulled four half pints, and I paid before I waved over Carmen to help me carry them. Asami and Kylah had sequestered themselves at a table in the corner. It was a tall, skinny thing I found easier to lean on when I was standing, rather than perched on one of the barstools. 
 
    “So,” I said as I took a sip of my drink. It wasn’t bad, but there was definitely a sort of metallic taste that made me a little concerned. “Anyone here look like they might have some useful information?” 
 
    Kylah had taken her own beer, but she didn’t seem interested in actually drinking it. She cast her gaze around the room for several long moments before her green eyes once again came to rest on me. 
 
    “Most of the people here are werewolves,” she said. “A couple vampires, some seers, and I think the trio in the back corner are phoenixes.” 
 
    “Phoenixes?” Carmen repeated. 
 
    “Fire birds,” Asami said. 
 
    “I know what they are,” my sister replied, and she sounded a little defensive. “I just… didn’t think they’d look like humans.” 
 
    “Not always, but sometimes,” Asami explained. “Dragons, too. Though you find them mostly in Europe or Eastern Asia, depending on if they’re fire or water dragons.” 
 
    “Are phoenixes likely to know anything about missing half-fae?” I asked. 
 
    “Truthfully, different magical species don’t interact a huge amount,” Kylah answered as she drummed her fingers on the table. “It’s only recently, with the rise of the internet and globalization-- you know, travel being easier, that sort of thing-- that magical communities have begun to overlap. A hundred years ago, you might find a nest of vampires living somewhere, but they wouldn’t be living anywhere near werewolves or sirens.” 
 
    “Are you just going to keep offhandedly mentioning creatures that are real and not expect us to freak out a little?” Carmen asked flatly. 
 
    “It would be better for our cover if you could wait until you got home to freak out,” Asami said with a small laugh.  
 
    Carmen stuck out her tongue childishly, but she smiled, too, and then turned to me. 
 
    “How do you want us to tackle this?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” 
 
    “Well, you’re the military one with all the strategy training,” my sister answered with a shrug. “Divide and conquer, and all of that.” 
 
    “There’s no ‘dividing’ or ‘conquering’ here,” I told her. “We’re gathering information. We’ve got to be discreet and keep an eye on each other-- especially Kylah.” 
 
    After a brief discussion, it was agreed I would stay at the table so I could keep an eye on all three of them and the situation in general. I’d had a lot of practice in continuously scanning an environment for threats, but as time went by, it seemed no one was interested in Kylah-- or at least, not in kidnapping her. 
 
    It also seemed we were coming up empty, because whenever Carmen, Kylah, or Asami came to chat for a minute, they never had any information of use. Carmen claimed that her collecting the phone numbers of seemingly everyone in the bar was for information purposes, but seeing as we’d grown up together, it was impossible for us to convincingly lie to one another. 
 
    “Are you just flirting, or are you actually getting information to use?” I asked after she’d pointed out a tall, blond werewolf who, in my opinion, looked like way too much of a douchebag to be worth her time. 
 
    “I am, actually,” my sister sniffed. “He said if we were looking for someone, we should speak to Ralph Chander.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked and frowned down at my beer. The metallic taste was definitely not imagined, and I set it aside on the table. 
 
    “Apparently, he’s a werewolf, and he knows everyone in the area,” Carmen said. “He’s like, super popular or something. I dunno. But if we want to find someone, he’s our best bet.” 
 
    “Is he here?” 
 
    “Nope.” She popped the ‘p’ cheerfully. “But I did get an address.” 
 
    “And you’re sure this isn’t some trap?” I asked and raised an eyebrow, but Carmen grinned at me. 
 
    “I am, actually!” she said. “I tried the like, vibe thing? All good! I think Fillin genuinely wanted to help.” 
 
    I was a little skeptical, since Carmen understood this all about as much as I did, but I trusted her and her gut, so I waved Asami over. She’d been chatting to a vampire who leaned over her like he’d wanted to box her in, but she was able to easily extract herself. 
 
    Maybe I had some latent prejudices about vampires. I didn’t actually know anything about them yet, but several centuries’ worth of books and myths were bound to make an impact on anyone’s image. 
 
    “Apparently, if we want to know where someone is, we should go to Ralph Chander,” I said to Asami. “Have you heard of him?” 
 
    “Sorry, no,” Asami said and shook her head. “But I’m a researcher. I didn’t have as much cause to travel to other supernatural hotspots. Maybe Kylah knows something.” 
 
    “Do you see her?” I asked as I looked around the room again. A bubble of panic threatened to rise in my chest before I spied a shock of blonde hair off in the corner. “Never mind, I’ve got her.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” Carmen muttered. “You had me worried there for a sec.” 
 
    “You two stay here,” I instructed. “I’ll get her.” 
 
    I wove my way through the bar, past patrons that eyed me suspiciously, and others that just eyed me, and one particularly tall gentleman who I assumed was a vampire judging by the viscous red liquid in his glass. Kylah was standing at the far end of the room, in front of what I eventually realized was a bulletin board, like the one in the bar in Denver. 
 
    “Kylah,” I said and gently reached out to touch her shoulder. She jumped slightly when I did, but she didn’t turn to look at me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She just silently pointed to one of the flyers on the bulletin board. 
 
    Man and woman found dead in home. No signs of forced entry. Hearts missing. Reward: $15,000. 
 
    “That’s the job Kegan and I were on,” she said, and her voice sounded strained, tearful-but-trying-not-to-be. “They’ve already put up a flyer for it. They’ve already written us off as not being able to solve it. And it wasn’t even a job they really cared about! They told me it was reassigned, but they just-- stuck it here! Instead of giving it to another Eye! Or letting us come back to it once Kegan’s better!” 
 
    “Dicks,” I muttered. Then I tapped Kylah’s shoulder again, and this time she turned to me. “Fuck ‘em. They’re idiots for not recognizing your potential. You and Kegan, you’re better off without them. We’re gonna get this job done, and you two are gonna make the Order look like amateurs. They’ll be begging for you to come back. They’ll offer up all the best jobs, and you’ll be able to tell them to go fuck themselves.” 
 
    Kylah had gone very pink. I supposed I must have gone a little red, too, because my speech had been a lot more impassioned than I’d really intended for it to be, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t meant it. 
 
    I had. Every word. 
 
    “You… really are a remarkable man, Leo,” Kylah said carefully, and she gave me a shy smile. “Carmen’s lucky to have someone like you for her brother.” 
 
    “She’s not, actually,” I said with a grin. “I’m a total asshole to her. But I’m sure Kegan would be telling you the same stuff if he was here right now. Both of you, you’re way better than the Order deserves. You genuinely want to help people, and they’re not letting you because of some stuffy, prejudiced dickbags.” 
 
    I squeezed her shoulder encouragingly, and one of her hands came up to cover mine. I was momentarily fascinated by the sight of her hand on mine. She was so much paler than me, her hands so much smaller, but those long, slender fingers were still marked by tiny white scars, crisscrossing over her knuckles. 
 
    Even my hands didn’t have that many scars, and I’d spent several years in the army. I’d had my share of scrapes and injuries, both in childhood and while I’d served, but whatever training Kylah had done to become an Eye would have surely made that look like child’s play. 
 
    Then there was the matter of her actually touching me, skin on skin. 
 
    The moment she did, it was like her aura became amplified. The wispy silver lines curled around her ankles got brighter, so bright I couldn’t help but stare down at them. In doing so, I pulled my hand away from hers, and as soon as we broke contact, her aura went back to normal. 
 
    “Weird,” I muttered. “Your aura… it got brighter when you touched me.” 
 
    Kylah frowned down at her shoes and squinted, like she was trying to force her brain to see something that most of the time it blotted out. Then she cocked her head and looked up at me. 
 
    “I don’t think it did,” she said and reached for my hand again. “I think… I mean, I can’t see my own, but yours is… I think you made my aura stronger.” 
 
    “Stronger?” I echoed, and I tried not to feel like a teenager with his first sweetheart, but something about the way she took my hand made my face heat up. “I mean, it was brighter, but…” 
 
    “Auras are a representation of power,” she told me. “If you have a particularly bright aura, it usually means you have a lot of magical power. Mine’s a little brighter than a normal seer’s. Asami’s is apparently more silvery, but mine is closer to white.” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it-- and I looked over at Carmen and Asami to make sure-- Kylah was right. Asami’s aura was still glowing, still silver, but it was less luminous than Kylah’s. 
 
    “Weird,” I said. “Is that… normal?” 
 
    “It’s probably related to your magical affinity,” she said. “If you can amplify auras, it would make tracking them easier. And you might be able to increase others’ abilities to an extent. I don’t know what it would do to your own, though.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to practice and find out,” I said while still staring at the way the lines floated through the air and curled around her feet like smoke. 
 
    We watched it for a long minute, and then Kylah turned her gaze up to look at me. 
 
    “What did you come over for?” she asked. “Was it just to see if I was okay?” 
 
    “Well, that, too,” I answered. “But also, Carmen got something she reckons might be useful. A guy called Ralph Chander. Apparently, he kinda… knows everyone around here. Some werewolf said if she was looking for someone, this Ralph guy is the best place to start with.” 
 
    “Are we sure that’s trustworthy information?” Kylah asked, and she raised a doubtful eyebrow. 
 
    God. She even looked cute when she frowned. 
 
    I mentally shook myself. Focus. I needed to focus. The last thing she needed was some guy she’d just met drooling over her, even if she wasn’t in emotional turmoil over her injured brother and her asshole superiors. 
 
    “Well, Carmen said she didn’t feel any bad mojo off the address he gave her, so I think we’re alright,” I said. “Of course, we still need to be careful--” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Kylah interrupted me as she dropped my hand to raise both of her own, and I didn’t fully realize she’d still been holding my hand until after she let it go. “Carmen what?” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Well, uh… yesterday, when we were bumming around Denver, she said she could… sense dangerous stuff or something? Or magic? I dunno. She was looking at the flyer and like, got a sense that something was bad. She could probably explain it better.”  
 
    Kylah’s green eyes had gone wide and round. I could see why she and Asami were friends, because they had the same expression of fascination whenever Carmen or I did something unusual. I might have been offended if not for how there was no judgment in their gazes, they just seemed so genuinely interested. 
 
    It was honestly a little flattering. 
 
    “Magic isn’t a very precise thing,” she told me. “It’s a force of nature. So magical affinities can be, well, just about anything. But still… some kind of… forewarning, or… intuition? That’s probably a very complex skill. I wonder if you and Carmen, because you were pushing down your abilities for so long, if they didn’t… get stronger.” 
 
    “What, like, they… fermented?” I said and then cringed. That was probably not the best choice of words, but Kylah giggled. 
 
    “I guess you could think of it like that,” she agreed. “But still, that’s really strange. I wonder what your magic will manifest as.” 
 
    “You and me both,” I said with a sheepish laugh. I was kind of eager to figure it out, but at least I had an idea now. I could apparently boost others. 
 
    Cool. 
 
    We walked back to Carmen and Asami, and the four of us headed back to the apartment. It was about midnight by now, but apparently that didn’t mean it was time to sleep, because Carmen pulled up the address on her maps app, and it turned out to be a gym. 
 
    “‘Alpha Fitness,’” she read off her phone screen. “‘Release your inner wolf.’ God, that sounds like a creepy cologne ad. No, thank you.” 
 
    “Could you just give us directions?” I groaned and rolled my eyes. “That guy said it was open all night, right?” 
 
    “Eight p.m. to eight a.m.,” Carmen said with a nod. “‘Designed to--’ hang on. Ah, here we go. ‘Not everyone has free time during the day. Howl at the moon and--’ Jesus Christ, who writes this crap?-- ‘and don’t be a sheep.’ It’s about a fifteen-minute walk from here. Wanna go now?” 
 
    “Well, we might as well, if it’s open,” I said. “We can’t go during the day, and I still don’t feel tired.” 
 
    “There’s a pretty big need in the supernatural community for businesses like his,” Asami said. She was curled up on the couch with her satchel in her lap, and as she pulled book after book from it, I became increasingly convinced it was bigger on the inside. Even full, the satchel couldn’t have held as many books as were now piled on the coffee table. “Since many magicals either have to hide what they’re truly capable of, or can’t use a gym during normal daylight hours, it’s no wonder he’s popular and well-known.” 
 
    “Hopefully, he’ll know something useful, then,” I said and grabbed my jacket. “You guys stay here. No sense in all of us going, and we still need to figure out why someone is specifically targeting half-fae but not killing them.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Kylah said suddenly, and she quickly stood up.  
 
    I realized a moment later that maybe she didn’t want to read about why people would want to hunt down people like her. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a smile. “I could probably use some backup, anyway.”  
 
    I still didn’t know the first thing about the magical world, and I needed this Ralph guy to like me. 
 
    Or, at least, I needed him to be willing to give me information. 
 
    Kylah grabbed her own jacket, and with a wave to Carmen and Asami we headed down to ‘Alpha Fitness’ gym. 
 
    But not before Carmen shot me a smug look that I very pointedly ignored. 
 
    Alpha Fitness looked like a normal gym from the outside, which was almost the weirder option by this point. I’d come to expect all magically-glamoured buildings to have decrepit illusions, but this looked fine. In fact, it looked completely the same when I tried to peel off the metaphorical wallpaper. 
 
    “Some glamour charms just shift perception, rather than warping it,” Kylah told me. “They’re easier to cast because it’s more about redirecting someone’s gaze than outright fooling it.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said, and we walked up to the front door. The lights inside were all on and spilling out of the mostly-glass windows. It looked glossy and professional and for all the world like an entirely normal gym, except for how there were some very distinctly non-human traits on some of the people I could see inside. One dude running on a treadmill had horns. A woman on the weights bench had bright blue skin. 
 
    “Do you think I would be able to cast illusion charms?” I then asked. “Like, I know you said anyone can in theory master anything, but they have more talent for certain stuff, but would this… boost thing lend well to glamours?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I can’t imagine it would make too much difference,” Kylah answered with a thoughtful expression. “Glamour magic is a common affinity, and relatively easy to grasp.” 
 
    We stopped talking when we entered the gym. A man with all-black eyes sat behind a receptionist’s desk and gave a smile that was all pointed teeth. Not just his canines, but all of them. 
 
    His name tag said ‘Alistair.’ 
 
    “Hello, there!” Alistair said brightly. “Do you have membership cards?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re not here for a workout right now,” Kylah replied just as brightly. “We were actually hoping to talk to Mr. Chander about something. A friend of ours has, well… we haven’t seen him in a while, and we thought Mr. Chander might know something about where he went.” 
 
    “He does know a lot of people, doesn’t he?” Alistair propped his chin up in one hand and gave another dazzling, toothy smile, and his voice was honeyed. 
 
    Too honeyed, actually. I felt like it was creeping over my thoughts, slowing my brain down. 
 
    “I hope you’re not trying to use intention magic to make me and my friend forget why we’re here,” Kylah said lightly as she cocked her head. “We really just need to talk to Mr. Chander.” 
 
    Alistair sighed. 
 
    “You’re too sharp for your own good, pretty thing,” he said, but not like he was actually annoyed, then pressed a button on his desk. “Sir? I have a handsome couple here who would like to talk to you about a friend of theirs.” 
 
    “We’re not a--” I started, but then Alistair turned his black eyes on me, and I fell silent. 
 
    “Mr. Chander is on the lower level. He just finished up a kick-boxing class.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alistair,” Kylah said, and then she wrapped her hands around my arm and pulled me toward a staircase leading down. 
 
    The lower level of ‘Alpha Fitness’ was like a boxing ring. The glossy sleekness of the upper levels was replaced by smooth concrete walls and floor, with the fluorescent lights set into the ceiling instead of hanging down on chains. It looked like two square rooms that had been mostly conjoined, except for the paint job. The end of the staircase, where we entered, was painted red and black to match the huge boxing ring in the center. The other end was painted blue and white, and a man was rolling up mats and stuffing them into a storage bin. 
 
    “Ralph Chander?” I asked carefully, and he looked up. 
 
    He was, I then realized, the largest man I had ever seen. Definitely six-and-a-half-feet tall, maybe even a little taller. He was corded with thick muscles, and not the sort seen on magazines and movie posters, with skin pulled taut over muscles and veins, a cut waist, and triangular torso without an ounce of fat or retained water. This was real strength, not for aesthetic but power. His shoulders seemed to ripple with every movement, his muscles bunching and shifting under tawny skin. He was a little darker than me, though not by much, and his hair was jet black. His gray eyes were sharp, and he looked down at me like he knew he could probably kill me with one hand, if he wanted to. 
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    “That’s what they call me, now how can I help you both?” he asked politely. The smile seemed genuine, which was almost stranger, but I was relieved this goliath wasn’t planning on squishing me like a bug.  
 
    Not for now, at least. 
 
    “I’m Leo,” I told him. “This is Kylah. We’re looking for Jamison Hawthorn. Someone said you might know where he--” 
 
    “Can’t help you, kid.” 
 
    “What?” I stared. 
 
    “I said I can’t help you,” Ralph repeated, more firmly this time, and he turned back to tidying up the mats. “I keep clear of all that politics, all that Eye business. It’s a damn shame Jamie went missing, but there ain’t nothing I can do about it. And like hell the Order’s gonna do anything about a missing half-fae. But that’s the way it is. Best to keep your head down. You make fewer enemies like that.” 
 
    “But he’s missing,” Kylah said. “He could be hurt! He’s probably scared, too. And he’s not the only one who--” 
 
    “I know,” Ralph said, and his smile was less friendly this time. “But it’s not my problem. I’m sorry, miss. Feel free to come back, though, we welcome all magical types here.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I frowned. “That’s it?” 
 
    Ralph turned back to face me, and he drew himself up to his full and considerable height. 
 
    “You smell like fresh meat,” he said. “I reckon you’re pretty new to the magic scene in Los Angeles, kid, so I’ll make it plain and simple. If you want to survive, you’d best stay out of things that don’t concern you. Keep your head down, and you’ll keep it on your shoulders a little longer.” 
 
    I glared up at him. Maybe it was a suicide mission to keep testing this guy’s patience, but I just couldn’t believe he’d abandon a friend like that. 
 
    “What would he think of you?” I demanded. “Jamison? You called him ‘Jamie,’ so you must be a friend of his, right? What would he think if he found out you knew something about what happened to him, and you were just leaving him to rot?” 
 
    Ralph growled. Not in the way I would growl. But a real, animal, wolf growl. And were my eyes tricking me, or did his eyes become a little less gray and a little more gold? 
 
    “You think you know anything about me?” he rumbled. 
 
    “I know what it’s like to have a friend in trouble,” I retorted. “I know what it’s like to feel helpless against much larger forces. But I also know if everyone was like you, and decided it wasn’t their problem, that someone else could handle it and take whatever hits might come, then we’d all be cold and alone, and the world would be a really fucking depressing place!” 
 
    I took a step toward him. Not a threat, exactly, but a challenge. 
 
    “Your friend is missing,” I went on. “And if you don’t know anything about it, then fine. We’re sorry to bother you. But if you do know something, and you don’t tell us, then you sure as hell can’t call yourself his friend anymore.” 
 
    Ralph glared down at me, and I thought to myself, fine, bring it. Because I didn’t care what he had to say if he was just going to cast aside someone he purported to care about. I would never do that to Carmen, or even Kylah or Asami or Kegan. There was an agreement between the five of us now. We stuck together. We watched each other’s backs. 
 
    “You’re a bold one, aren’t you?” Ralph finally asked. 
 
    “Someone has to be,” I replied, and Ralph’s face twisted. I braced myself for some kind of impact. A hit, or a kick, maybe even a bite. 
 
    Instead, he laughed, and I opened my eyes to stare at him. 
 
    “You’re probably too bold for your own good!” he cackled. “But damn! Fresh meat is feisty, I like it.” 
 
    I blinked, and Ralph just kept on laughing. Then I glanced back at Kylah, and she just shrugged, as baffled as I was. 
 
    “So… so you’ll tell us what you know?” I asked as I turned back to Ralph. 
 
    “That depends,” Ralph answered. “What do you plan to give me in return?” 
 
    “Uh…” I said blankly. “We… don’t exactly have money right now. But, um… we could pay you back once we do? Our luck’s set to change, and I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, kid,” Ralph said. “But I’ve never put much stock in luck. So I’ll tell you what you want to know.” 
 
    Kylah and I must have let this show on our faces, because he then raised a hand. 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” he said again. “If you fight me. And if you win.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “I’m… sorry?” I said slowly. 
 
    I must have heard wrong. Surely this six-six wall of muscle wasn’t interested in a fight with me? I was good in a scrap, sure, but not against giants like him, and not against werewolves, which probably had some kind of super strength and speed factor or whatever. 
 
    Ralph laughed again. It was a booming sound that shuddered in my bones. Maybe it would be the last sound I heard before I died. 
 
    “I can tell you’re ex-military, kid,” Ralph said. “And you’ve got a real pair on you to come down here and demand something of me. I reckon you’d give me a good fight, and I don’t get too many of those these days.” 
 
    I supposed he probably didn’t. Someone would have to be dumb as paint or outright suicidal to challenge him. 
 
    But it seemed like I didn’t have much of an option. 
 
    “If I fight you, and I win, you’ll tell us what you know about your friend?” I asked. 
 
    Maybe if I kept reminding Ralph that Jamison was his friend, he’d be less likely to bargain with information that could very well save Jamison’s life. This wasn’t something I felt like leaving up to chance, and just because I was decent in a fight didn’t mean I always wanted to fight. Conflict de-escalation had been just as important-- if not more so-- when I’d served. Force, and especially deadly force, had been a last resort. 
 
    But Ralph had apparently already made up his mind. 
 
    “I’m a man of my word,” he said with a nod, and he folded his massive arms over his barrel chest. “Standard sparring match. No biting, no aiming for the family jewels. Sound fair?” 
 
    Those had been the same rules we’d used in the Army, so I nodded. 
 
    “Leo,” Kylah said with a nervous glance toward Ralph. “Are you sure this is the best way to tackle this problem? Werewolves are pretty strong. And he’s already, um… quite large.” 
 
    “You know what they say,” I said, and I gave her a smile that I hoped hid my nervousness. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall.” 
 
    If Carmen had been here, she would have said something like ‘the bigger they are, the more easily they can punch a dent in your skull.’ 
 
    I was glad she was back at the apartment with Asami. 
 
    Ralph stepped up into the boxing ring, and after I took off my jacket and shoes, I did the same. I tried to remind myself that I knew what I was doing. I’d been practically unbeatable in my unit. I’d beaten guys Ralph’s size before. 
 
    Granted, they hadn’t been werewolves, but it still had to count for something. 
 
    “Ready when you are, kid.” Ralph grinned at me and showed a hint of his slightly-pointed canine teeth. 
 
    Might as well get this over with. I surged forward and collided with Ralph the way a bug might collide with a windshield. I felt the solidity of his body, and he barely seemed to notice me. He didn’t even step back. 
 
    I took a moment to be jealous of his ability to plant himself, and while standing on a boxing ring mat, no less, and then I lurched back to dodge the fist he swung at me.  
 
    I felt it move the air by my cheek as it missed me by a hair, and I realized he was quick.  
 
    Now, that just wasn’t fair. Someone so large shouldn’t get to be that fast, too. 
 
    If I couldn’t be bigger, or stronger, or faster than him, then I’d have to be smarter. I’d have to force him to lose his balance. 
 
    The best way to do that was to force him to move around. 
 
    I darted around him while trying to catch him in the ankles, the backs of his knees, pressure points that would send conflicting signals to his brain. They weren’t particularly strong blows, and for the most part did little more than annoy him, but he began to move. 
 
    “You can’t dodge me forever,” Ralph grunted, and he grabbed my fist as I made to swing at his throat and then caught me with his own fist clean across the face.  
 
    For the second time in a week, I tasted blood as my cheek was split open on my own teeth. 
 
    “I don’t have to,” I said, and I forced myself to swallow the blood before it could dribble out of my mouth. Somehow, I reckoned this guy wouldn’t appreciate me spitting blood all over his pristine boxing ring. “I just have to dodge you longer than you dodge me.” 
 
    I threw another punch, which Ralph caught, but that had been my plan, and my other fist drove into his side at such an angle that he let out a noise. It wasn’t a pained cry, exactly, more a surprised yelp at the strange feeling, and he looked down at me indignantly before he grabbed my other fist and half-shoved, half-threw me across the ring. 
 
    I was back on my feet a moment later, and just as well, because Ralph had crossed the distance and was towering over me. I went low, lower than he could comfortably reach, and punched the side of his knee with enough force to throw him off-balance. Just for a moment. 
 
    He retaliated by grabbing me by the scruff of my t-shirt and yanking me backward with both hands. Then he shoved me to the floor, with his weight pinning me, but before he could punch me again, I managed to get my foot under his chest and donkey-kicked him to force him back a bit. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet. If I went down again, it would be over. I needed to stay upright. Upright had the control. 
 
    Ralph obviously knew this, too, and he sprang up with frankly unsettling speed. I aimed for his solar plexus, was blocked, and then barely dodged as he tried to strike me in the throat. I went for the same spot on his flank as I’d gotten earlier, but I missed because he was a fraction of a second quicker and caught me in the stomach before I could land my own hit. 
 
    I doubled over for a moment and wheezed, but I knew I needed to keep moving, so I lurched to the side before he could hit me again. It didn’t matter how much I got hit, I just had to stay upright. As long as I didn’t fall, I could win this. 
 
    I would win this. 
 
    Ralph swung another massive fist toward me, and I managed to duck underneath it. I put all my weight into the uppercut that caught him under the chin with such force I heard his jaw snap shut with a sharp ‘clack.’ 
 
    He staggered back. I saw my opening. 
 
    This time, when I aimed for his solar plexus, he didn’t manage to block or dodge me, and a dry gasp was forced from Ralph’s mouth as my fist drove into his torso. He took another step back, and I didn’t let up as I kicked out my leg and hit him in the gut. He made a swipe at my ankle and damn near caught me, but he was still disorientated enough that I managed to just barely evade him. 
 
    Then he leaned forward and swung at me, and the punch half-glanced off my temple. I felt skin split, but the actual force of the blow wasn’t very hard, which was just as well, because if he’d caught my temple fully, I would definitely have been down for the count. 
 
    Instead, I leaned just far away to dodge the worst of the blow, and then I surged forward again. I didn’t go for his nose, because that could deal some really brutal damage, and instead got him in the eye.  
 
    Ralph stumbled back, and all I had to do was keep going forward. I fisted my hands in his shirt and forced him to the ground, on his back. Then I pinned one of his arms with my knee, the other with my hand, and my other hand pressed down on his throat.  
 
    He was stuck. 
 
    I’d won. 
 
    After a few seconds, I released the pressure from Ralph’s throat and arms, stepped back, and helped him to his feet, but he was so heavy he almost dragged me to the floor when he took my hand to stand up. 
 
    “Not bad, kid,” Ralph said with a smile. “Not bad at all.” 
 
    “Likewise,” I said and rolled my shoulders. It made a slightly concerning popping sound on every rotation, but it didn’t hurt, at least. “You’re a tough son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Literally!” Ralph laughed, and it took me a moment to get the joke before I remembered: werewolf. 
 
    I let out a laugh, and then Kylah stepped forward to the edge of the ring. She had a calm smile on her face, and I wondered if she’d expected me to win or not. Either way, she seemed pleased that I had. 
 
    “That was impressive to watch,” she said. “I don’t spar very often, unless it’s against Kegan. But you two have really versatile fighting techniques.” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome to come to my Friday classes,” Ralph told her. “Self-defense and hand-to-hand combat. Though, unless my ‘Eyes’ deceive me, you probably don’t need teaching as much as the chance to practice.” 
 
    I could tell from the way he put emphasis on ‘Eyes’ that he meant the version with a capital letter and not a part of his anatomy.  
 
    Kylah’s smile faltered a little. 
 
    “We mean you no harm, sir,” she said. “I’m not actually running this mission in an official capacity. It’s half-fae who are going missing, and I knew the Order wouldn’t care, so--” 
 
    Ralph raised a hand, and she fell silent. 
 
    “Not my business,” he said kindly. “I appreciate that you’re taking an interest in something outside the Order’s narrow scope of responsibility. I know what it’s like to be part of an organization where you are the minority. You feel pulled between two identities, and it can be hard to reconcile how you should feel and behave. But if you can get Jamie back safely, then I’ll tell you everything I can.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected this giant of a werewolf to be so articulate, and I couldn’t help but stare. But then I remembered, for all their magical abilities and occasionally-strange appearances, all these supernatural creatures were people, just like me. They experienced many of the same things I did. 
 
    It was obvious the magical world had its own biases and prejudices. Just because I’d mentally lumped all magicals together didn’t mean magicals themselves did. 
 
    Honestly, I felt a little embarrassed. I knew what it was like to be shoved into one huge group, to be perceived as monolithic because people couldn’t take the time to understand there were massive differences. Not all magical species were the same, just like not all Latinos, or all soldiers, were the same. 
 
    “What can you tell us about him, then?” I asked Ralph. “Jamison Hawthorn.” 
 
    Ralph heaved an enormous sigh-- but really, anything he did was at least a little enormous-- and scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. I only realized then that he had a tattoo on the inside of his right bicep. It appeared to be of a feather, or maybe a quill. 
 
    “The last time I saw Jamison was on the first of May,” Ralph told us. 
 
    “The day he went missing, then,” I said. “Were you the last person to see him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ralph shrugged his massive shoulders. “He finished his workout at about ten and said he was going to a club. I assume he made it there, but it’s possible he could have gone missing between leaving here and arriving there.” 
 
    “What club?” Kylah asked, and she leaned forward to rest her arms on the rope barriers of the boxing ring. Her green eyes almost glowed in the dim light. 
 
    Ralph looked her up and down. Not like he was nervous, exactly, and I imagined there was very little that could make a man like him nervous, but like he was hesitant. 
 
    “You’re not doing this for the Order, right?” he asked Kylah. 
 
    “I just want to see these half-fae found,” she said as she shook her head of blonde hair. “If I have to… do it on my own time, then so be it.” 
 
    “Alright.” Ralph nodded. “Jamie went to… well, it wasn’t the sort of place Eyes would approve of.” 
 
    I wondered what it said about me that the first thing I thought of was some kind of freakishly kinky sex club. I then wondered what would even count for kinky in the supernatural world. 
 
    Maybe Carmen had been right. I did need to go on a date. 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone,” I promised. “We just want to figure out his pattern of movements, get his last known location.” 
 
    Ralph sighed again before he answered. 
 
    “It’s called Pandemonium. It’s a fae-owned club on the water. Very high-end, very… well. You know what the Seelie are like.” 
 
    I didn’t, but I nodded like I did. I had no desire for Ralph to figure out just how new I was to all of this. He’d already called me fresh meat twice. 
 
    “Pandemonium?” Kylah repeated. “As in, Paradise Lost?” 
 
    “What, the poem?” I asked and looked over at her. 
 
    “Amaryllis-- she’s the faerie who owns it-- has always liked a joke,” Ralph said. “But that’s all I know, truly. Jamie left here at ten, said he was going to Pandemonium, and as far as I know, he hasn’t been seen since.” 
 
    Kylah frowned and twisted a curl around her finger as she thought. 
 
    “I’ve heard a few things about that place,” she said after a moment. “If someone is targeting half-fae, it would make sense they would stake it out. But at the same time, they’d be risking a full-blooded faerie’s ire by targeting her patrons right outside. The fae tend not to like half-humans, but faerie blood is still faerie blood.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that for now,” I said. “We have a lead. We have someone we can talk to. As for the ‘why,’ well, we can figure that out once we have Jamison and the others back safely.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Kylah smiled as she nodded at me, and then she looked at Ralph. “We’ll do everything we can to bring him back safely, I promise.” 
 
    Ralph grinned at her as he climbed out of the ring. He was over a foot taller than her, and she genuinely looked like a child next to him. 
 
    “I have no doubt of that, little faerie,” he said. “Just make sure you don’t get pulled too deep into those same waters.” 
 
    If Kylah was surprised to be recognized as a half-fae by him, she didn’t show it. But maybe werewolves could smell it, or maybe supernaturals were better at identifying half-faes than I was. I’d only seen two, and aside from slightly-pointed ears and bright eyes, they’d seemed entirely human to me.  
 
    “I won’t,” Kylah said firmly. “And I have Leo to back me up. Plus a few others.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Ralph said as he grinned over at me. “Well, if he can fight whoever took Jamie like he fought me, I reckon you two will be alright. Just let me know if you make any headway, alright? Conleth’s been worried sick for him, and so have I.” 
 
    “Conleth?” I asked politely. 
 
    “My husband,” Ralph clarified and showed off the tattoo on his bicep. “He’s a phoenix, and he’s quite fond of Jamie. His magical affinity is for fire.” 
 
    “We’ll tell you,” Kylah promised him in an earnest tone. “Please don’t worry.” 
 
    “You say that, but I can’t help it,” Ralph sighed. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to go looking for him. I was half-considering looking for him myself. But I didn’t want to worry Conleth any more by putting myself at risk, too.” 
 
    That made sense, I supposed. Ralph had said as much when we’d walked in. ‘Best to keep your head down. You make fewer enemies like that.’ 
 
    “If that’s the case,” I said, “then why did you challenge me to a fight? What would you have done if I’d lost?” 
 
    Ralph flashed me a grin I could only describe as wolfish. 
 
    “Oh, I’d have told you anyway. I just wanted to properly motivate you.” 
 
    Kylah and I said our goodbyes to Ralph and went back to the apartment to find Asami and Carmen several books deep into faerie law and lore. From the look on my sister’s face, she was thoroughly sick of it. 
 
    “Please tell me you found something useful at the gym,” she groaned and tossed her book aside to drag her hands down her face. 
 
    “We did, actually,” I said. “Jamison Hawthorn probably went to this place called Pandemonium. He was heading there when he went missing. Apparently, it’s a fae club.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” Carmen shrugged. 
 
    “That could prove dangerous,” Asami said with a furrowed brow. “There are a lot of laws regarding permission in Faerie. A half-fae would be fine in a place like that, but humans…” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing we have a half-fae on our team, then.” I smiled. 
 
    Kylah smiled back, but she didn’t seem as enthusiastic as me. 
 
    “You have to understand, faerie magic is powerful,” she said. “And a place like Pandemonium, where fae laws will apply, is a prime space for revelries. If you go into a place like that, and you’re not fae, there’s a chance you might never come out. You have to be careful.” 
 
    “Which is why we have you and Asami,” I replied. “You’re half-fae, and Asami brought half the library with her. And I suspect she’s memorized the other half.” 
 
    “I like reading.” Asami went a little red. “And faerie magic is very interesting. But it’s also very dangerous.” 
 
    “Still,” Carmen said with another shrug. “We need to go. We can’t not try and find Jamison and the others.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night, then,” Kylah said. “That should give us enough time to prepare you two on the basics of faerie… etiquette.” 
 
    “What, like, which fork to use?” I smirked. 
 
    “More like how to address them so you don’t accidentally sign away your soul,” Kylah answered dryly, and she giggled when I balked. 
 
    “Yeahhhhh… I would like to keep my soul,” Carmen announced. 
 
    “First thing tomorrow, then,” Asami said. “Faerie boot camp.” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” Carmen grinned and saluted at Asami, who let out a peal of giggles. 
 
    “It can’t be any harder than sparring against a werewolf,” I said mildly, and Carmen’s head whipped around to stare at me. 
 
    “You did what?” she cried out. “I let you out of my sight for five minutes, and you fight a goddamn werewolf? Why?” 
 
    “He wanted a fight,” I said with a shrug. “But he was also the one who told us about Pandemonium, so I can’t really begrudge him that.” 
 
    “In return for a fight?” Carmen said as she ducked her head and raised her eyebrows in that universal posture of ‘are you serious?’ “Why?” 
 
    “I dunno, I’m not a mind-reader,” I said a little defensively. “Who cares? You weren’t there.” 
 
    “Did you win?” my sister asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” I answered with a cocky smile. “C’mon, Monkey. It’s me you’re talking to.” 
 
    “Funny,” Carmen groaned and rolled her eyes. “So he just told you guys about Pandemonium? Nothing else?” 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to really be much else,” Kylah said as she settled on the couch next to Asami. “The Order doesn’t have an interest in collecting information like that. Not until bodies turn up, anyway.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” Carmen and I said at the same time, and then we grinned at each other.  
 
    Kylah managed a small smile. 
 
    “It’s pretty late,” I then said. “We can figure out the details tomorrow, but I think right now we all need rest. Especially if we’re going to boot camp.” 
 
    “I’ll get the spare sheets,” Carmen said as she got to her feet. “No reason you two should have to sleep on Leo’s gross guy bedding.” 
 
    “Hey!” I said indignantly. “I’m perfectly clean!” 
 
    “Then you won’t mind moving your current bedding to the couch!” Carmen shouted back from down the hall. We kept the spare sheets by the furnace in the utility closet because it kept them warm. There was nothing quite like sliding into an already-warm bed with fresh sheets. My bunk in the army had always been on the chilly side. 
 
    “It’s really fine--” Kylah started to protest, but I put up my hands. 
 
    “I’m just fucking with her, there’s no way you guys are actually sleeping on sheets I’ve already slept in,” I said. “It’ll take five minutes, and we need to make up the couch for me, anyway.” 
 
    Kylah acquiesced with a sigh, though it was clear she and Asami still wanted to protest. As a compromise, Carmen and I let them help us make up the beds, and as they brushed their teeth, Carmen bemoaned the emptiness of the fridge to me. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to make a grocery run tomorrow before our big magic spy mission,” she said with her head stuck in the fridge as if looking more closely would reveal previously-invisible food. “Unless our new friends fancy ketchup with pickles for breakfast.” 
 
    “Why in god’s name do we have pickles?” I demanded and wrenched the door from her hand to glower inside the fridge, too. Sure enough, there was a jar of pickles, and I scowled at my sister. “You freak.” 
 
    “Let he who is without fucked-up taste buds cast the first stone,” Carmen warned. “Mr. I-Like-Pineapple-On-Pizza!” 
 
    “I’m indifferent to it!” I corrected. “It’s not awful, it’s not amazing, it’s just fine!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” Carmen said, and she shook her head firmly. “I refuse to be judged for my taste in food by the likes of you. I’ll make a run to the store tomorrow. Did Kylah mention if she was allergic to stuff, or vegetarian, or anything like that? I don’t know what half-fae eat.” 
 
    “No, but I didn’t ask,” I answered. “What about Asami?” 
 
    “Mild shellfish allergy,” my sister replied. “Which is fine, we never have it in the house, anyway.” 
 
    I then heard a door open behind me and turned to see Kylah and Asami as they emerged from the bathroom. Kylah was wearing one of Carmen’s oversized t-shirts that she used as pajamas and a pair of shorts. Asami had evidently brought her own pajamas, which consisted of a black vest and a pair of flannel pants. She’d also pulled her long, black hair up into a messy bun. 
 
    “Well… um… goodnight!” Kylah said, and she sounded more than a little awkward.  
 
    But to be fair, this entire situation was bizarre, even by magical world standards. Not to mention, we’d only known each other for two days. 
 
    I was glad, at least, that Asami was here. They probably both felt more comfortable having a friend with them, like how I’d felt more comfortable in the Sanctuary for having had Carmen with me. 
 
    “Goodnight,” I said. “If you guys need anything, just let us know.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Kylah replied brightly. “Your bed looks super comfortable.” 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Carmen said with another grin that I very pointedly ignored. 
 
    Though I did shoot her a glare after Kylah and Asami had gone into my room, and then I headed into the bathroom to get myself ready for bed. 
 
    The couch was definitely less comfortable than my bed would’ve been, but it was still better than my old bunk. I shifted until I got comfortable and closed my eyes while thinking of the two women in my bed who could do magic, my sister in her own bed who was safe, and the blond man back in Denver who was recovering from a stab wound. 
 
    And soon enough, I drifted off to sleep and dreamed of what it would be like to do magic. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I was being prodded awake. I was a little surprised to find myself being woken up by someone, since I was so used to waking up before everyone else, but I guess I must have been particularly tired. 
 
    Either way, I opened my eyes to see Carmen standing at the end of the sofa and leaning over me. 
 
    “You drool in your sleep,” she told me. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too.” I scowled up at her as she leaned back, and I sat up, at which point I both heard and felt my shoulder and neck pop loudly. 
 
    “God, you’re like a glow stick,” my sister remarked. “Those army beds must’ve fucked up your back.” 
 
    “I’ve had less comfortable nights,” I said defensively as I stood up and stretched, which only brought on more popping noises. “Though none come to mind right now.” 
 
    “You only have your chivalrous self to blame,” she drawled as she poured coffee from the machine into a mug and set it on the counter. 
 
    I swiped up the mug with an appreciative noise. I hadn’t been able to rely on coffee in the army, since the enemy wouldn’t wait around for twenty minutes so you could caffeinate yourself, but I still liked the taste, and I definitely felt a bit more alert. 
 
    Asami and Kylah came out of my room just as Carmen was finishing her own coffee, and once everyone was fed and dressed, we got down to work. 
 
    The first order of business was for Asami and Kylah to teach us how to conduct ourselves around faeries so we didn’t, in Kylah’s words, “accidentally sign away our souls.” 
 
    “Names have power in Faerie,” Kylah explained seriously once we were clustered around the coffee table and surrounded by the books that Asami had brought from the Sanctuary. “Every faerie has a ‘true name,’ which, if you know, gives you power over them. Thousands of years ago, the Seelie Queen and Unseelie King would demand each of their followers to tell them their true names in order to ensure perfect loyalty. So, when a faerie asks, ‘may I have your name?’ you have to reply very carefully.” 
 
    “You can’t give a false name, though, because it’s considered an offense to lie to faeries,” Asami added, and Kylah pointed to her. 
 
    “Sami’s right,” she said with a nod. “Since faeries can’t lie, they believe outright lying to them is both rude and uncreative. They won’t like being tricked, but if you trick them by twisting the truth, they’ll at least respect you.” 
 
    “So, what do we do about the name thing?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Don’t ‘give’ them your name,” Kylah answered. “Tell them ‘you may call me Carmen’ so it’s clear that you’re not handing anything over to them. The same goes for fae food.” 
 
    “In general, you should just avoid drinking or eating anything,” Asami said. “Faeries would capture humans and feed them in order to trap them in Faerie.”  
 
    She held up the book she was reading to show us a drawing of a man ensnared in vines as an inhumanly beautiful woman held an apple to his mouth. 
 
    “Even half-fae aren’t immune to the food thing,” Kylah added as she twisted a lock of hair around her finger again. She glanced nervously at the drawing, and I wondered if it brought up some unpleasant memories for her. “So, when we go there, don’t accept so much as a glass of water. Even if you pay for it. Unless they explicitly state that it won’t trap you, you can’t assume anything.” 
 
    “Don’t assume anything,” Asami agreed. “And never take anything at face value. Faeries might not be able to lie, but they’re still tricksters.” 
 
    “Got it, no giving anything, no taking anything, no lies,” Carmen said as she scribbled down notes on a pad of paper. “Anything else major?” 
 
    “Mm… Oh! Don’t thank a faerie,” Kylah said, and when Carmen and I both looked at her in bewilderment, the blonde spread her hands as she explained. “If you thank them, the implication is you will one day forget the thing they did for you, or that you are so much in their debt that you could never repay them. You should offer them your gratitude, but don’t use the word ‘thanks.’ Even to thank one another. It’s considered poor taste, even if it’s not an outright offense.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “No lies, no ‘thank you’-s.” 
 
    And I’d thought the Army had strict rules. 
 
    “This Amaryllis woman had better have some good information on Jamison and the others,” Carmen muttered. “What’s the underground scene like with faeries? Do they trade gossip a lot?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Kylah nodded. “Gossip is considered a commodity as much as any kind of knowledge, so they would literally trade for it. It’s not a guarantee everyone will know everything, but you can assume rumors will have made the rounds.” 
 
    When Carmen decided to take a break from faerie lessons to run to the store and get something we could actually eat for lunch, Asami decided to go with her, which left Kylah and I alone in the apartment. 
 
    I watched her brew tea for a few minutes, and then I began rummaging in my pocket for the job flyer. I pulled it out and wondered why I was bothering to check it, when I knew no further information would have magically materialized since I’d last looked at it.  
 
    After a moment, I pulled out the other flyer, too. The fifty grand one that had been for the Phoenix job. 
 
    “Hey, Kylah?” I asked, and when she turned to look at me, I held up the Phoenix flyer “What’s… what actually is the situation in Phoenix?” 
 
    She flinched, as if I’d struck her, and turned back to her tea. There was a long moment of silence before she spoke. 
 
    “It’s… well, no one knows the details, but that’s part of the problem,” she answered, and then she sighed as she wrapped her hands around her mug and carried it back to the couch to sit down next to me. “All we know for sure is that a lot of people have gone missing. Humans, mainly, but a couple seers. Anytime any Eyes went there to try and figure out what was going on, they went missing, too. We never found any of their bodies, never figured out where they ended up-- nothing.” 
 
    I remembered what she’d said about bodies in the supernatural world, how they tended not to stay secret for very long. 
 
    “But you know they’re being killed?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, we don’t know if the Eyes are,” she said. “But the humans… we’ve found… pieces.” 
 
    “Pieces?” I swallowed uncomfortably. 
 
    “Human authorities have been attributing it to animal attacks,” she explained. “Because the bodies that are in one piece are just… horribly mutilated. But the supernatural world, the Order, we’ve sensed some kind of strange magic coming off those bodies. Moreover, we haven’t been able to identify any of the perpetrators, or track them. Something is clouding their auras. Phoenix has just become this… black box.” 
 
    “But if you can sense their auras, then surely you can track where they’ve been, right?” I frowned. 
 
    “Well, yes and no,” Kylah said. “Footprints can be washed away, smells can fade, and most Eyes can only see very fresh, strong auras. You and Carmen are actually very unusual.” 
 
    “You’ve mentioned,” I said in a vague attempt at lightening the mood.  
 
    Kylah smiled, but it faded from her face a moment later. 
 
    “The Phoenix case is rapidly becoming a stain on the Order’s reputation,” she went on. “None of the Eyes who have been sent on that job have returned. Almost all of the human victims have been accounted for, at least… partly. But the Eyes? No bodies, no pieces, nothing.” 
 
    I looked down at the crumpled flyer in my hand, with the ‘$50,000’ winking at me conspiratorially. No wonder the Order had had to slap such a hefty price tag on something like this. And no wonder no one was taking it up. 
 
    Carmen had sensed something wrong with the flyer, with Phoenix as a whole, and I trusted her gut like I trusted mine. Something was definitely very wrong there, and at least for now, we were woefully under-equipped to try and handle it. 
 
    I reached out to touch Kylah’s shoulder, and unlike yesterday in the bar, she didn’t even start. She seemed to lean into the touch, and from how her eyes darted around, I reckoned she could see my aura glowing brighter. Hers looked brighter, too, but that wasn’t why I’d reached for her. 
 
    “We’re gonna figure this out,” I promised her. “Not just the Jamison thing. We’ll take on other jobs, we’ll do everything we can to keep people safe. But you also have to remember you can’t take the entire weight of the world on your shoulders. Phoenix clearly sucks right now, but it’s not just your job to fix it.” 
 
    “I know that.” Kylah looked at me and smiled, but the expression quickly faltered. “But it’s the not knowing. Something is deeply wrong there. And I might not sense magical threats like Carmen seems to be able to, but I can tell that much. There’s something rotten there. And if someone doesn’t stop it, I genuinely believe it could do enough damage to expose our world to humanity again. Or worse.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Despite Kylah’s warning, I couldn’t deny that I was excited to see more of what the leisurely side of the magical world was like. The bars we’d been to had been pretty similar, but what would a club like Pandemonium be like? Even regular human clubs could get pretty weird. 
 
    Carmen and Asami came back from the grocery store, and we made lunch, which was to say that I made lunch while Carmen watched me and quizzed Asami and Kylah about more faerie lore. 
 
    “He makes the best meatballs,” Carmen told the other women matter-of-factly. “Like, I missed him when he was away in the army or whatever, but I mostly missed his cooking.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her but couldn’t quite keep the smile from my face. 
 
    “Love you, too, Monkey,” I said as I began rummaging around the cupboards for oregano. “So, are there any other big no-no’s for dealing with fae?” 
 
    “Mm, not really,” Kylah said with a shrug. “Just try to be polite. If a faerie believes you’re slighting them, they won’t let it slide. So just be on your best behavior.” 
 
    “Out of interest, if they do end up feeling offended, what would they do to… get even?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “Generally, Seelie fae won’t kill humans,” the blonde said carefully, but she winced, which already didn’t bode well. “But that doesn’t mean much. There’s one story of a human man who was taken as a lover by a member of the Seelie court, but he fell in love with a human woman and ran away. In response, his old faerie lover tracked him down and plucked out his eyes, so his gaze would never wander again.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Carmen grimaced. “Best not to fuck with faeries, then?” 
 
    “Sounds like it’s just best not to fuck faeries,” I said, and I laughed when my sister groaned at my bad pun. 
 
    Kylah and Asami didn’t laugh, however. 
 
    “Refusing a faerie if they proposition you is similarly dangerous,” Asami warned. “Honestly, any time you have to deal with them… you really can’t do more than simply hope for the best.” 
 
    At that, I couldn’t help but look over at Kylah and wonder how she and Kegan had… happened. Had their father fallen in love with a faerie, or had he simply been unable to refuse a creature so much more powerful than him? 
 
    From how Kylah had looked when I’d asked about her father, it was clear their relationship was strained. Was that why? Did he look at his children and see only reminders of being a faerie woman’s plaything? And for that matter, did Kylah and Kegan know their mother at all? Did she care about them? Had they even met her, or had they been dropped on their father’s doorstep in the middle of the night, like Tristan in Stardust? 
 
    I was glad she had Kegan. Just as I surely would have gone crazy without Carmen, Kylah surely would be much less well-adjusted if she’d had to put up with all her family drama alone. And that wasn’t even taking into account the bullshit she got from the other Eyes, like Flora. 
 
    “Have you heard from Kegan at all?” I asked the blonde as I thought about her brother. “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He texted me.” Kylah nodded. “Which means he’s awake and lucid. But it’ll still be a while before he can be discharged from the infirmary.” 
 
    “I think it’s a little strange that those men knew to carry iron knives.” Asami frowned as she tapped her finger on the kitchen countertop. “Do you think they were linked to these half-fae disappearances?” 
 
    “It seems like too much to be a coincidence, I doubt there’s a second group of people looking to kidnap half-faes in Los Angeles right now,” I said in agreement, and then I looked to Kylah. “Were those men related to the job you and Kegan were working on, or did you just run into them by chance?” 
 
    “By chance,” she said with a nod. “Or… sort of. We’d noticed those men following us for a couple days, so we tried to set up a trap to lure them into a secluded place so we could question them. We just… weren’t expecting them to be armed against faeries. If you two hadn’t been there, I… I don’t know what would’ve happened.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll never need to find out,” Carmen said kindly. “Kegan will get better, and then the two of you can flip the bird to the Order for not trusting you.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Kylah said with a small laugh, which relieved me.  
 
    If she could laugh, then she was probably going to be just fine. 
 
    We ate our food and then began to make preparations for our mission that evening. The chief order of business was being able to blend in, and that went further than simply giving Carmen and me a crash course on faerie etiquette. Pandemonium was a high-end club, so we would need to put some effort into our appearances. 
 
    For myself, this simply amounted to a nice dress shirt. I couldn’t really do anything with my hair, since it was still army-regulation short, but I shaved. 
 
    Carmen, meanwhile, was faced with the task of finding clothes that would fit Asami and Kylah while still being appropriately flashy. My sister had never really been one for clubbing, at least not at places like Pandemonium, and I reckoned I could count on my fingers the number of times I’d seen her in a dress. 
 
    But she managed to rustle up something black, slinky, and fitted enough that Kylah, whose build was more slender than my sister’s, could comfortably wear it. 
 
    Asami, being rather curvier and shorter than both Carmen and Kylah, posed a different kind of challenge. I watched as Carmen pulled out seemingly every article of clothing she owned in a bid to find something, and they eventually settled on an oversized, floaty shirt with a deep V-neck. 
 
    Well, on Carmen it had been a shirt. On Asami, it was a cheekily-short dress. 
 
    “When I imagined going out into the field, this wasn’t what I’d had in mind,” Asami told me as she emerged from my room while tugging the hem of the shirt-dress self-consciously. 
 
    “If you’re uncomfortable, we can find something else for you to wear,” I offered. “Or you can stay here and leave the fieldwork to us.” 
 
    “No.” She lifted her chin, and there was a fierce glint in her dark eyes. “I want to help, and Kylah needs all the help she can get. I can put up with having cold legs.” 
 
    “Well, I think you look lovely,” I said with a warm smile, and it was the truth.  
 
    The dark purple material of the dress-shirt contrasted nicely against her lightly-tanned skin and jet-black hair, which she’d pulled up into a messy topknot. One strand had come loose and hung by her cheek, so the end brushed against her collarbone, and I reached out to tuck it behind her ear. 
 
    “Thanks,” Asami murmured, and I saw a tinge of pink rise in her cheeks.  
 
    “You promise you’re okay with this?” I asked. “I know I’m new to this hunting stuff, but I still have experience in the field. If you’re unsure about this at all--” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Asami cut in as she straightened up and firmly met my gaze, and that was all there was to be said on the matter, because just then, Kylah and Carmen came out of Carmen’s room.  
 
    Kylah was wearing the dress my sister had found, along with a pair of strappy black shoes. Carmen, meanwhile, had found a white crop top and a pair of fake-leather pants that laced up the sides. 
 
    “You went and grew up on me, Monkey,” I said as I looked her up and down. It was a far cry from her normal jeans-and-faded-t-shirt combo. “You almost look like a real adult.” 
 
    “And you almost look like a real human being.” She put her hands on her hips and flashed me a mischievous smirk before she turned to Kylah. “He cleans up nice, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “You look very dashing,” Kylah said with a smile.  
 
    I couldn’t help the heat that rose to my cheeks, and I raised a hand to rub at the back of my neck sheepishly. 
 
    “You… you look nice, too,” I said to her, and she did. She’d practically been poured into the slinky, sparkly dress, and it took me a long moment to tear my gaze away from her. 
 
    I caught Carmen grinning at me shamelessly, and I scowled at her in a silent plea for her to let the matter drop, but I knew she wouldn’t. 
 
    “Well, now that we all look the part, should we head out?” I gestured toward the front door and looked around the group. 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Kylah said as she curled a lock of blonde hair around her finger. Carmen had loaned her some jewelry, too, and a set of oversized silver bangles glittered at her wrists. “I wouldn’t mind getting there on the earlier side, so we can get a sense of the place before approaching Amaryllis.” 
 
    “Scout the place out a little,” I agreed with a nod. “The less we go in blind, the better.” 
 
    We hailed a cab, which took us to the approximate vicinity of the club, but as with everything else in this hidden world, it could only take us so far. The driver gave us a funny look as we climbed out of the cab, seemingly at a random spot in Long Beach, but a polite smile and a tip went a long way, and he drove off without any comments. 
 
    It was a short walk to the club itself, and even its glamoured appearance had a certain presence. It was four stories tall, and the walls had been painted black so they gleamed darkly in the light of the streetlamps. The windows were all frosted opaque and were lit from inside by color-changing lights that pulsed in time with the rhythmic beat of the music, which was faintly audible even from where we stood out on the street. 
 
    Everything about this place screamed a sort of dark, sultry indulgence, down to the red neon sign above the entrance. Now I understood what Kylah had meant when she’d said there was a chance you may never come back out. Something about the club beckoned and felt as twisted and perversely-satisfying as an addiction. 
 
    “I can see why a place like this is prime spot for fae revelries,” I said as we stood outside the club and took in its appearance.  
 
    Part of me wanted to go inside right this second and dance the night away. Another part of me wanted to turn tail and run away as fast as possible. 
 
    “We need to stick together when we’re in there,” Kylah told us. “If we have to split up, we stay in pairs, alright? No one wanders off alone.” 
 
    “Understood,” I said with a nod, though honestly I wondered how much of a difference that would actually make. If a faerie wanted something from us, I wasn’t sure there was much we could do to refuse. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised to find that getting in was actually pretty easy, so it seemed getting back out would be the difficult part. We stepped inside and walked down a hallway that, just like in the Sanctuary, seemed longer than was physically possible, given the size of the building from the outside. 
 
    Stepping into the club itself was like stepping into an alternate dimension. The music we’d heard only vaguely outside now pounded in my ears, loud enough to make my back teeth rattle, and the multicolored lights moved around so the shadows constantly shifted and made it difficult to pick out the edges of physical objects. 
 
    “Trippy!” Carmen yelled over the music, and I turned to look back at her, to ask if she was alright, but stopped short at the sight of Kylah. 
 
    “Your face,” I said, but my voice was only barely audible over the music.  
 
    Kylah looked at me like she was a little confused, but then realization sparked in her green eyes. 
 
    “Oh,” she said and raised a hand to her face. “This place has black lights, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I had no idea how the black lights factored into that, all I knew was that Kylah suddenly had strange, glowing markings on her skin. Curled lines mapped themselves over her body, framed her eyes, and spiraled down her arms like a tiger’s stripes, and they shone faintly greenish, but a more muted shade than her eyes. 
 
    “Faeries have bioluminescent markings,” Kylah told Carmen and me. “Half-fae have similar markings, but they only show up under ultraviolet light.” 
 
    “That’s so cool!” Carmen yelled over the music. She raised a hand to touch Kylah’s arm and then hesitated, but Kylah smiled, pulled on Carmen’s hand, and let my sister run her fingers over the skin.  
 
    I watched as Carmen then took her hand away, and for a moment, the tips of her fingers glowed, like the light had literally rubbed off on them. 
 
    “Do they do anything?” I asked Kylah. 
 
    “No,” she answered and shook her head. “Though some faeries believe they can be… deciphered. That the markings are the story of your life written over your skin in a lost language. Kind of like palm-readings.” 
 
    Frankly, I’d never believed in that sort of thing, being able to tell the future from lines on your hand or leaves in your tea. Even after having learned that some magic was real, I still doubted predicting the future was anything more than nonsense.  
 
    But I couldn’t deny there was something fascinating, almost mystical, about the patterns on Kylah’s skin. 
 
    We headed over to a booth and clustered around a little circular table. It offered a faint sense of privacy, as there were dividers between the booths, but I got the impression that Pandemonium was not a place where secrets were kept. 
 
    “So, if this place is a club, but consuming fae food is how you get trapped, how do people buy drinks and stuff?” I asked. There was a bar on the opposite wall, and row upon row of glass alcohol bottles glittered in the shifting lights. 
 
    “You just have to be smart about what you drink,” Asami said. “And make sure you pay a fair price. Nothing is free, even if the price might not be obvious upfront.” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” Carmen then asked. “We’re not here to get drunk. We need to keep our senses sharp.” 
 
    “We do,” I agreed. “I was just curious. It seems it would be a waste to have a bar if no one would buy drinks.” 
 
    “You underestimate sheer stupidity’s involvement,” Kylah said. “Some people wouldn’t care about possibly getting trapped, they’d buy a drink and take that risk anyway.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not how we’re gonna do things,” I said firmly. “How do you want to play this? Will this Amaryllis woman come out onto the dance floor, or…?” 
 
    “I don’t really know,” Kylah admitted as she fiddled with her hair. “We’ll just have to play it by ear when it comes to her. But we could ask other people here if any of them know Jamison, or saw him the night he went missing.” 
 
    “Do you want to split off into pairs now, or are we saving that as a sort of… last resort?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “We’d cover more ground if we split up,” I said. 
 
    “If we stay within eyesight of each other, I think we’ll be okay.” Kylah nodded. “Carmen, you go with Asami. Leo, you come with me.” 
 
    Logically, I knew this made sense, because Carmen and I were still new to this and would need help to make sure we didn’t make any mistakes. But some childish part of me buzzed at Kylah so casually saying she wanted to be paired off with me. 
 
    “I see a couple of half-fae at the far end of the dance floor,” Asami said and looped her arm through Carmen’s. “I’m sure they’ll know something about Jamison.” 
 
    Carmen nodded and allowed herself to be pulled off toward a small group of people who had similar glowing markings to Kylah, though not before she shot me a look that seemed to say ‘don’t waste this opportunity.’ 
 
    “Where do you want us to start, then?” I asked as I turned to Kylah. 
 
    “I think for now, we should just observe,” Kylah said. “Try to get a sense of how things work here. Until we can speak to Amaryllis, I don’t know how much useful information we’d find. I can’t imagine anything would happen in a faerie club without the owner knowing.” 
 
    “Do you think she might have had something to do with Jamison and the others’ disappearances?” I asked her. 
 
    “I suppose that’s possible,” Kylah admitted as she nervously twisted her hair. “Some faeries really don’t like half-fae. But letting them be captured seems a bit extreme. Fae blood, even if it’s been ‘diluted,’ is meant to be treated with a certain respect in their eyes.” 
 
    “How archaic,” I remarked.  
 
    My gaze drifted over to Carmen and Asami, who were now in conversation with the half-fae. I had no idea if they were finding out anything useful, but I was at least comforted by how Carmen and Asami’s postures seemed relaxed, so they were probably doing alright. 
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly how much time passed as Kylah and I sat there, but we kept one eye on Carmen and Asami as we tried to get a sense of who was in the club and what they were all doing. It really did feel like doing recon for a military operation, and that made me feel a little uneasy.  
 
    If it came down to a fight, what would our odds be? How many people would we be expected to contend with? 
 
    Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    The music thrummed in my ears, which didn’t help the sensation that time was sliding like rain down a window. Like how the lights made edges hard to pick out, there was again the sense that nothing was precise, everything was fuzzy around the edges. But I knew ambiguity was a faerie’s primary weapon, and I knew to stay on my guard. 
 
    Eventually, Carmen and Asami came back from their little chat with the half-fae, though they hadn’t learned anything useful. The half-fae had known Jamison, but nothing about what had happened to him. He’d been here the night he went missing, though, which at least meant he’d made it to Pandemonium unscathed. 
 
    It also meant that someone at the club was probably responsible for his disappearance. Maybe the same men who’d cornered Kylah and Kegan liked to stake this place out and accost people as they left. Or maybe they even came into the club and lured people away. 
 
    “Don’t everyone look at once,” Carmen then said and drew me out of my thoughts. She’d raised her hand as if to prop up her head, but she was looking very pointedly at me from across the table. “But I believe Amaryllis has just made an appearance.” 
 
    I glanced around and tried to look nonchalant about it, and I quickly found who my sister had been referring to. 
 
    It was obvious at once that this woman was a faerie. After I’d seen half-fae like Kylah and Kegan, I could understand how they were the compromise between a human and… this. 
 
    Amaryllis was tall, possibly taller than me, though I wouldn’t know for sure until I got closer to her, and she moved so gracefully and effortlessly that she practically seemed to glide over the floor as she walked, an effect made all the more peculiar by the lights. 
 
    She, too, had markings on her skin, but they were brighter, probably because they were apparently visible in regular light, too. They stood out starkly against her nut-brown skin, and from between thick curls of dark brown hair emerged two glossy black horns. 
 
    We watched as she drifted across the room, and her flawless white dress floated around her legs as she moved. The gown had been draped loosely over her shoulders and left her arms bare, and it had a slit high up on the leg, which allowed us to see she didn’t appear to be wearing shoes, just silvery coils wrapped around her ankles and calves. 
 
    She was undeniably beautiful, but it sort of… went too far. Like her beauty was taken to such an extreme that she no longer looked human. Everything about her was elongated, skewed, to the point where it almost looped around to grotesque. 
 
    “That’s Amaryllis,” Kylah confirmed. “A noblewoman of the Seelie Court.” 
 
    “How do we go speak to her?” I asked. “Do we just go up and ask to chat? Or do we have to hope she summons us?” 
 
    “No, we can go to her, but we’ll have to be careful about it,” Kylah answered with an expression caught halfway between thoughtful and worried. “Maybe let me take the lead for a bit, since I’m a half-fae.” 
 
    “We’ll follow your lead,” I confirmed, and Asami and Carmen both nodded. 
 
    Kylah gracefully rose from her seat and walked toward where Amaryllis had sat down, and Carmen, Asami, and I followed her. 
 
    Before Kylah could even get a greeting out, Amaryllis spoke. 
 
    “Kylah Campbell!” she said in a fond tone, and I couldn’t help but start a little. Kylah hadn’t mentioned previously meeting Amaryllis. “I was wondering when you would come and grace my establishment with your presence.” 
 
    “You two know each other?” I asked Kylah in an undertone, but she shook her head. 
 
    “We’ve never met,” she murmured. “But fae living in the human world like to keep tabs on one another. And, well… there aren’t many Eyes with fae blood.” 
 
    “You have a reputation?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but grin at her. 
 
    “I suppose you could think of it that way,” she replied as a slight blush dusted over her cheeks. Then she took a step forward and managed a slightly-awkward curtsy in her fitted dress. “Lady Amaryllis. Might we join you for a conversation?” 
 
    “Of course,” Amaryllis said, and she spread her hands in invitation for us to sit, which made me notice her fingers were unusually long. 
 
    The booth she’d chosen was much fancier than the other booths, but that made sense, since she was the owner. The seats were plush, and there was a platter of fruit in the center of the table. I felt my mouth water at the mere sight of the ripest fruit I’d ever seen. Even from a short distance away I could smell how fresh they were. 
 
    But I knew better than to try and get a taste. 
 
    “May I have your names?” Amaryllis asked, and her all-black eyes landed on me as they sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “You can call me Leo,” I told her politely and smiled.  
 
    A sharp-toothed smile spread across Amaryllis’ face, and I wondered if she was pleased I’d known the loophole, or hiding disappointment over it. 
 
    “And you two?” she then asked as she turned to Carmen and Asami. 
 
    “You may call me Carmen,” my sister said. 
 
    “Please call me Asami,” Asami added.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some of the tension drain out of Kylah’s shoulders, like she was relieved we’d all passed this first hurdle without seeming too obvious about it. 
 
    “I must say, we don’t get too many humans here,” Amaryllis said, and she looked at Carmen and me. Her voice was musical, like it was layered over itself, quite literally enchanting, and I would have been happy to listen to Amaryllis speak for hours. “Especially the likes of you two. There’s not much magic on you yet. How curious. But such pretty faces! I’ve always had a fondness for twins. You would make delightful additions to my revelries.” 
 
    She reached out one long-fingered hand and brushed it across my cheekbone, but I forced myself not to move away and was surprised to find that her touch almost fizzed, like tiny bolts of static electricity. 
 
    “Oh, not much magic on you at all,” Amaryllis murmured, and she gave another sharp smile before she brushed my cheekbone again. “You can feel my magic when I touch you, can’t you, pretty thing? I could have a lot of fun with someone like you. All you’d have to do was say yes.” 
 
    “Please, ma’am,” I said and forced my voice to remain steady, but I couldn’t deny something about her was strangely magnetic. Maybe she was working some fae charm on me. Or maybe it had just been a while. “We were wondering if you knew anything about the missing half-faes?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re no fun,” Amaryllis pouted, and she looked over at Carmen. “Such a shame. But yes, I am aware of those disappearances. Jamison Hawthorn was one of them.” 
 
    “He was.” Kylah nodded. “He’s the most recent one to have gone missing.” 
 
    “I can’t say I knew him well,” Amaryllis told us with a sigh. “A lot of half-fae like to spend time in Pandemonium because it’s one of few places where they can spend time with the Fair Folk whilst also being at ease. Part-fae are not looked upon kindly in Faerie. In parts of the Unseelie lands, they’re hunted for sport.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about the night Jamison went missing?” Kylah asked. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t speak to him that night,” Amaryllis said. “But I saw him leave with an associate of mine. Mr. Sullivan Scratch.” 
 
    At the mention of this name, I saw Kylah tense. I made to reach out and touch her shoulder, but then I felt someone touch my shoulder first, and I turned to look at Asami, who was shaking her head at me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked softly, hopefully too softly for Amaryllis to hear me over the music. “Is Kylah okay? Who’s Sullivan Scratch?” 
 
    “A vampire,” Asami whispered back. “A vampire with a taste for the sun.” 
 
    “O… kay…” I said slowly. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “If a vampire drinks faerie blood, they’re temporarily able to withstand sunlight,” Asami explained. “We call them daywalkers. But fae blood is also very potent, and if they drink too much, they can burn from the inside out. So, half-fae are like… a happy medium. A compromise. If Jamison left with Scratch, and no one’s found a body yet, Scratch is probably feeding off him.” 
 
    “What was Mr. Scratch doing in Los Angeles?” Kylah asked, which drew my attention back to her and Amaryllis. “His clan is based in Phoenix.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amaryllis admitted. “But surely you’ve all heard the terrible things that have been going on in Phoenix recently?” 
 
    “I know humans have been going missing,” Kylah said as her brow furrowed. “No word of vampires.” 
 
    “Not vampires,” Amaryllis agreed. “But everything that’s happened has… put Phoenix in the spotlight, so to speak. Which would make it more difficult for someone to privately indulge in their… proclivities.” 
 
    “But if he’s drinking half-faes, wouldn’t you have a problem with that?” I asked. “He’s harming others of your kind.” 
 
    “You smell like war, pretty thing,” Amaryllis said, and her smile was cold and hungry like a shark’s. “Do you weep every time one of your kind is harmed?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out, so I closed it again. 
 
    “That Jamison and the others have been missing for several weeks would imply they are being held against their will,” Amaryllis went on. “Consensual blood-drinking is legal, and if Scratch stays within the law, he may give in to his ‘fetishes’ however he wishes. But it seems that is not the case.” 
 
    “No,” Kylah said. “It doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    “I was hoping the Order’s half-fae would come and investigate this issue,” Amaryllis sighed. 
 
    “Well, due to your telling us about Scratch, we have a solid lead on where to go next,” Kylah said. “You have our gratitude, Lady Amaryllis.” 
 
    We all stood to leave, but Amaryllis raised a hand. 
 
    “Just a moment, my dears,” she said, and she cocked her head a little bit too far to the side, like a bird sighting its prey. “Where do you all think you’re going?” 
 
    “I’m… sorry?” I said blankly. 
 
    “My Lady?” Kylah asked, and her tone was equally confused. 
 
    “I confess, I was beginning to wonder if I would have to report more than three missing half-fae before someone would come looking,” Amaryllis said. “I did have such a vested interest in the Order’s little half-fae twins coming to investigate.” 
 
    Something uneasy prickled across my skin. I glanced at Carmen, as if I could actually do anything in that moment to protect her, but her expression was determined, which was a small comfort. 
 
    “I never expected you to take up the case of your own accord,” Amaryllis continued as she stared at Kylah with her unfathomably black eyes. “And that truly is a shame. I do so admire that kind of motivation.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I growled. Maybe it was offensive, but something was definitely wrong, and it was Amaryllis’ fault. 
 
    “Oh, it’s quite simple, dear-heart,” Amaryllis said mildly. “As much as I admire Kylah’s conviction, I simply cannot abide her kind. I have taken great efforts to make Pandemonium a place where part-fae feel safe and accepted. It makes them so much easier to control.” 
 
    “You’re behind the disappearances?” I demanded as I felt the hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end. 
 
    “Technically, that honor falls to Mr. Scratch.” The fae woman smiled with a few too many teeth. “I merely… line it all up for him. And Jamison Hawthorn in particular… well. There are few in the magical world who believe the veil is the best way to go about defending magic from humanity. Jamison believed that the world’s logical, ideal state was the interaction of humanity and magic. But of course, a perversion of fae-blood would like to fancy himself some kind of pinnacle, instead of the abomination he truly was.” 
 
    Next to me, Kylah was shaking. I could practically feel the anger rolling off her, the frustration at how she hadn’t seen this coming-- at how none of us had seen this coming. 
 
    “Humanity ought to be servile to magic,” Amaryllis went on, and now there was a hint of disgust behind the amusement in her eyes as she stared at Asami, my sister, and I. “Humans are ill-suited to magic. They try to compensate with their silly little inventions, but they have always lacked true power. But because of the veil and the Order, we are forced to hide from them, a cosmic joke. Magicals are denied their rightful place above humanity, all for the sake of assuaging their childish fears.” 
 
    Suddenly, she stood from her seat, with her white dress rippling around her and her skin markings glowing.  
 
    I had never been more acutely aware that she wasn’t human. 
 
    “But, if our kind must suffer the humiliation of the veil, then I can at least keep the human scourge out of our magic,” she cooed, and she reached out to catch Kylah’s chin in one long-fingered, almost claw-like hand. “And that starts with eradicating half-breeds like you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    As soon as Amaryllis finished speaking, several people began to advance on us. 
 
    Most of them were fae, some with little horns like Amaryllis, all with the same too-beautiful, too-elongated features. Others looked more human, but the strange luminosity of their eyes made me sure they were vampires. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and lurched forward to grab Amaryllis’ wrist. 
 
    “Let her go!” I snarled.  
 
    Amaryllis turned to me slowly, like she hadn’t even noticed me at first. Then another too-sharp smile spread across her face, and her other hand shot out blindingly quick to wrap around my throat. 
 
    “Do you really think you could intimidate me, pretty thing?” she asked in a voice as hard and as cold as ice. Her fingers squeezed, vise-like, around my throat, and I couldn’t stop a small, strangled gasp. “I have lived for hundreds of years. Your lifespan is the blink of an eye to someone like me. You are a child playing at war, and you have no idea what you’re truly dealing with.” 
 
    Carmen and Asami had also gotten to their feet. My sister’s hands were clenched into fists by her sides, and she glared at Amaryllis. 
 
    “Get your fucking hands off my brother and my friend,” Carmen ordered, and her dark eyes sparkled fiercely.  
 
    I was both impressed by her absolute refusal to back down and worried she would get herself in too deep.  
 
    Not that I was one to judge her on that front right now. 
 
    Amaryllis just looked at Carmen with a disinterested expression. Then she nodded, and two fae men surged forward to grab both my sister and Asami by the upper arms to restrain them. They both struggled, but I now knew from experience how strong full-blooded fae were. Really strong. There was no doubt in my mind that if Amaryllis wanted, she could crush my windpipe and kill me right here. 
 
    But then she let go. 
 
    Kylah and I both lurched backward with a gasp, and my hands came to my neck to assess the damage, which didn’t seem to be too severe. I looked over at Kylah, and she didn’t seem able to speak right then, but she gave me an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Fortunately for all of you,” Amaryllis drawled, “I have a strict policy of not personally dirtying my hands. Sorrel, Yarrow, hand them over to our nocturnal friends.” 
 
    Two more fae came up behind Kylah and me and restrained us the same way they’d restrained Carmen and Asami. The one holding me was even stronger than Amaryllis, and he didn’t even seem to notice I was struggling against his grip. 
 
    “Well, this was illuminating,” I deadpanned as I turned to Kylah.  
 
    She caught my meaning, and a second later, a brilliant burst of light exploded from her. I turned away and squeezed my eyes shut just before it happened, and Carmen and Asami, who’d been watching Kylah and me, caught on, too, and did the same. We were the only ones spared from being blinded, and several cries of surprise and pain rose up from the faeries and the vampires.  
 
    I shoved my head back and headbutted my captor in the nose, and as the light faded, I saw Carmen donkey-kick the man holding her, which forced him to let go so he could cradle his shin. Between us, Asami had turned her head and bitten the tall fae holding her on the back of his hand, and he screamed and tore his hand away. It gushed blood, and I saw Asami spit out a mouthful of red. 
 
    On my other side, Kylah had now concentrated her light blast and aimed it directly at the faerie man’s face. I caught the smell of burning flesh before I heard the scream, and I had to turn away for a moment when I saw the raw, red color of his skin.  
 
    But he let her go, and that was all we needed.  
 
    “The alleyway!” I yelled to the three women, and we tore off and shoved our way between dazed partiers.  
 
    Kylah brought up the rear and threw up another huge flash of light to throw off our pursuers, and we emerged into the cold night air. 
 
    Okay, so maybe getting out hadn’t actually been that hard, but we were still being followed.  
 
    I stopped just outside the door and waited for the others, first Asami, then Carmen, and finally Kylah.  
 
    “You’re all okay?” I asked, and they all nodded. 
 
    “At least we found out why those half-fae went missing,” Asami said with an uneasy expression. “Though I’ll admit, I didn’t expect a faerie to be helping daywalkers.” 
 
    “If she feels that overprotective of her genetic supremacy, she’ll work with anyone,” Kylah said with a grim expression. “But make no mistake, she also fully intends to throw them under the bus at some point. I would imagine she plans to kill all the vampires who know she was personally involved, and serve up the rest to the Order’s justice.” 
 
    “How noble of her,” I said dryly. “Now, come on, I don’t want to stay here any longer than we--” 
 
    I was cut off by a huge hand clamping over my mouth from behind. I was dragged back, sharply enough that I almost fell over, and my vision went completely black. 
 
    “Leo!” Carmen screamed, for some reason sounding very distant, but I was too confused to try and shout back.  
 
    I’d been standing with my back to a wall, so what had grabbed me? 
 
    My question was answered a moment later, when I experienced the same trapped-in-a-bubble sensation as when I’d walked through the mirrors to and from the Sanctuary. Only there were no mirrors out here. I was pulled backward, through a solid brick wall, and when my vision returned, I found I was facing a different brick wall, but I could still hear Carmen’s yelling. 
 
    I tried to turn my head and saw she was standing only about fifty feet away, and she’d noticed this. I was now further down the alleyway, more hidden in the shadows, and it seemed the shadows were how I’d traveled.  
 
    As I turned my head again to try and see the face of whoever had grabbed me, I was unsurprised to see the luminous eyes and pointed teeth of a vampire. I was standing right next to him, though not by choice, and I noticed his skin was flawless. He didn’t even seem to have pores. It was more believable that a marble statue had come to life than the idea that this creature had ever been a human person. 
 
    I bit down, hard, on the hand over my mouth, but the vampire didn’t even flinch. I stomped on his foot next, but that did no good, either. I wished I’d ignored Kylah’s warnings about possibly offending someone, because she’d insisted none of us bring any weapons, but now I was unarmed and trapped by a man who didn’t seem remotely bothered by my struggling. 
 
    “Leo!” I heard again, but this time it was Kylah.  
 
    And that was all the warning I got before there was another brilliant flash of light.  
 
    The vampire grunted and moved his hand from my mouth to shield his eyes, but Kylah was standing too far away to do any proper damage to him. Still, it was enough for me to get free, and I shoved myself away from the vampire man, pivoted on one foot, and saw a knife on his belt. 
 
    I leaned forward and ripped it from its sheath, and without even pausing to consider the moral implications, or even if it would do anything to a vampire, I slashed the blade across his throat. 
 
    The look he gave me when he realized he was bleeding was more an expression of surprise, or even offense, than of pain or fear. 
 
    “You…” he hissed, or maybe he gurgled it, because he had to speak around the blood rising in his throat. It leaked out of the corners of his mouth and from between his fingers as he clutched at his neck in a fruitless attempt to staunch the flow of blood. “…have no idea what you’re messing with. You have no idea what we have planned.” 
 
    “Maybe not yet,” I replied, and I still gripped the knife tightly, in case I needed to strike again. “But I’m gonna find out, and I’m gonna stop it. And there’s nothing you’ll be able to do to stop me.” 
 
    I watched dispassionately as the vampire died, and the light faded from his dark eyes. He seemed to age before me, going from a guy in his late twenties, to a graying fifty-something, to a white-haired octogenarian. His body then shriveled until he was just skin stretched over bones, his hair fell out, and he collapsed into a pile of dust at my feet, with only a leather jacket and a pair of black jeans to mark that he’d ever been there at all. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    “Leo!” I heard Carmen shout again, and a moment later she barreled into me and threw her arms around my neck in a tight hug. “Jesus fucking Christ, Leo!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Monkey.” I raised one hand, the one not holding the bloody knife, to hug her back, and I patted her shoulders gently. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “If there’s one vampire, there will be more,” Kylah told us. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Can we go back to the apartment?” I asked. “I don’t really want to telegraph my location to these people.” 
 
    “Is there a church nearby?” Asami asked. “Holy ground of some kind? It won’t make them burst into flames or anything, but they won’t have fun if they try to get in.” 
 
    “The nearest church is like three miles away,” Carmen said as she let go of me. “But I saw a synagogue when we were in the cab. Is that holy ground?” 
 
    “I… think so,” Asami answered, though her expression was unsure. “They’re consecrated, so it should work. It’s better than nothing, certainly.” 
 
    “I’d rather wait out the night there than lead them back to the apartment,” I said with a nod. “Come on. Which way, Monkey?” 
 
    Carmen pointed down the alleyway, and we set off.  
 
    But we’d hardly made it twenty feet before four hulking shadows emerged from the darkness. Literally.  
 
    “And just where do you think you’re going?” asked the one standing at the front of the little group. Unlike the vampire I’d just killed, his eyes were pale. They were such a light gray that they seemed almost the color of a mirror, sort of… shiny. 
 
    I felt a strange tug in my head, like when we’d been in the bar a few nights ago and the vampire bartender had done something to check whether I was being truthful. Some tiny voice, some compulsion, whispered in my head, and I felt the urge to surrender, to lay down my knife and-- no. I wanted to reach forward, grab Kylah, and hold it to her throat. 
 
    I shook my head suddenly, so suddenly that Carmen, Kylah, and Asami all glanced at me for a second. 
 
    “Don’t look them directly in the eyes,” I muttered. “He’s trying to pull some Jedi mind trick shit on me.” 
 
    “Hypnotism,” Asami corrected, and her tone was faintly amused despite the danger we were all in. “Vampires can compel people. Makes it easier to drink blood when your prey is docile.” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately for these bastards, I’ve never been docile a day in my life,” Carmen snarled. She cast her gaze across the ground, and a dangerous grin lit across her face as she spied something. Then I saw her lean down, and when she stood upright again, she had a piece of broken pipe clenched in her hands like a baseball bat. 
 
    “Sami, get behind us,” Kylah ordered as she raised her hands to let off another flash of light.  
 
    Asami obeyed, and she positioned herself directly behind me so the four of us formed a diamond shape, with Carmen on my left and Kylah on my right. 
 
    Four against four. Technically. 
 
    “Why are you working with a faerie?” I asked loudly, and I held up the knife and pointed it at the gray-eyed vampire. “You know she’s gonna sell you out as soon as she’s done with you.” 
 
    The gray-eyed vampire just laughed.  
 
    “Of course, she is,” he said, and he put his hands in his pockets like this was just a casual conversation between acquaintances and not something about to devolve into a bloody fight that would definitely see deaths. “Which is why we’re gonna sell her out first.” 
 
    “You seriously think that will work?” Kylah scoffed. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” the vampire admitted with a shrug. “But either way, the penalty for a faerie selling out half-fae is gonna be a lot higher than a vampire who’s drinking them. The Courts might not like halflings much, but fae blood is fae blood, and it still ought to be treated with a certain amount of respect.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel really fucking respected right now,” Kylah said as she bared her teeth. Only then did I notice her own canines were slightly pointed, a toned-down version of those sharp, needle-like faerie teeth. “Let us go, and I won’t burn you all to ashes.” 
 
    The vampire chuckled and looked around at his three companions as if to say ‘can you believe this woman?’ 
 
    “How about this?” he countered when he turned back to face us. “You hand yourself over, blondie, and we’ll let your little friends leave here alive. Well, the two chicks. That guy just killed Eztli. You don’t kill one of our clan and just walk away.”  
 
    Here, he paused and gave me a wide grin that perfectly showed off his fanged canines.  
 
    “You look like you have a well-balanced diet,” he continued. “I bet you’ll taste great.” 
 
    “Come see for yourself,” I snarled and raised the knife again. “You touch any of us, I’ll cut your heart out.” 
 
    “Even better,” the vampire said, and his voice was an unsettling parody of bright and cheerful. “I love when they’re all feisty. So much more fun to hold down.” 
 
    The other three vampires all took a step forward in eerie unison, and their leader pointed to Kylah. 
 
    “Don’t cut her. Scratch doesn’t accept sloppy seconds. The mouthy fuck is mine. Kill the other two.” 
 
    “Dibs on the little one,” the taller of the three lackeys said, and the tip of his tongue darted out and caught between his teeth as he looked Asami up and down. “She smells like O-negative.” 
 
    Carmen and Kylah both took a very deliberate step sideways, which narrowed our diamond shape and made it harder for the vampires to get a clear line of sight on Asami. 
 
    “Sami,” Kylah murmured. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Let them get in a little closer,” Asami replied.  
 
    I couldn’t see what she was doing because she was directly behind me, and I knew better than to take my eyes off the vampires as they advanced, but I was relieved to hear her voice was firm and steady. 
 
    “Too much closer, and they’ll have their fangs in our necks,” Carmen said uneasily, and she tightened her grip on the pipe. 
 
    “Just a little more,” Asami insisted.  
 
    I did wonder why the vampires were moving as slowly as they were, but it was obvious we weren’t just going to roll over for them, and just charging forward would probably only serve to get them killed.  
 
    No matter. They were going to die anyway, if I had anything to say about it. 
 
    The four vampires crept forward another couple steps, now close enough that I could smell the faint tang of blood, but something else, too. Something kind of flowery. I distantly realized it must have been faerie blood. I recognized the smell from the night I’d met Kylah and Kegan. What I’d initially mistaken for floral cologne must have actually been Kegan’s blood. 
 
    Had they fed off a half-fae recently? Had it been Jamison, or one of the others who’d been captured? 
 
    “Best to just surrender,” the gray-eyed vampire said in a goading tone. “It’ll be less painful if you do. If you beg nicely, we might even hypnotize you so you don’t feel the pain.” 
 
    “I bet you just love that kind of shit,” Carmen snorted. “Did you do this to Jamison and the others? Corner them in an alleyway and try to roofie them into coming with you?” 
 
    “Didn’t need to, he came along willingly. Didn’t even realize anything was wrong until the syringe was in his neck.” The gray-eyed vampire slowly turned his weirdly-shiny gaze onto me. “Weak minds are always the easiest to hypnotize.” 
 
    Then he lunged forward, but I leapt backward at the same time and narrowly dodged his outstretched hand. It was more like a claw, now, like it had transformed in the blink of an eye. The fingernails had changed into black talons, and they raked through the air a hair’s breadth from my throat. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    But also close enough that I could get in a hit of my own.  
 
    After the vampire’s swing, but before he could try a second time with his other hand, I leaned forward and drove the knife into his chest, just below his collarbone. Like the first vampire, Eztli, this one let out a cry that was more offended than actually pained, and I felt five needle-like claws dig into the flesh of my right shoulder as he grabbed me, debated whether to shove me forward or backward, and then pushed me away.  
 
    If not for the fact Carmen and the others were behind me, I would’ve landed flat on my ass. But they caught me, and we all watched as the vampire reached down and pulled the knife free from his chest as calmly as if he was taking off a scarf. Then he threw the knife to the ground, and it clattered metallically on the concrete. 
 
    “You missed,” the vampire snarled, and his eyes were all-black now. I didn’t know if that was because I’d pissed him off or because I’d injured him, but I wasn’t interested in waiting around to ask. “You’re gonna pay for that.” 
 
    This time, the vampires didn’t try to play coy, and they charged at us like a pack of wolves closing in on a herd of deer. I braced myself for the impact, now that I was unarmed, and I raised both my fists. If I could win a sparring match against a werewolf, I sure as hell was gonna make it difficult for these guys to take us down. 
 
    But suddenly, the vampires all stopped. 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask what had just happened, but then I caught sight of Asami out of the corner of my eye. She’d stepped forward so she was at my side rather than behind me, and she was looking at me intensely with a finger raised to her lips. 
 
    I closed my mouth. 
 
    “Where the fuck did they go?” One of the vampires, the tall one who’d ‘called dibs’ on Asami, took a step forward and scowled deeply.  
 
    “I can fucking smell them,” one of the others snarled. “It’s a shitty little glamour spell.” 
 
    “Spread out,” the gray-eyed one ordered, and he threw out a hand. “They can’t move too much, or they’ll disturb the spell. Glamours don’t hide physical matter.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I mouthed, and Kylah took a very careful step forward. 
 
    Then she vanished. 
 
    After a moment of staring, I remembered what she’d told me when Carmen and I had first been brought to the Sanctuary. She could make herself invisible because she possessed a talent for light magic, so she could bend light around herself. But she could only hold it for a significant length of time with two people.  
 
    Meaning, Asami, Carmen, and myself were covered by Asami’s glamour spell, but Kylah was using her own magic to become entirely invisible.  
 
    Except, I could still see her aura. 
 
    I watched as the wispy silver lines lazily floated along the ground, like smoke, and they wove between the vampires’ ankles and came to rest in the center of their little group. I watched the silvery threads condense, which showed Kylah had stopped moving, but I was still baffled.  
 
    She was the one they wanted, she was their primary target, and she was literally walking right into the center of the lion’s den? The only thing stopping me from waking forward and pulling her out of there was the fact Asami wasn’t doing that, either, and I was confident she would never let Kylah do something so reckless without at least arguing about it. 
 
    Asami took a careful step toward me and put her mouth right by my ear, but even with that proximity, I struggled to hear her whisper. 
 
    “Move very slowly and pick up the knife,” she instructed and then walked forwards.  
 
    I watched as she slowly pulled a knife free from one of the other vampires’ belts with the calm, deft fingers of a professional pickpocket, and he didn’t appear to even notice the theft.  
 
    I took this cue and very carefully crouched down to pick up the knife the gray-eyed vampire had dropped. As I got back to my feet, I saw Kylah’s aura wisps shift, and I realized she must have been waiting for us to arm ourselves before making her move. 
 
    And what a move it was. 
 
    In a fraction of a second, she became visible again, and then she exploded with light. It was brighter than anything she’d pulled off in the club, her very skin was glowing, like she was a star, like she was the sun. She jumped on the nearest vampire and tackled him to the ground, and her hands fixed themselves around his throat as she carried on shining. 
 
    The other three vampires all wailed and turned away from the light, and I heard the faint hissing sound of burning flesh. But I was pretty sure Kylah couldn’t hold up the intense burst of light for very long, so we needed to move fast. 
 
    “Go!” I yelled to Asami and Carmen, and I went straight for the gray-eyed vampire again.  
 
    Asami dove for the tall one with a dangerous look in her eyes, and Carmen went for the remaining vampire.  
 
    My sister swung the pipe with enough force that when it connected with the side of the vampire’s head, I heard the ‘crunch’ of the bones in his skull breaking. But that apparently wasn’t enough to take a vampire down, so she swung again, from the other side, and I heard another ‘crunch.’  
 
    Meanwhile, Asami, with her newly acquired knife, had driven the blade into the tall vampire’s side and dragged it toward her, a similar wound to what Kegan had suffered in the alleyway a few days prior, something I knew would bleed a lot and quickly.  
 
    Somehow, I doubted Kylah would be willing to cauterize that one. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the lead vampire, whose eyes had now returned to gray again, just as Kylah’s light began to dim a little. He was still bleeding from the wound to his chest, but it was sluggish and slow, like he’d already mostly healed. 
 
    “Cheap tricks won’t help you,” he said, but that was all he said, because I rushed at him and shoved him back against the wall. He managed to get one hand fisted in the lapel of my jacket, and his other hand clawed at my injured right shoulder. His fingers raked across my flesh, and I bit down on a cry as I angled the edge of the knife against his throat. 
 
    “Where’s Scratch?” I snarled at him. “Where does he take the half-fae?” 
 
    “What, you think you can intimidate me, little human?” the vampire laughed. “You think you can do anything to me that’s a tenth as bad as what Scratch will do if he learns I ratted him out to some wannabe Eye?” 
 
    “Considering I’m the one currently holding a knife to your throat, I would encourage you to be a little more scared of me right now,” I said, and I pressed the dagger harder against the skin of his neck just to make my point.  
 
    He was insanely pale. Kylah and Kegan were fair-skinned, but they weren’t washed out and ghostly like this guy. I wondered if that was because he was a vampire, or if he’d been that pasty as a human.  
 
    “Then you’re an idiot,” the vampire spat. “Go after Scratch, and you’ll make powerful enemies. So powerful they could kill you in front of the head of the Order, and they wouldn’t do anything to avenge you. You’re only a little human. You can threaten me all you like, but you don’t scare me. You’ll never scare me.” 
 
    “Fine, then I don’t need you to be scared,” I said. “I just need you to shut the fuck up.” 
 
    And I sliced the knife across his throat. 
 
    I felt the spurt of warm blood across my face and tightly closed my eyes and mouth, because I was pretty sure getting a vampire’s blood in my body would not be good for me. I let go of the vampire, and he let go of me and slumped to the ground against the alleyway.  
 
    He looked up at me, more dazed than anything else, and I watched his shining gray eyes turn dull. He, too, aged in fast-forward, until he was just a bloody set of clothes in the dust. 
 
    I had no time to pause, because I heard a grunt from behind me and turned to see Kylah still fighting against the vampire she’d tackled. The last of her light had almost completely faded, and despite the fact the vampire was severely burned, he wasn’t giving up just yet. His skin was red and bubbled with scorch marks, and the unsettling smell of cooking meat filled the air. He wasn’t even able to speak because his mouth and tongue and throat were too mangled, but he wasn’t dead. 
 
    “Kylah!” I shouted. 
 
    “He’s a daywalker!” Kylah yelled. “He’s-- fuck! He’s got some resistance to my light!” 
 
    “How’s this for resistance?” I heard Carmen snarl, and I turned to see my sister standing over what was left of one of the other vampires. I could recognize him only from his jacket, because what had once been his face and head was a bloody, broken mess of skull fragments and-- Jesus Christ, Monkey-- bits of brain matter. 
 
    Carmen looked at Kylah and me with something wild and resigned in her eyes. Then she took two strides forward, raised the bloody, dented pipe high above her head, and brought it down in one brutal arc, directly onto the burned vampire’s face.  
 
    There was another horrible ‘crunch,’ and he went still. 
 
    His hands went slack from around Kylah’s throat and upper arm, and Kylah rolled off him with a relieved gasp. I stretched out a hand, and she took it and used her other hand to adjust her dress. 
 
    “Next time we get into a brawl with vampires, I’m wearing pants,” she muttered, but then a moment later she gasped. “Sami!” 
 
    My head shot up, and I turned to see Asami standing over the tall vampire with her arms covered in blood. He was slumped, half-sitting, half-lying, in the same posture as Kegan had been in when Carmen and I had come out into that other alleyway. Both of his hands were pressed to the injury in his side, but it was obvious he was dead, and I got only a few seconds to take in the sight of him there before he crumbled to dust like the other three. 
 
    “This is why I chose to become a researcher.” Asami tossed away her knife with a look of disgust, and she held her arms out slightly, like she was reluctant to let them touch anything. She looked like she was wearing the world’s goriest pair of opera gloves. “Fieldwork is so messy.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re okay!” Kylah said, and she rushed toward Asami with apparently no concern for how the dark-haired woman was covered in blood. “This was so reckless of me, god, Kegan would kill me if he found out. You don’t even have any combat training!” 
 
    “Well, I seemed to hold my own, just about,” Asami said, and she nuzzled Kylah’s shoulder instead of hugging her, so she could keep her arms clear. “I’m a bit concerned that yours was a daywalker, though. He’s fed off half-fae enough to be that resistant to your light?” 
 
    “That’s a little worrying,” Kylah admitted as she pulled away from Asami, but then she smiled at me and my sister. “Just as well you guys were here. That’s why Eyes always hunt in pairs.” 
 
    “Carmen Rivera, in the alleyway, with the lead pipe,” my sister snorted as she threw said pipe toward the pile of dust that had been her vampire. “Now, I don’t know about you, but I think we should try to get back before Amaryllis realizes we beat her attack dogs and she sends more after us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said firmly. “And we could all use a shower.” 
 
    “Oh, a shower sounds like heaven right about now,” Asami groaned. 
 
    “Let me just check something first,” I said, and I crouched down next to the remnants of the gray-eyed vamp.  
 
    If his clothes hadn’t turned to dust, then presumably, his wallet hadn’t, either. 
 
    And sure enough, it hadn’t.  
 
    I pulled it free from his jeans and flipped it open to reveal an ID that was twenty-five years out of date despite the fact the picture was identical to how the guy had looked only a few minutes ago, twenty dollars in assorted bills, a credit card, and a business card with a weird little logo on it. 
 
    That one gave me pause. I pulled it free from the little window so I could examine it better, and as I did so, I realized it had an address on the other side. I didn’t know the address exactly, but it was still in California, though the logo was what drew most of my attention. 
 
    “Pip?” Carmen asked as she took a step toward me. “You okay?” 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    I straightened from my crouch, turned to face the three of them, and then held out the card for them to see it. It might not have meant anything to Asami, but I knew it would mean something to Kylah and my sister. 
 
    “The night we met,” I said to Kylah. “Those guys jumped you in the alleyway. They were human, right?” 
 
    “As far as I’m aware.” Kylah nodded. “They knew about the magical world, obviously, but they were almost certainly human.” 
 
    “They were wearing armbands,” I said. “Armbands with this symbol on it. Which means, they were working for Amaryllis, or this Scratch guy. Amaryllis definitely has it out for you and Kegan specifically.” 
 
    Carmen rubbed her arm, and her gaze flitted between me and Kylah uneasily.  
 
    “What is it?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “I just…” she began and rubbed her arm again. “Don’t you think it’s a bit too much of a coincidence the only half-fae members in their branch of the Order got sent on a mission to the place where a bunch of half-faes are being kidnapped? To the city where a Seelie faerie was explicitly trying to get them to come here on a case so she could kill them?” 
 
    “What… are you saying?” Kylah asked slowly. 
 
    “If it was me, I’d want my half-fae members to steer well clear of something like that,” Carmen said. “For their safety. Or at the very least, I’d fucking tell them that half-fae had been going missing in the area they were being sent to, instead of just pinning it up on some bar’s bulletin board.” 
 
    Asami stiffened beside me, and a moment later, Kylah did the same on my other side. 
 
    “You…” the blonde woman said softly to my sister, and her green eyes were wide with a horrified realization. “You think someone in the Order is working with Amaryllis? Or Scratch?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe they just saw the opportunity to get rid of members they didn’t like, and they don’t know what’s actually happening.” Carmen shrugged and then looked at me. “You have to admit, it makes a kind of fucked-up sense, right? I don’t sound insane?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. “It doesn’t sound insane at all.” 
 
    In fact, it made horrible, horrible sense. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    There was no way for any of us to tell who in the Order was working with Amaryllis or Scratch, if anyone in the Order was working with them at all. Carmen’s other suggestion, that someone had just seen an opportunity to try and get rid of the Campbells by putting them in a dangerous situation and not informing them of all the details, was equally plausible. 
 
    “I can’t believe this…” Asami muttered. “Those… those thankless bastards! You and Kegan have been nothing but loyal and hard-working your entire lives, and they pull crap like this on you?” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do to change it now,” Kylah said, and her voice was mostly steady, but I could also hear an echo of bitterness. “We need to focus on finding Jamison and the others. And once we’ve rescued them, and Carmen and Leo have their money, I can get my brother the fuck out of that building, and we can do our jobs without having to worry about some purist trying to screw us over at every turn.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Carmen said firmly, but I was a little less sure, and I gently laid a hand on Kylah’s shoulder. 
 
    “What do you think the odds are that someone in the Order is actually working with Amaryllis and Scratch?” I asked her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she sighed as she raised one of her hands to cover mine, and I was once again fascinated by the white scars over her knuckles. “Amaryllis said humanity is ill-suited to magic, that its natural place is servile to magical creatures like faeries. Some magical creatures, like werewolves and vampires, used to be human, so she definitely plans to discard allies like Scratch when they outlive their usefulness. I can’t imagine she would be interested in working with the Order members. Their entire job is to preserve a status quo she hates, and even if she said she was willing to tolerate the separation of the human and magical worlds, it’s because she doesn’t want to deal with humans, which is what most Order members are.” 
 
    “Most?” Carmen asked. “Not all? I mean, aside from you and Kegan?” 
 
    “There are a couple Order members who got turned on missions,” Asami explained. “Most Order jobs focus on things like unquiet ghosts, curses, that sort of thing. But occasionally we’ll have to deal with a vampire or a werewolf who’s gone rogue and has started killing humans.” 
 
    “And that threatens exposure, right?” I asked, and Asami nodded. 
 
    “Sometimes when Eyes are sent to… deal with the problem, they get bitten and turned. And technically the oath of an Eye is binding until death. Whether or not the individual chooses to interpret their ‘transformation’ as a sort of symbolic death is up to them. But like Kylah said, most Eyes are human. It’s a tiny minority who would choose to stay.” 
 
    “Gee, I wonder what part of the rampant entitlement and supremacy turned people off to the idea of sticking around,” Carmen said sarcastically. 
 
    “Bottom line being, whoever sent you and Kegan to L.A. probably wasn’t actively working with Scratch or Amaryllis,” I said to Kylah, and she nodded. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone in the Order would ‘condescend’ to work with a vampire or a faerie, anyway,” she said, and she couldn’t hide the bitterness in her tone this time.  
 
    I squeezed her shoulder encouragingly and then let my hand drop. 
 
    “Come on, we need to get back,” I said, and I held up the glossy black business card. “We can figure out a plan on what to do once we get to this address.” 
 
    Something clicked in my head then. 
 
    “You’re a researcher,” I said to Asami, and I handed her the card. “Does this symbol mean anything to you? Is it some, like, ancient rune or whatever?” 
 
    Asami took the card and pinched it between thumb and forefinger like a microscope slide. Then she tipped it back and forth in the dim streetlights as if trying to see some hidden message on the black card. 
 
    “It’s not a language I recognize,” she said. “It looks vaguely Sumerian, but it’s not actually a character. The script is logosyllabic. Instead of individual letters making up words, each character is a word. But this ‘logo’ isn’t a word. Not one I recognize, anyway.” 
 
    “So, it’s just a fancy little logo?” I asked. 
 
    “Possibly,” Asami answered. “Or it could be a symbol in a different language. Either way, I’m sure it has its own meaning to whomever put it on this card.” 
 
    She handed the card back to me, and as I slipped it into my pocket, I became aware of the pain in my right shoulder and abruptly remembered one of the vampires had slashed at me. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and my left hand came up to clutch my shoulder. It seemed the moment I remembered I’d been hurt, all the pain came flooding back. “No way we’re gonna be able to get a cab like this. Kylah, do you think you could do your attention-shifting thing? Like when you and Kegan took Carmen and me to the motel?” 
 
    Kylah looked up at me, and her expression seemed a little dazed. I also noticed then that she looked paler than normal. 
 
    “I… I’m not sure…” she murmured, and she raised a hand to her temple.  
 
    “I think she’s pretty wiped, Pip.” Carmen took a step toward Kylah and looked concerned “The light show in the alley took it out of her.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re right,” I said. “Sorry, Kylah, that was-- that was really rude of me. We’d have been screwed without you doing that. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she told me. “I think… I just need a little rest. Some time to… recharge.” 
 
    “No worries,” I assured her, and then I turned to Asami. “Sami, do you think you can glamour us to look… not covered in blood?” 
 
    I felt a little bad asking constant favors from the two women, but until Carmen or myself learned illusion magic, we didn’t really have any other options. 
 
    “I can give it a go.” Asami gave a firm nod and raised her still-bloody hands, and I watched as the air around her, Kylah, Carmen, and myself shimmered and rippled, as if I was looking at the world through warped glass, or water. Then everything stilled again, and we still looked bloody and exhausted to my eyes, but when I caught sight of our reflection in a nearby window, we looked completely normal.  
 
    Kylah’s dress wasn’t askew, Asami’s arms weren’t covered in blood, my shoulder wasn’t marred by four deep gashes, and there weren’t flecks of blood and brain matter splattered over Carmen’s crop top. 
 
    “That’s insane,” I said softly, because I still couldn’t quite believe something like this was considered fairly simple magic. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Asami grinned at me. 
 
    Getting a cab after that point was actually pretty easy, and I imagined it had something to do with the fact our group consisted of three pretty young women. Kylah, Asami, and Carmen all piled into the back, and I slid into the passenger seat and made awkward conversation with a taxi driver who was either unable or unwilling to see none of us were really in a mood to chat right now. But he was polite enough, so I indulged him. 
 
    Still, it was a relief to get back into the apartment, and it took everything in me not to just collapse onto the sofa and sleep there, bloody shoulder and clothes be damned. But we had work to do, and I knew I’d regret it if I slept before disinfecting those gashes. I didn’t even know where that vampire’s hands had been before he’d clawed me. 
 
    “You two get washed up and changed, I’ll get the first aid kit,” Carmen instructed as she directed Asami toward the sink and Kylah toward my room. 
 
    Or maybe it was her and Asami’s room now. 
 
    “Pip, you sit down and get that shirt off,” my sister continued as she marched into the bathroom, and she returned a few minutes later with a damp washcloth and the first aid kit we kept in the cupboard behind the mirror. 
 
    “They don’t look too deep,” I told her as she sat down next to me, and I turned away from her slightly so she was facing the scratches. “And I’ve never heard about a vampire scratch turning you. It’s always blood or teeth or whatever.” 
 
    “Vampires and werewolves both have a sort of venom in their fangs,” Asami explained as she dried off her hands. “If they bite you and inject the venom into your bloodstream, that’s what turns you. But if you somehow get some of their blood in you, that works, too. Which is why some vampires are made from being fed the blood of whoever sires them.” 
 
    “What’s the difference between the venom and the blood?” I asked, and then I hissed as Carmen pressed a peroxide-soaked cloth to my shoulder. “Ow! Watch it!” 
 
    “I know for a fact you’ve been shot, so quit whining,” she scoffed as she continued dabbing the cloth over the scratches, though she was a little gentler that time. 
 
    “Well, the venom is present in their blood,” Asami went on. “Kind of like how humans have different proteins in their blood-- that’s what determines blood type. The venom is the blood-marker for a vampire or a werewolf, so on its own, it’s more concentrated and more likely to turn you. Consuming their blood, or getting some of it into your bloodstream, might not turn you.” 
 
    “So it’s a blood infection?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “That’s… not entirely inaccurate,” Asami admitted as she furrowed her brow. “But I wouldn’t call it that in front of any vampires or werewolves. They don’t see themselves as ‘infected humans’-- and they aren’t, really. They’re… human adjacent. The same way different breeds of dogs are still dogs. They’re… different subspecies of humans. Some even think they’re the next step in human evolution. We’re homo sapiens, they’re homo magica.” 
 
    “Magica?” I repeated. “That’s not very imaginative.” 
 
    Asami gave a small laugh and sat down on the couch on my other side, and she watched Carmen disinfect the lacerations on my shoulder for a moment before she looked back at me. 
 
    “Amaryllis mentioned Jamison believed the natural conclusion of the world was for humanity and magic to be fully intertwined. A lot of magical people, particularly vampires and werewolves, who already see themselves as examples of that next change in… magical evolution, believe the same thing. Everyone knows magic in humanity is becoming less common because of the veil. The only question is whether humanity is meant for separation or interaction.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “speaking as someone who grew up in the world’s biggest melting pot, my vote is for interaction.” 
 
    “I imagine most humans would say the same.” Asami nodded. “Either way, the veil is harming humanity in some way. More than magic dying out, there’s no knowledge of how to defend against magic anymore. Humans are vulnerable to the most vicious, most reckless members of the magical world, the ones who don’t care about being found out. Short of bringing in enormous weapons that would wipe out thousands of innocent civilians, there’s nothing humanity could really do to stop a magical threat.” 
 
    “If we’re being honest, massive civilian casualties have never really been much of a problem for most governments,” I said grimly, and I saw the flicker of realization in Asami’s eyes. 
 
    I then hissed as Carmen put a freshly peroxide-soaked cloth on my shoulder, and the quietly solemn moment between me and Asami was broken. I turned my head to look at Carmen’s handiwork just in time to see her take the cloth away from my skin, and the burning sensation lessened. 
 
    “Alright, it’s disinfected.” My sister leant back to admire her handiwork. “It’s not deep enough for stitches, so I’ll put some gauze strips on it.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not necessary,” Asami said with a smile. “I healed you before, I can do it again.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, and my gaze drifted over to my closed bedroom door, behind which was an exhausted and probably more than a little emotionally troubled Kylah. “That fight took a lot out of all of us.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Asami said firmly, and Carmen stood up from the sofa. 
 
    “I’m gonna get changed into something that isn’t covered in vampire brains,” she said as she plucked distastefully at her ruined crop top, and then she ducked into her bedroom.  
 
    Asami sat in the newly vacated seat on my right side and took my hand, and she outstretched my right arm so she could see the damage clearly. 
 
    “Carmen was right, these aren’t too deep,” she told me, and I craned my head to watch as she ran her first and second fingers on either side of each cut, one at a time. Then the skin knitted itself back together. 
 
    It was just as incredible as the first time. 
 
    “That’s insane,” I said when she was done, and I experimentally flexed first my hand, then my arm, then rolled my shoulder. There wasn’t the slightest twinge of pain. “I hope I can learn healing magic. That would be super handy.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that,” Asami said and gave a small, almost apologetic laugh. “You can’t use healing magic on yourself.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a bummer,” I said as I balled up my ruined dress shirt and stood to throw it in the trash. “What happens if you get injured?” 
 
    “I’d have to go to another healer,” she answered with a shrug. “Or heal the normal way. That’s why the Order prefers for researchers to train in healing magic rather than hunters like the Campbells. It might be useful to have a healer out in the field, but if they go down, well… healing is very complex magic. Anything more difficult than a cut or a bruise requires intimate knowledge of the human body. 
 
    “I guess we’ll all just have to be careful, then,” I said and shot her a smile. “You most of all.” 
 
    “Did you see me in that alleyway?” Asami teased. “I took that vampire down all by myself! And he was almost twice my size.” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. “Remind me to never get on your bad side.” 
 
    “You’d have to be a real bastard to get on Sami’s bad side,” Kylah said just as she came out of my room. She looked a little less pale and a little less shaken, and she was now dressed in her own clothes. “She’s too sweet to hold a grudge.” 
 
    Asami grinned, but I could see the relief in the edges of her expression, because it was the same relief in my own. I wasn’t sure how Kylah would take the knowledge that someone in the Order had all but sent her and Kegan off to their deaths. It was one thing to know they were kind of disliked, but quite another to learn that someone had been trying to get them killed. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked Kylah, and I was trying for a tone that was gentle without being patronizing. 
 
    “I’ve felt better,” she answered with a sigh. “And I’ve felt worse. Right now, I want to get to work. Because while Sami’s too sweet for grudges, Amaryllis definitely isn’t. She’ll want us all dead now, and for personal reasons.” 
 
    Something inside my chest turned hard and cold. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about any grudges she’s holding,” I growled. “She tried to fucking kill my sister. If I ever see her again, I’ll put a bullet in her skull.” 
 
    “First things first, Pip,” my sister said as she came out of her own room, and she also looked more comfortable back in her own clothes. “That address. If those guys had it, and it has that symbol, it must be related to where the half-faes are being taken. Even if it’s not, like, the final destination, it could be some kind of drop-off point?” 
 
    “We don’t actually know how big this operation is,” Asami admitted. “Amaryllis could be helping several daywalkers, or Scratch could have several people helping him round up half-fae. Or both.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on what we do know for sure,” I said firmly. “Scratch is taking half-fae, Amaryllis is helping him, and this address is connected to their operation. If we learn other people are involved and there are other ‘branches’ we need to take down, then we’ll take them down. For now, we need to figure out where Jamison and the others were taken.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Carmen nodded. “Give me the card, I’ll see what the internet has to say about this address. Pip, put on a goddamn shirt.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my sister but did go get a shirt, and when I came back out a moment later, Asami, Kylah, and Carmen were all clustered around my sister’s laptop and frowning at the screen. 
 
    “It’s about a three-hour drive from here,” Carmen said to me. “But satellite maps seem to… disagree on the exact location. I dunno if it’s because technology is imperfect, or if there’s some weird magic crap we’re not accounting for.” 
 
    “We’ll head over first thing tomorrow,” I said. “Get a feel for the place, maybe scout it out overnight, too. For now, I think we all need to rest. You especially, Kylah.” 
 
    “I’m fine, really,” she argued, but the way she rubbed at her temples said otherwise. 
 
    “You’re not,” I insisted. “And you’re our secret weapon. There’s no way we’re gonna walk in there without all four of us being one hundred percent ready. That’s how one of us gets hurt.” 
 
    Kylah looked at me, and I knew she was thinking of what we’d spoken about just that morning, about how she couldn’t take the entire burden of things like Phoenix onto her own shoulders. 
 
    “First thing tomorrow,” she relented after a moment, and I nodded. 
 
    “First thing tomorrow.” 
 
    The couch was mildly less uncomfortable this time, or maybe I just told myself that, but either way I managed to wake up the next morning without a stiff neck and was partway through making coffee when Carmen came out of her room. She had, of course, been awoken and summoned by the smell, and she held her mug in both hands like a gremlin guarding a treasure. 
 
    Asami and Kylah weren’t too far behind, and before long the four of us were rested, fed, dressed, and ready to see what the address on the card had in store for us. 
 
    Since there was no point in trying to keep our intentions quiet, now that Amaryllis knew what we were up to, we armed ourselves. Kylah had several daggers at her disposal, and after she’d inserted one into each of the sheaths on her forearms, she gave one each to Asami, Carmen, and myself. 
 
    “Silver-plated steel,” she told us. “Pure silver is too soft to use as a weapon by itself, but it’s harmful to vampires and werewolves. Not enough to kill them in one hit, not unless the blow itself is lethal, but it will slow them down.” 
 
    “Would it be worth me putting on some silver jewelry or something, then?” Carmen asked as she sheathed the dagger Kylah had given her into her right boot. 
 
    “It won’t dissuade a vampire from trying to kill you, but you can if you want,” Kylah told her while sounding a little amused. 
 
    I looked at the dagger the blonde had passed to me. The blades were all slightly different sizes and shapes, clearly meant for different purposes. Mine was the largest, probably because I had larger hands, and the blade was very straight. I didn’t know much about knives, but I could tell this was some fine craftsmanship. 
 
    However, fine craftsmanship or not, I wasn’t about to walk into what could be a house filled to the brim with vampires with only a single knife to defend myself, so I also got my gun and a box of bullets, and I stuffed the former into a concealed carry holster at the small of my back and the latter at the bottom of a backpack filled with various other things we four decided we would need. 
 
    Mainly weapons. 
 
    We headed down to the building parking lot and were immediately set upon by our first problem when the car, a crappy little Toyota, refused to start. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” I groaned after the engine refused to tick over for the fourth time. “Every goddamn time! Remind me why we still have this piece of crap?” 
 
    “Because we can’t afford anything that isn’t a piece of crap,” Carmen told me as she kicked open the passenger-side door and gestured for me to pop open the hood.  
 
    The moment she lifted the hood, it let out a massive plume of black, acrid smoke. 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud,” my sister sighed. “Right, this is gonna take me a while to fix. I’ll get my tools. You guys… I dunno, come up with a plan of attack or whatever.” 
 
    My sister walked back up to the apartment while waving her hand in front of her mouth and coughing slightly, which left me in the car with Kylah and Asami in the back, so I turned around in my seat to face the pair of them. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Total honesty… Carmen’s safe, right? I mean, not completely, obviously, but she’s not in an obscene amount of danger? She hasn’t got combat training like I have, and the last thing I want is for her to get hurt because I’m dragging her into something she can’t handle.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone could drag her anywhere,” Kylah said, and she smiled at me. “She handled herself pretty admirably against that vampire. I won’t pretend like this job will be easy, or like there isn’t any danger involved, but if I really believed you two were unequipped, I would have told you already.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Asami added. “As long as we’re careful and prepared, we can handle it, which includes both you and Carmen.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. 
 
    It wasn’t so much that I was scared for my sister-- well, I kind of was, but it wasn’t quite so simple. I didn’t want to see her get hurt, obviously, but after what had happened outside of Pandemonium, after what Amaryllis said about humanity and magic, after I’d had to entertain, if only for a moment, the idea that my sister could get hurt or even killed, I wanted to make sure we all knew what we were walking into. 
 
    Was this what the entire previous year had been like for Carmen? Every day, wondering if she would learn I’d been killed overseas? That I’d been put into a situation beyond my capability and paid for that mistake with my life? 
 
    No wonder Carmen was fine with all of this. Even excusing the fact she’d always been feisty, always been willing to fight for what she believed in, at least this time she could have my back. At least this time she could keep an eye on me herself. It was surely much more preferable to waiting thousands of miles away, with no way of knowing what was going on. 
 
    Carmen returned a minute or so later with her tools and got to work on the engine, which was as much about adjusting the individual pieces as it was insulting them. There was a sort of ritual to it, I noticed, like a sort of superstition. Everything, even the profanity, had to be done just so, a sort of magic all its own. 
 
    It was late morning when she finally slammed the hood down, and I saw her grease-stained face grin at me through the windshield. She looked at me expectantly, and I tried the engine for the fifth time that morning and let out a relieved curse when the engine turned over with minimal fuss. 
 
    “Finally!” I cried out as Carmen wiped off her face and hands, tossed her toolbox into the trunk, and climbed back into the passenger seat. “Though I still maintain this is a pile of crap. As soon as we get our money, we’re buying something we don’t need to half-rebuild every other week. 
 
    “I think we’re gonna need more than ten grand for something like that, Pip,” my sister snorted. 
 
    “We’re not stopping after this one job, are we?” I asked with a smirk, and she grinned at me. 
 
    “Knowing you, nope.” 
 
    The drive, once we actually got going, was pretty easy, and while I drove, Carmen peppered Kylah and Asami with questions about vampires and how they worked, whether they could really turn into bats, whether they really sleep in coffins, and so on. 
 
    “As far as I know, they can’t turn into bats,” Asami mused with one hand pressed to her chin thoughtfully. “Though I admit I’ve never asked one.” 
 
    “Werewolves are humans who turn into wolves,” Kylah said with a shrug. “I can’t imagine why a bat would be that much different.” 
 
    “And the coffins?” my sister asked. 
 
    “A misinterpreted metaphor,” Asami answered. “Vampires have often been confused with revenants-- reanimated human bodies, zombies. In order for a revenant to remain reanimated, they must return to their grave nightly. The dirt in which they were laid to rest forms the anchor for their half-life. The coffin idea came from the assumption that vampires also had to return to their graves each night, but somewhere along the line the ‘dirt’ part got forgotten.” 
 
    “So, where do vampires sleep?” Carmen asked, with her shoulders twisted around so she could face the back seat. 
 
    “Wherever they like, I’d imagine,” Asami said. “As long as they keep the light out. But you can get blackout curtains for that.” 
 
    Carmen cocked her head thoughtfully, and I glanced away from the road for a moment to see a sly smile had spread across her face. 
 
    “Maybe this address will have blackout curtains over the windows,” she said. “It’d be a shame if someone were to pull them down and let in all that sunlight.” 
 
    “I don’t actually know if that would do anything,” Kylah said, even as she gave a small laugh. “The vampires we fought were daywalkers. Any vampires there will likely be daywalkers, too.” 
 
    “But you heard what the leader guy said about Scratch,” my sister pointed out. “He hates sloppy seconds or whatever. Maybe he’s hoarding all the half-faes for himself.” 
 
    “Regardless of whether he is or isn’t, it would be in our advantage to go in during the day,” Asami said. “Vampires are still naturally nocturnal, and they can see better in the dark than humans. We’d be at a disadvantage to try some kind of sting at night.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “Monkey, can you pull the address up again? We’re getting close, so maybe it’ll be less likely to freak out and give us a proper location.” 
 
    Carmen pulled out her phone and tapped the screen a few times, but after a moment, she frowned and shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she muttered and held out the phone to show the confused map page. “I think it might be magic.” 
 
    “There are ways to make a location difficult to track or pin down on a map,” Asami said. “Only someone who’s been to the location before is able to find it once again. The Sanctuary has an enchantment like that.” 
 
    “So, how do we find it?” Carmen asked. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said, and then I pulled over onto the side of the street and turned off the car. “Wait here a sec.” 
 
    I got out of the car and walked a little way down the street while looking at the ground. Carmen and I could see auras more clearly than others, and for longer, and I was starting to get a sense of what different creatures’ auras looked like. It wasn’t in the actual appearances, but the movements, and after taking out those vampires last night, I now had a good sense of what a vampire’s aura was supposed to look like. 
 
    No magic could disguise an aura, I’d learned. Even the most powerful glamour couldn’t hide magical essences, those silvery wisps that tangled around people’s ankles like smoke.  
 
    So, it was just a matter of finding them and following them. 
 
    Suddenly, something off to my right caught my attention, and my head shot up. There was a thin thread of silver wandering along the other side of the road, so I jogged back to the car. 
 
    “Carmen,” I said, “You drive. I think I can see a vampire’s aura. If we follow it--” 
 
    “We might find the address,” my sister finished with a nod as she caught my meaning. She hopped over the center console and slid into the driver’s seat, and we went off again, with Carmen focused on the road and myself focusing on the silver lines along the sidewalk. 
 
    The further we went, the more I spotted, until there were almost ten separate threads, most with the same languid, subdued movements of a vampire’s aura, and some with the same fluctuations I’d begun to associate with Kylah and Kegan.  
 
    With half-fae. 
 
    The lines all converged to a run-down looking manor house on the outskirts of the little town. It must have been a gorgeous thing once, handsome and regal, but now it mostly just looked a little bit sad. 
 
    It also radiated magic. 
 
    “Well,” Carmen said mildly. “I think we found our address. Now what?” 
 
    “Now, we watch,” I said. “We get a sense of their movements, of how many people are in there. We have to move quickly, because I don’t think Amaryllis is gonna wait too long before telling Scratch we got away. But we also can’t rush in guns blazing, with no idea about what’s waiting for us.” 
 
    I turned around in my seat to look at Kylah and Asami, both of whom had their eyes fixed on the manor we were now parked in front of. 
 
    “Asami,” I said, and her gaze snapped to me. “You said vampires are still nocturnal, even if they’re daywalkers, right?” 
 
    “They are.” She nodded. 
 
    “So, to get the best sense of what’s going on, we should observe this place overnight, too,” I said. “If they have non-daywalkers in there, they’ll be sleeping or hiding during the day-- we won’t see them. A full twenty-four hours, or near enough. Then tomorrow morning, we go in and take what we need.” 
 
    “And if it turns out that’s where Scratch is operating from? Or where the half-fae are being held?” Carmen asked me. 
 
    “Then we’ll kill him and rescue them,” I said with a shrug. “That’s the priority. We can try and untangle all this ‘political machinations’ stuff once we’ve gotten Jamison and the others out of danger.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan,” Kylah said, and she nodded firmly. “I take it you intend to stake this place out today yourself?” 
 
    “I’m the logical choice,” I said, and I was. I had training in threat assessment and intelligence gathering, not to mention Asami and Carmen weren’t trained for combat, and Kylah had already pushed herself pretty close to her limits last night. 
 
    In all honesty, Carmen probably would have been fine for something like this, but after Amaryllis, I was still feeling a little protective, and I didn’t want her anywhere near this place until I had a better sense of exactly what kinds of threats were inside. 
 
    Kylah seemed to follow this train of thought, because she looked at me so intently I found myself compelled to meet her green gaze. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” she finally said. 
 
    “Kylah--” 
 
    “It’s not up for debate,” she cut me off. “You can’t go out there on your own, and I’m the only one here who’s a fully-trained Eye. Besides, I have glamour and light magic. If I need to, I can make us invisible or unnoticeable, should someone get suspicious about us sitting outside the manor for an entire day.” 
 
    “She’s right, Pip, you can’t go on your own,” my sister said. “What if someone saw you, and they attacked? You couldn’t fight them all off single-handedly.” 
 
    “Kylah said last night in Pandemonium that we needed to stay in pairs,” Asami added. “I think the same principle should apply here. Eyes always go into the field in pairs because going it alone makes you vulnerable.” 
 
    I felt heat rise to my cheeks, and I wasn’t entirely sure if it was relief over having allies I could so staunchly count upon or some kind of embarrassment that my sister didn’t think her twin brother who’d just spent a year overseas wasn’t cut out for a stakeout. 
 
    Then again, cockiness could be as deadly as a bullet. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I said. “I suppose I could use the company, anyway. But, Kylah, are you sure you’re not still too drained from last night? We’ll need you at your best--” 
 
    “Believe me, Leo,” she interrupted again, but a kind smile stretched across her face. “Sitting outside in the sun for the day is the best remedy I could prescribe. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I stared at her, then at Asami, and finally at Carmen. They all looked so different, but in that moment, their determined expressions were nearly identical. 
 
    I couldn’t help the small, confident smile that pulled itself onto my face. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Monkey, you and Asami see if there’s a motel nearby. Just somewhere we can use as a… base of operations. Kylah and I will stake this place out, and tomorrow morning, we’ll give ‘em hell.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    There was a cafe across the street from the manor house, so Kylah and I decided to start our stakeout there. As we sat down at one of the tables outside, I wondered if the owners or customers could even see the run-down house that loomed over them, or if their disinterest came from the fact that, when you lived somewhere, anything noteworthy to tourists eventually became mundane and uninteresting. 
 
    “That restaurant next door looks pretty good,” I said to Kylah, and she turned around to look behind her. We sat facing one another, with the café on my right and the manor on my left. Behind Kylah was a restaurant, and behind me was a cutesy little shop that sold stuffed teddy bears and porcelain tea sets patterned with flowers. This entire town had the sensation of being maddeningly twee, the sort of place people would retire to, or where a horror movie about a cult full of old people worshiping an ancient god would be set. 
 
    Carmen loved those sorts of movies, so of course, I’d been forced to watch any number of them as we’d grown up. They were always about the most unassuming, quaint little towns, and then an hour in it was revealed everyone under thirty was being ritualistically sacrificed to some creature like out of a Lovecraft novel or something. 
 
    I shook my head to pull myself from my thoughts and refocused on Kylah, who had by now turned back to me. 
 
    “Looks fine,” she said. “Where should we go after that?” 
 
    I frowned and glanced over at the manor. “We might have to rely on your… supernatural talents from that point on. Sit up in a tree or something.” 
 
    As soon as I said that, I could almost literally hear Carmen singing the ‘sitting in a tree’ nursery rhyme and felt the fraternal urge to swat her, even though she wasn’t actually here. 
 
    I sighed and once again forced the thoughts from my head. We needed to focus, I needed to focus. I wasn’t here on a date with Kylah, nothing close to it. We were here to scout out a dangerous and unknown location, and there were several lives at stake. 
 
    I rummaged around in my backpack, from which I had removed most of the weapons before taking it out of the car, and I pulled out a pair of binoculars. I made a show of looking around a little bit and got a few glances inside the windows of the manor as I did. The windows on the upper floors were all blocked or blacked out, but I could see inside the ground floor windows. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” Kylah asked me. “They look quite good quality.” 
 
    I hesitated a moment before I answered. 
 
    “You have to promise not to laugh,” I told her. 
 
    “Oh?” Her eyebrows raised with intrigue, and a smile tugged at her mouth. “Alright. I promise.” 
 
    “When I was a teenager, my foster dad would sometimes take my brothers and me out hunting,” I said. “I never really took to it-- and I know that sounds kind of weird, considering I went on to join the army, but… I dunno. I didn’t like the idea of killing something just for the fun of it.” 
 
    When I’d been in the army, I’d killed. Of course, I had. I’d killed outside of that, too. I’d killed that gray-eyed vampire. But in those situations, I’d killed because I’d had to. Because if I didn’t, I or someone else would have died. 
 
    “I liked shooting at targets just fine, but not the killing part,” I went on. “And I also liked just… watching the wildlife. Being a silent observer.”  
 
    I’d liked the peace of it. 
 
    I held up the binoculars like I was weighing them in my hand. When was the last time Theo had even tried to take me hunting? My foster brothers, Nathan and Peter, had actually enjoyed it, and as I understood it, they still went together as a trio. But I’d been content to hang back and just watch the animals go on about their daily lives. 
 
    “It’s peaceful,” I said at last. “I like the idea that, no matter what’s going on in the world, there’s always part of it where nothing is happening. Where nothing is wrong.” 
 
    “So you would watch the animals?” Kylah asked me. 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” I said with a shrug, and then I smiled. “I saw a lot of baby deer.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s cute,” she laughed. “Kegan and I never spent all that much time out in nature. Maybe that’s a little odd, considering we’re… y’know.” 
 
    “Not really,” I told her. “You two grew up in the Sanctuary. I imagine you were pretty busy, learning to become badasses.” 
 
    She went a little pink and began to twist a lock of hair around her finger again.  
 
    For a while, we both looked at the manor, and Kylah periodically scribbled things down on her notepad. To the casual observer, they might have thought it was shorthand, but she was actually marking the number of people she saw in the windows. My job, with the binoculars, was to make sure she wasn’t double-marking people. That way, we got an accurate sense both of how many people were in the building, and how much they moved around during the day. 
 
    So far, there hadn’t been too much movement, which boded well for us. That meant there probably weren’t too many daywalkers, which would make our jobs a little easier. 
 
    Or rather, slightly less dangerously difficult. 
 
    “What was it actually like?” I asked suddenly, and I kept my eyes fixed on the manor even as I directed my question to Kylah. “Growing up in the Sanctuary?” 
 
    “It was… well, my childhood,” she answered with a shrug. “It’s the only childhood I ever had, so… I’m not really sure what I could compare it against. But I liked it, for the most part. People were a little more… forgiving, when Kegan and I were little. We weren’t actually Eyes, then, we were kids who just needed someplace safe to live. Plus, we were really cute kids.” 
 
    She flashed me a cheeky smile, and I couldn’t help but laugh a little. I noticed then that when she smiled really wide, she had a dimple. But only one, on her right cheek. 
 
    I found the asymmetry endearing. 
 
    “When did you guys start… training?” I asked her. 
 
    “That depends what you mean by training,” she said. “We did gymnastics and exercises for as long as I could remember. Keeping up our stamina, that sort of thing. But we didn’t start learning hand-to-hand combat until we were… about ten, I think. Weapons training started when we were fourteen. We both got trained with knives, but Kegan was always more skilled with a bow.” 
 
    “You guys can shoot a bow?” I was suddenly fascinated. That was a weapon I’d never really dealt with. 
 
    “I’m not as good as Kegan, but yes,” Kylah answered. “It’s good practice for one Eye of a pair to be better suited to more long-distance combat. Someone to watch the back of whoever gets in closer. But it’s a lot easier to sneak a dagger in somewhere than a bow and arrows.” 
 
    I cocked my head and considered this. It was probably true, and constantly relying on a glamour spell would probably be pretty draining. 
 
    “Don’t you guys ever use guns?” I asked, and I surreptitiously pressed my arm into my side to make absolutely sure I still had my own gun in the holster under my shoulder. “Seems like it would be handier.” 
 
    “Guns don’t work on everything.” Kylah shook her head, and her blonde curls bounced around her face. “Corporeal threats, like vampires and werewolves, sure, but if you’re up against some kind of spirit, the bullets would pass right through them. Jobs like that usually involve a lot more research, and occasionally a little… grave desecration.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I said flatly. 
 
    “In cases of unquiet ghosts, they usually have some kind of unfinished business,” Kylah explained. “But finding out that unfinished business can be almost impossible, especially if they didn’t die recently. So, usually, the best solution is to find their physical body, which is often in a grave, dig it up, and reissue its last rites. Then burn it.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “You guys really don’t fuck around, do you?” 
 
    “We can’t afford to,” she said, almost like she was apologizing. “This is a… pretty full-on line of work, Leo. It’s not for the faint-hearted.” 
 
    “When did I give you the impression that I was faint-hearted?” I asked wryly and flashed her a smile. 
 
    “Oh, never,” she assured me, and she matched my smile. 
 
    A waitress then came over to us and asked if we wanted to order food. Kylah got a blueberry muffin, and I just asked for another coffee. I knew I would need to eat later in order to keep my energy up, but I was too agitated to feel hungry at the moment. 
 
    It seemed Kylah was, too, because when the muffin arrived, she mostly just picked at it, until it was a roughly muffin-sized pile of crumbs on her plate. 
 
    “You’re okay with this, right?” I asked her as I watched her fingers continue to unconsciously shred the muffin. “Being… here? On this case?” 
 
    Kylah swallowed and looked down at the remains of the muffin. She very slowly curled her hands into loose fists and rested them in her lap, and only then did she raise her head to meet my eyes. 
 
    “Someone needs to help them,” she said. “And it looks like no one else is willing to.” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “And Carmen, and Asami. You don’t need to be here. Not if you’re…”  
 
    I trailed off, not quite sure how to phrase it. 
 
    “I know that,” Kylah said. “And you have my gratitude for that, Leo, truly. But it’s not just that. I’m not going to stop being a half-fae, so I can’t let myself fall into those patterns of avoidance. I won’t… shrink down my world because other people have a problem with me just for existing. And I won’t let my own fears get in the way of doing good. I know I have people I can rely on.” 
 
    She gave me a warm, if somewhat watery, smile, and I returned it. Because I knew a little of what she was talking about. I knew what it was like to go through life and have people take issue with me simply for existing. Not for what I thought, but for what and who I was. So did Carmen. So did our friend Roy. 
 
    And if we let those people win, if we let them dictate the spaces we could be in, the things we could do, we’d soon find ourselves unable to do anything or be anywhere-- which was ultimately what those people wanted. 
 
    “As long as you’re sure,” I told her, and she nodded. 
 
    “I trust you, Leo,” she said. “Genuinely. You’re a good man.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad.” I smiled. “And I trust you, too. With my life. More than that, really, I trust you with my sister’s.” 
 
    Kylah’s smile softened a little and became almost wistful. Then she turned her head, looked at the manor again, and made another few scribbles on her notepad before she spoke again. 
 
    “If this all goes well, and we’re successful, I’ll need to get Kegan out of the Sanctuary,” she said. “Even if he’s not fully healed… after what we learned about Amaryllis and Scratch… someone there has it out for us. Honestly, if I had the means, I would have gotten him out already. But I’m just holding out hope that no one would go so far as to try and… and kill him in his sickbed.” 
 
    “Kegan will be just fine,” I said firmly. “He’s just as well-trained as you, and that Jasper guy seemed to like him, so I’m sure he has someone he can trust to watch his back until you return.” 
 
    “I know that,” Kylah admitted, then she bit her lip. “But it’s different when it’s your family, your twin. Surely you understand. Would you leave Carmen’s safety in the hands of just anyone?” 
 
    “Not just anyone, no,” I conceded. “I… I’m sorry this is wearing on you. But I don’t think there’s a whole lot we can do until we get this job done.” 
 
    “I know there isn’t,” Kylah said with a sigh. “I’m just worried. You know how it is. You spend your whole life with someone, practically joined at the hip… it’s strange to be separated from them.” 
 
    “Yeah… This past year, when I was overseas… it took a lot of adjusting,” I said, and I couldn’t quite keep my voice from turning a little dull. “But I also think it was ultimately a good thing. I don’t want us to become codependent. We need to live our own lives, y’know?” 
 
    “I know.” Kylah nodded, but she was still looking at the manor, and she made another few scribbles.  
 
    I held up my binoculars and found none of the figures moving in the windows were new. So far, there didn’t seem to be more than ten different people moving around, maximum. But of course, that didn’t account for any nocturnals, or anyone on the upper floors with the blacked-out windows. 
 
    “Is there anything you wanted to do with your life outside of being an Eye?” I put down my binoculars to look at Kylah, and she turned away from the manor to meet my eyes. “Like, did you ever consider what your life could be like outside of the Order?” 
 
    “Well, I sort of have already,” she pointed out. “Working as a freelancer with you guys. But outside of that? I honestly don’t know. It’s not like I have marketable skills outside of that. I’m not trained in any kind of human profession. I couldn’t be a teacher, or a doctor.” 
 
    “You could teach self-defense,” I suggested with a mischievous smile. “Carmen took some classes this past year, y’know. They’re quite popular. And I bet you know how to disarm against knife attacks, that can be pretty useful, too.” 
 
    “Mm. I guess,” she said, but she didn’t sound completely convinced. “I guess I always thought that… if I left the Order for good, left all of that behind… I’d do something… less violent.” 
 
    “Well, what would you like to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I think I would like politics,” she answered, and she laughed when she saw my stunned expression. “I’m serious! There have always been… tensions. Between Faerie and the human world, even the magical side of the human world. There are a few ambassadors who keep an uneasy peace, but it’s messy. I have something of a unique position, as someone who grew up in the very heart of the magical human community, but who’s also still of Faerie. Sami’s recommended me so many books about history and magical law, it’s all so fascinating! I’d love to put some of it to good use-- what?” 
 
    The blonde looked at me with a blank, almost sheepish expression, and I realized I must have let my own expression turn a little dazed, so I sat up straighter in my seat and shook myself to refocus. 
 
    “I just…” I began before I cleared my throat and tried again. “I’m just so… impressed by you. Humans have been dicks to you, faeries have been dicks to you, basically the entire world has been horrible to you and Kegan, but all you want to do is help people. All you want to do is make the world a safer and better place.” 
 
    “You don’t think the world deserves to be safer and better?” she asked me, and her green eyes were wide with curiosity. 
 
    “No, no, of course, it does,” I said. “I wouldn’t be here right now if I didn’t. But… considering the life you and Kegan have been subjected to, I wouldn’t blame you for thinking the world wasn’t worth it. I choose to believe humanity is fundamentally good and kind, but it’s a hard belief to hold onto.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “That’s why I’m so committed to holding onto it. I want to leave the world safer and kinder than how I found it, so that the people who inherit it from our generation can do the same for the next, and so on, and so on.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. She was so resolutely hopeful, and I was kind of awed by her. 
 
    Kylah made another few notes on her pad and took a sip of her tea, and I once again checked the manor to see if anyone new had popped up, which they hadn’t. I was too far away to be able to discern their individual auras from here, but from what I could see of their faces, they more resembled the marble-statues-brought-to-life of vampires than the elegance of half-faes. 
 
    Not that I expected half-fae to be milling freely about a house where they were probably being trafficked from. 
 
    “If you and Carmen manage to make this work, what will you do?” Kylah asked after a few minutes of silence. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I glanced at her, and she shrugged. 
 
    “Say you manage to make freelancing work for you. You get the money you want, you make a life out of it. Then what? You hunt dangerous things until you die?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “I’ve never been all that good at thinking ahead. I guess… I’d hope to one day have enough money to retire. So I wouldn’t need to do it my entire life.”  
 
    If there were jobs that paid out fifty grand, I was sure Carmen and I could save up. 
 
    “That’s the main advantage of the Order,” Kylah said. “Even if you can’t work-- maybe you’re injured, or you’re getting too old. You can work as a researcher, you can take time to convalesce. Your life isn’t always fighting, not unless you want it to be. And most people don’t want it to be.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands and frowned. Something about the way she phrased that… it tugged at me. 
 
    “I think…” I said slowly, “I’ve been fighting for so long… I kind of forgot how to do anything else.” 
 
    “You asked me what I wanted to do, Leo,” Kylah said as her too-green eyes considered me. “But what about you? If you could do anything you wanted?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. And then another moment. I wasn’t really sure. I liked the excitement of this new, magical world. I liked the freedom of working as a freelancer, and I liked that I got to have my sister with me, too. But was this what I wanted to spend my entire life doing? I couldn’t imagine settling down with a wife, two-point-five kids, and a white picket fence anytime soon, but maybe that would change. Or maybe it wouldn’t. 
 
    “I don’t really know,” I said honestly. “Right now, I think I’m happy to, well, be happy. I’ll do this until I don’t feel like it’s working anymore, then I’ll do something else, and so on. Life is meant to be enjoyed, right? I don’t want to fight for the sake of it.” 
 
    “I agree.” Kylah nodded. “And I don’t think Kegan and I have had much of a chance for the enjoyment part. Maybe that will change.” 
 
    “If you come with us, Carmen and I will be happy to show you,” I said with a grin, and Kylah gave a small laugh. 
 
    “I look forward to it,” she said and raised her tea as if in a toast.  
 
    I tapped my coffee against it, and we drank before we turned our attention back to the manor. 
 
    Nothing, as far as I could see, had changed. 
 
    And nothing continued to change for the rest of the day. We eventually moved to the little restaurant, where we ate, chatted, and continued to make notes and observations. I started to recognize a pattern in the movements of the figures at the windows, and provided it wasn’t a pattern that changed every day, this meant we could try and aim for a certain strike time to catch the most people off-guard. 
 
    By the time night fell, Kylah and I were confident we had a sense of the daywalkers’ movements, and I texted Carmen to tell her as much. Her day with Asami had been unexciting but fruitful, since they had found a motel room and done as much research as they could about daywalkers from the books Asami had brought. 
 
    My sister then asked me if Kylah or I were tired, and if we wanted to change over our stakeout duties to her or Asami, but I was adamant Kylah and myself, as the better-trained pair of our group, would handle this part. 
 
    Once the sun had fully set, we both moved away from the side of the street with the café and the restaurant and the cutesy shop to the same side of the road as the manor. There were large trees lining the edge of its grounds, and Kylah and I clambered up into one before she laid a glamour spell over the pair of us. Then we settled in for the night. 
 
    “There’s going to be a lot more movement now that it’s dark,” she said to me as I shifted to get comfortable in the fork of the tree’s trunk. Since I was the taller and heavier of the two of us, we had decided I was to stay near the middle, and Kylah would sit further out along the branches. She was afforded a slightly better view like that, but she was also far less likely to snap the branch and break her arm in a fall. 
 
    “Considering the number of windows they’ve covered, will attacking in the day make that much of a difference for us?” I asked. 
 
    “It will,” Kylah assured me. “Vampires are naturally weaker in the daytime, even if they’re not in direct sunlight. They get sleep deprived, too, and even reversing their natural nocturnal rhythm isn’t very good for them, regardless of whether or not they have access to faerie blood.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said as I raised my binoculars to get a look at the ground-floor windows again. There was a lot more movement, but there didn’t actually seem to be too many more people. They just seemed livelier than before, which tracked with what Kylah had just told me. “And I guess we can always rip off the blackout curtains, like Carmen suggested.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I couldn’t actually see Kylah’s face very well, between the darkness and the fact we were hiding in a tree, but I heard the amusement in her voice and knew she was grinning. 
 
    I wondered if her dimple was currently visible. 
 
    We passed a couple hours in silence, but there wasn’t much to say or to do. No one seemed to notice us as we watched the manor, so Kylah’s glamour seemed to be holding up. Neither vampire nor human disturbed us, and I began to pick out individual half-fae auras from the thick cord of silvery threads that led up the path and to the manor’s front door. They must split off into smaller, individual wisps once they were inside, but outside they had tangled together like a thick cable. 
 
    It was handy, having Kylah’s aura to use as a guide, and I was getting better at differentiating between different species’ auras. With a few months of practice, maybe I could even start to distinguish between individual people’s. 
 
    Sometime after midnight, Kylah shifted down from where she was perched on the branch so she was closer to me and the main trunk of the tree. A chill had entered the air, and a glamour spell did nothing to shield against the cold. I’d angled myself in such a way that, tucked between the three prongs of the trunk, the tree took the brunt of it, but being further out on the branch had left Kylah much more exposed. 
 
    “Is this what you imagined when you pictured doing fieldwork with Kegan?” I asked as I shifted slightly to make room for her. The view of the manor from here wasn’t quite as good as where she’d been previously sitting, but it would be fine. 
 
    “I don’t really know what I expected of fieldwork, really,” Kylah answered. “But these kinds of hunting jobs aren’t the norm. Most of them are unquiet spirits, as I think Sami mentioned last night.” 
 
    “Honestly, digging up graves doesn’t sound any less strange than spending a night in a tree,” I told her, and she laughed. 
 
    “Mm, maybe not,” she said. “But it’s more… when it’s a job like that, it’s more about helping someone than stopping something. Ghosts are souls trapped between our world and the next, either by unfinished business or some kind of anchor, like a body not given its last rites, or a precious heirloom that hasn’t been passed on to the right person. They’re scared and confused and crying out. Being an Eye isn’t all about violence. You have to have compassion, too.” 
 
    “That’s the difficult part, isn’t it?” I asked, and my tone was knowing. “Not being able to do the hard things, but making sure you’re still able to do the kind things.” 
 
    Kylah was mostly obscured by the darkness, but nonetheless her green eyes seemed to almost glow as she turned to look at me. They were large and round and sad. Eyes that had seen too much for how young they were. I knew because I saw the same look in my eyes whenever I looked in the mirror, and whenever I looked at Carmen. 
 
    “Closing yourself off to feelings is a dangerously easy thing to do,” Kylah murmured. “It makes things easier to bear, but it means you don’t truly live.” 
 
    “Did you ever want to?” I asked. My voice was so very, very quiet, and it was almost drowned out by the rustling of the leaves in the night breeze. “Close yourself off, I mean?” 
 
    “All the time,” she admitted. “It hurts. The way they talk about me and my brother. The way people suffer because they don’t know about magical dangers anymore. The way Amaryllis hates people like me. But if I shut it all out, then they win. And the pain reminds me that I’m still here. I still care. I still want to make a difference.” 
 
    Her voice shook slightly as she spoke, not with fear, but with a sort of determined and righteous anger. Maybe she was wrong about what she was, this woman who could glow with such bright light as to kill a vampire, this woman who was so fiercely committed to bettering the world. Maybe she wasn’t a half-fae at all, but some kind of angel. 
 
    “You will,” I said, but I more breathed it out, really. The words were almost lost to the night, but I knew she’d heard them from how she looked at me, and yet I said them again regardless. “You will. I know you will.” 
 
    “Leo?” Kylah’s voice sounded even smaller than my own, and we were so close that I could feel the warmth of her body as she shifted to press hers against mine. Was that to keep her balance in the tree, or to keep warm in the cold night, or for something else entirely? 
 
    “Kylah,” I said, not because I had something to tell her, just because I wanted to say her name. It was a peculiar name, but I liked it. 
 
    Liked her. 
 
    A lot. 
 
    Something distant in the back of my head warned me that what was happening was a bad idea, but it was so far away, and Kylah was so close that I couldn’t bring myself to remember why. 
 
    “Kylah,” I said again, and she hummed softly. But I hadn’t really asked a question, just like she hadn’t really given an answer. 
 
    She was close enough to me now that I could feel the warmth of her breath fan over my cheek, and her shoulder was tucked against my chest, so she was practically flush against me. My left hand was braced on the branch behind her, and it was impossible not to feel like we were boxing each other in, entangled in all these branches. It somehow felt private even though we were outside. Maybe part of it was the glamour spell. 
 
    Kylah’s knee pressed against mine, and I felt her hand-- her pinkie finger, really-- brush against my thumb. The tiniest contact, like she was testing the waters. She was close enough to me now that I didn’t need light, I could see her perfectly clearly. She had the faintest smattering of freckles over her nose. 
 
    I could hear her breathing, too, feel her breath against my lips. How far? Two inches? One? It was a chasm and yet nothing at all. Still, that warning in my head refused to go quiet, but I was prepared to ignore it, to ignore everything. 
 
    “Leo…” Kylah whispered again, and I stopped, because I heard the shift in her tone, and I knew she had not said my name just to say it. “We… really shouldn’t…” 
 
    I then remembered why there had been a warning in my head. 
 
    I leaned back and swallowed, and the strange spell between us broke. With it came clarity, and slight embarrassment. 
 
    “You-- you’re right,” I said, and I looked away from her. “This… this isn’t the right time, or the right place. Sorry.” 
 
    I heard a small, breathy laugh, and something inside my chest clenched, both hopeful and painful all at once. It was such a pretty sound. 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” she told me. “You weren’t the only one who leaned in, you know.” 
 
    That made me smile a little. 
 
    “Very true,” I said, and I let just a hint of teasing enter my voice. 
 
    The rest of our stakeout was as professional as it was profoundly boring, and when we both trudged to the motel address Carmen had texted me, we were exhausted but well-informed. My sister plied me with hyper-strong coffee as Kylah and I explained what we’d seen and how we reckoned the four of us should go in. 
 
    “There’s no way they’re going to just let in three humans with one half-fae,” I said between gulps of coffee that tasted like my sister had brewed it with Red Bull instead of water, which she might very well have. “And I don’t like the idea of using Kylah as bait when she’s our most effective weapon against the vampires.” 
 
    “To be clear, I don’t want to use Kylah as bait, either,” Carmen said. “But we don’t have any other half-fae, and vampires can probably smell them or some shit. That tall freak in the alley could tell Sami was O-negative.” 
 
    “I actually have an idea for that,” I said with a grin, and I reached into my backpack. 
 
    Carmen let out a disgusted noise when I pulled out a bloodstained white t-shirt. 
 
    “Is that Kegan’s?” Asami asked as her jaw dropped, and I nodded. 
 
    “I thought leaving it in the motel room trashcan would raise suspicions, so I brought it back to the apartment,” I said. “I was gonna throw it out with our trash or burn it or something, but I thought it might come in handy. And it did!” 
 
    “I don’t know whether to be freaked out or impressed,” Carmen muttered as she shook her head. “So, what? You’re gonna wear it?” 
 
    “I am,” I answered. “I’ll wear it under my regular shirt, and there should be enough blood on it to fool the vampires into thinking I’m a half-fae. Asami can disguise herself as one of their henchmen guys who’s ‘bringing me in,’ and Kylah can make herself and Carmen invisible and follow us from the rear. No one should question being able to smell a half-fae because she and Kegan have the same blood-- they’ll just think it’s ‘my’ scent lingering.” 
 
    Asami, Carmen, and Kylah all looked at me, then at each other, then back at me. 
 
    “Well, shit,” my sister said flatly. “That actually sounds like it might work. And it gives us the element of surprise.” 
 
    “Provided none of the vampires are able to see auras as well as Carmen and I can,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine they would.” Asami shook her head. “Unless they were turned very, very recently. But any fledglings would probably still be acclimatizing to their vampirism to be drinking non-human blood. They need a lot more in the first few weeks to help balance out their new biology.” 
 
    “I’d be fascinated if they weren’t trying to kill us,” Carmen said lightly, and then she turned to Kylah. “So, you’re the Eye. After we get it, what then?” 
 
    “We hold the element of surprise for as long as we can,” the blonde said. “If we learn the half-faes are in there, we free them. If Scratch is there, we get information from him. If not, we can still shut the place down and make sure every vampire in there will no longer be a threat.” 
 
    Kylah looked at me then, and Carmen glanced between us. I knew once everything had calmed down, my sister was going to bombard me with questions, but there was a whole lot of danger between then and now. 
 
    “So, we’re all in agreement?” I asked, and the other three all made noises of affirmation, so I nodded firmly. “Good. Let’s go kill some vampires.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    We had a few hours between now and what Kylah and I had calculated as the ideal time to attack the manor, so Asami and Carmen insisted the pair of us get at least some rest. Kylah, who knew she would need to use her light, agreed without any protests and fell asleep almost at once, but I hesitated. 
 
    “Monkey,” I said softly to get my sister’s attention, and Carmen looked up from where she’d been skimming through one of Asami’s books. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked with her brow already furrowed in concern 
 
    “C’mere,” I said and patted the bed next to me. I was sitting up against the headboard, theoretically in a position I could sleep in, but my mind was too awake. I had too many questions about how tomorrow-- or rather, today-- was going to go, and I was adamant no one would get hurt because I failed to account for something. 
 
    Carmen stared at me for a moment, and then she stood and walked over to my bed to settle herself next to me. The room she and Asami had gotten was actually two rooms that were connected by a door. Kylah was sleeping next door, and Asami was either also sleeping or, like my sister had been, doing some last-minute research. 
 
    “You okay, Pip?” Carmen asked me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. “I wanted to ask if you were okay.” 
 
    “Me?” She blinked at me. “Of course, I’m fine. You’re the one who just spent the entire day and most of the night on a stakeout.” 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the stakeout,” I told her as I folded my arms in front of me, but then I forced my posture to relax slightly and clasped my hands together in my lap. “I was talking about Pandemonium.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, like she had no idea how to respond. She was silent for a moment before she continued. “Well. I’m fine on that count, too. I’m not a half-fae. They didn’t care about me.” 
 
    “You killed a man, Monkey,” I murmured. “Caved in his skull with a metal pipe. You had bits of his brain on your clothes.” 
 
    My sister looked over at me, and she wasn’t exactly scowling, but it was like she’d primed her face to prepare for that outcome. 
 
    “He would’ve killed me,” she said, and her tone was very carefully even. “He would’ve killed you, Kylah, and Asami.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the small, irritated noise that escaped from me, and I turned to look at her. 
 
    “I know that,” I said. “It’s not about that. Do you really think I would ever judge you for doing what you had to do? I know what it’s like to be in a situation where it’s either you or them. But you don’t-- or you didn’t, until last night. I just want to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    My sister stared at me for a long moment and then looked down at her lap. Her mouth twisted, like she was chewing her words, tasting them, before she said them aloud. 
 
    “I… I think I’m alright,” she said finally. “I don’t regret doing that. I can’t. He would’ve killed me given half a chance, killed all of us. Fuck that guy.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to regret it, or feel bad,” I said. “Doing… something like that. Taking a life… how you feel in the aftermath is a reflection on you, not that person.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed, and her voice sounded so small. For a moment, when I looked at my sister, she was eight, not twenty-five, and we were both sitting in the back of a police car with the smoking rubble of our home at our backs. “And I didn’t enjoy it. I’m not excited for the opportunity to do something like that again. But I don’t regret doing it. I did what I did to keep the people I care about safe. I could never regret doing something like that.” 
 
    Maybe I should have been a little concerned about that, but mostly I just felt relieved my little genius of a sister could approach something so messy and make it seem so tidy and obvious. That she could come off as so well-adjusted and rational. I’d worried this kind of life, this freelancing work of killing monsters and fighting for your life, might be too much for her, that I might have failed to account for the fact I had spent the past year fighting overseas, and she had spent the past year fixing cars. But apparently I’d been worried over nothing, 
 
    I raised my arm to encircle Carmen, and she tipped sideways so her head rested on my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m really glad you’re okay, Monkey.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m okay, too, Pip,” she replied with a soft laugh, and I cocked my head to rest my cheek against her hair. We stayed like that for a few minutes, and I felt my eyelids begin to grow heavy. Finally, my body seemed to have remembered I needed sleep, and I was ready to welcome it with open arms. 
 
    “Hey, Leo?” 
 
    Carmen’s voice came to me through the twilight haze of half-waking, and I gave a half-hum, half-grunt to show I was sort-of listening. 
 
    “What happened with you and Kylah on your stakeout?” 
 
    Something about that question was sharp enough to pull me mostly back to waking, but not entirely. I huffed and moved my arm from my sister’s shoulders so I could burrow down to lie properly on the bed. The pillow was surprisingly soft. 
 
    “Nothin’,” I muttered sleepily. “More important things to think about right now.” 
 
    I felt the mattress dip and shift as Carmen presumably got off the bed, but my eyes were already closed, and they felt too heavy to open again. 
 
    The next thing I was aware of, daylight was streaming in through the gap in the curtains, and my sister was making no effort to try and keep her everyday noise down. I heard the ‘click’ of the room door closing, and as I sat up and rubbed sleep from my eyes, I smelled coffee. Then I opened my eyes, and I saw a to-go coffee cup had been shoved under my nose. 
 
    “Triple espresso shot and six sugars,” my sister told me, instead of ‘good morning’ or indeed any kind of greeting. “We need you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.” 
 
    “So, you want to give me a heart attack?” I asked, but I accepted the coffee, because I would need to be on high-alert. I took a sip, grimaced at how overly sweet it was, then took another sip. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Eight o’clock,” Carmen answered. “We’re still on-schedule for nine-thirty, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I got out of bed. I hoped I had enough time for a quick shower, because I’d made the mistake of sleeping in my daytime clothes, and it didn’t feel very comfortable. 
 
    Granted, I was probably going to get blood all over myself and my clothes. I was definitely going to get blood on my clothes, thanks to Kegan’s shirt, but I knew I’d be able to move more easily and think more clearly if I wasn’t distracted by how unusual I felt after having slept with jeans on. 
 
    Kylah and Asami came into the room just as I came out of the shower. Luckily, I’d had the presence of mind to put on my jeans before coming out of the bathroom, and as Kylah began to explain to Carmen how they were going to handle their part of the plan, the being-invisible part, I threw on a shirt. 
 
    “We’ll have to keep close enough to Leo and Sami that the vampires don’t suspect there are two separate scents,” Kylah explained to my sister. “The fact you and Leo are twins means that, in the same way they’ll attribute the scent of my blood to the blood from Kegan’s shirt, they should attribute the scent of your blood to whatever they can smell of Leo. Some part-fae, if they’re a quarter or something, smell human and faerie, so it shouldn’t be too unusual.” 
 
    “There are quarter-fae?” Carmen asked, and she looked intrigued. 
 
    “Yes?” Kylah answered blankly. “There are half-fae. Why wouldn’t there be quarter-fae?” 
 
    “Well… I just thought half-fae wouldn’t be able to have children,” my sister said. “You know how, like, lions and tigers can have offspring, but because their sex cells aren’t quite identical, any offspring are sterile? I thought it was like that.” 
 
    “Huh,” Kylah said thoughtfully. “I’ve never been pregnant, so I guess I could be sterile, but I don’t know. Generally speaking, half-fae can have children just like regular fae.” 
 
    “How do faeries have children?” my sister then asked. “Do you lay eggs? Or do you give birth like humans?” 
 
    “Eggs?” Kylah echoed, and she let out a laugh. “Gods, no. They give birth, like humans. Kegan and I didn’t hatch.” 
 
    “If you had, would you have hatched from the same egg?” Carmen mused. “Since you’re twins?” 
 
    I could tell that if someone didn’t step in soon, the conversation would get completely derailed into one of her excitable quizzes, so I stepped in. 
 
    “We can theorize about fae biology later,” I said. “Right now we need to focus on the plan. Asami, how likely is it the vampires will notice Kylah and Carmen if they keep close?” 
 
    “Provided they stay quiet and keep their heart rates low, we should be fine,” she said. “They’ll notice if someone’s heart rate spikes, it’ll draw their attention.” 
 
    “Hm, maybe I should lay off the caffeine, then,” Carmen said, and she pushed her coffee cup aside. “But okay. Keep calm and carry on, or whatever. Do you just want us to stick close, or should we try and suss out the rest of the building?” 
 
    “I’d say keep close,” I said. “Since we don’t know the full extent of what’s going on in there. Our priority is seeing if the half-fae are being kept there. If they are, we kill the vampires and free them. If they’re not, we kill the vampires anyway and see if there are any records or anything that might tell us where the half-fae are or who else Scratch and Amaryllis are working with.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” my sister said as she flashed me a halfhearted salute, and I rolled my eyes even though I couldn’t fight back a smile. 
 
    We finalized our preparations, and by nine-thirty, a disguised Asami was walking up toward the manor. 
 
    Her glamour was impressive. I’d had to mentally peel off the old wallpaper several times before I’d been able to see underneath it, and if I looked away for too long, it always slipped back into place. Instead of a five-two Japanese woman, I saw a six-three white guy with brown hair and a scar that curved under his chin and up his left cheek. He looked vaguely familiar, until I realized he was one of the three guys who had attacked Kylah and Kegan in the alleyway. 
 
    God, that had just been only a few days ago? It felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
    I glanced over at the man who was really Asami as we approached the manor, and I was fairly sure Asami’s hands were shaking, and that it wasn’t the illusion flickering slightly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in an undertone, but I kept my gaze fixed squarely ahead. 
 
    “I… don’t have a lot of field experience,” Asami replied in a surprisingly steady voice. “None, really. Aside from what happened outside Pandemonium.” 
 
    “I think you handled yourself well outside Pandemonium,” I said. “You’ve got this.” 
 
    “All Eyes are trained in combat to some extent,” she told me. “But I’m-- I’m a researcher. I study languages.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently. “Listen to me. You’ve got this. Kylah, Carmen, and I, we’ll keep you safe. We wouldn’t have let you anywhere near this place if we didn’t think you could handle it.” 
 
    “I know that,” she admitted. “It’s just… different, when you’re actually staring down the barrel of a gun. But that doesn’t matter. Someone is coming after half-fae, and they need help. Someone has it out for Kylah and Kegan, and I won’t abandon them.” 
 
    I risked another quick glance at her and saw her shoulders-- or, the shoulders of the man she’d disguised herself as-- had set in a determined posture. 
 
    “You guys are close, huh?” I said, and Asami nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t come to the Sanctuary as young as they did, but my father was a researcher, too,” she told me. “He used to bring me with him. Sometimes he would translate aloud so I could understand what he was reading. Sometimes I would play with the Campbells.” 
 
    I wanted to ask if that was what had led Asami to decide to join the Order herself, if her father was still a researcher, what it had been like to grow up as a human so completely surrounded by the magical world, but we were getting too close to the door of the manor, and we needed to get into character. 
 
    It was a strange thing, to be touched by a glamour. Asami’s entire physical form was markedly smaller than her disguised one, so when the huge guy’s hand fisted in the back of my shirt, it was just magic I felt there, and her actual hand was probably several inches away from actually touching me. 
 
    With her other hand, she knocked on the door. 
 
    I wondered if there was another level of skill required to make a glamour solid, because once again Asami’s actual hand was several inches away from the door, but the glamour made contact with the brass door knocker and knocked it hard, three times, as if it was a perfectly ordinary hand. 
 
    A few moments later, there was the rattling of a lock, and the door opened a crack. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” came a voice, and I squinted into the gloom of the house to see a young man who could have only been a vampire. He had the too-smooth skin, the slightly luminous eyes, but something else, too. He looked… jittery. Like he’d had too much caffeine, or maybe like an addict jonesing for his next fix. 
 
    Asami tipped up her chin in a proud, haughty posture. Her glamoured form was easily several inches taller than this vampire guy, but the longer I looked at him, the more uneasy he made me feel. 
 
    He wasn’t that old, and I knew there was an element of agelessness when it came to vampires, how something in their venom dramatically slowed the aging process to the point that they were practically immortal, but it was more than that. He was younger than me, by a margin. He looked barely older than twenty. 
 
    I didn’t like the implications of that. 
 
    “Lady Amaryllis sent me,” Asami said, and she’d glamoured her voice, too, now, because it came out low and gravelly and with a much more prominent California accent than her natural voice. “Another… gift. For Mr. Scratch.” 
 
    She jostled me, and I made a show of looking both indignant and nervous, like I didn’t know what was happening to me, but I was still determined to be defiant. 
 
    The young vampire looked me up and down and breathed in deeply through his nose. Then he looked at Asami. 
 
    “Fine. In you come.” 
 
    The young vampire pulled the door open fully, and I was half-led, half-shoved over the threshold by Asami. Inside the manor was dim, and I was met with a wall of warm, stuffy, stale air and had to struggle not to cough. 
 
    Someone grabbed at my wrists, and I yanked them back on instinct, but behind me I felt Asami push me forward again. 
 
    “Behave,” she growled, and then my brain caught up, and I realized the vampire guy had been the one to grab my wrists so he could restrain me. I blinked a few times, and my eyes adjusted to the gloom in time to see him clamp heavy metal shackles around each of my wrists. From the flecks of rust along the edges, they must have been iron. Another protection against faerie magic. 
 
    I hissed through my teeth as if the metal stung me, and I forced myself not to roll my eyes at the overly smug smile the vampire guy gave in response. He then waved Asami and I forward, deeper into the house, the dimness, and the stuffy air. I desperately wanted to turn and look back for Kylah’s aura to see if she and my sister had made it safely across the threshold, but that would only arouse suspicion, so I forced myself to keep looking forward. 
 
    Trust your teammates, I told myself firmly. They know the plan, they know what they’re doing. Just do your part, and trust them to do theirs. 
 
    The manor was maze-like, but not as bad as the Sanctuary. I suspected it had something to do with the fact the Sanctuary had definitely not been a normal building, and its hallways morphed and shifted and changed size according to the whims of whatever magic had created it. But the manor had once been normal, and as such, I was able to make a mental floor plan as we walked.  
 
    I took note of the doors, windows, and stairways, and I also took note of all the vampires I saw. Most of them didn’t pay any attention to us as we passed, but some looked up, and a couple even joined our little procession until Asami and I had four vampires following behind us and effectively blocking our means of escape. 
 
    At last, we came to a door at the end of a hallway, and the young vampire stopped. Then he raised a hand and knocked once and firmly, and a few moments later, a voice called that we could enter. 
 
    It was some weird, funhouse mirror version of when Carmen and I had been brought to Renée, which also felt like a lifetime ago. The office had a similar feeling of grandeur, and probably had just as many books in the shelves lining the walls, but there were also huge, thick files strewn across tables, and a gauzy, diaphanous curtain had been draped over the window not to block the light, exactly, but perhaps to lessen it. 
 
    Standing over one desk in a white button-down shirt whose sleeves had been hastily rolled back to the elbows was a man with such flawlessly pale skin and such ruthlessly black hair that, by comparison, Kylah had a California tan, and Asami was a brunette. He looked up when we walked in, and I was struck by the fact his eyes were a very pale shade of blue. 
 
    Like the gray-eyed vampire outside Pandemonium, there was a shininess to them, something that compelled me to keep looking, but I’d learned what that sensation was by now, so I forced my gaze to look anywhere else, and it eventually settled on a spot over his right shoulder. 
 
    “Sir,” the young vampire said. “He says Lady Amaryllis sent you this one. As a gift.” 
 
    “A gift?” the man, who could only have been Sullivan Scratch, repeated. He stood upright and pressed the tips of his fingers together as he appraised first Asami, then me, and I noticed he had a signet ring on his left pinkie. “How kind of her.” 
 
    I watched as Scratch slowly walked around in front of the desk, and then he leaned back against it, with his fingers still steepled. An uneasiness was rising in my chest, but I was determined not to let my heart rate get too high. I was the captured party in this charade, so my heartbeat being quick wouldn’t be unusual, but I didn’t want to seem genuinely nervous and make the others nervous by extension, so I kept my gaze fixed firmly on Scratch, like I was scared but still proud. 
 
    “You may leave us, Daniel,” Scratch said to the young vampire, and I watched as he bobbed in an awkward, jerky bow and shuffled out of the room.  
 
    He was definitely itching for something. Maybe faerie blood. 
 
    “You know,” Scratch said lightly, once Daniel had closed the door behind him. “It is strange Lady Amaryllis would send me a gift. I’m flattered, of course, but she’s always been so careful to separate herself from my operations. Fae cannot lie, you see. So she needs to maintain distance to avoid catching herself up.” 
 
    All at once, the genial smile he’d been wearing slipped off his face, and it was replaced by something cold and hard and just slightly inhuman. He became unsettling, like he fell into the uncanny valley and was almost-but-not-quite normal. My brain knew this was a threat, knew this wasn’t a human as I understood it. Knew this was a danger. 
 
    Scratch clicked his fingers, and the four guards who had followed us into the room surged forward. Two grabbed my arms, and two grabbed Asami’s. The moment they did, her glamour dissolved, and while the two guards seemed surprised, Scratch did not. 
 
    “You didn’t smell like a tall white man, my dear,” he told Asami. “On the contrary, you smelled far tastier. So this makes a lot more sense. If you had really been one of my men, you would’ve known Amaryllis keeps her distance. But I suppose I should still thank you for bringing a half-fae to me. I do have a taste for sunlight.” 
 
    Scratch leaned forward, caught my chin in an unexpectedly firm grip, and wrenched my head toward him, which forced me to meet his gaze. I tried to look anywhere but at his eyes, adamant that I wouldn’t let him hypnotize me, but also because I needed to know where Kylah and Carmen were, and if they’d managed to enter undetected. 
 
    As I looked around, I counted seven aura signatures besides Asami’s. Scratch’s, and six others. That meant, in addition to the guards restraining us, there were two others who were wearing glamours. 
 
    I knew by this point a glamour to make someone invisible was different to the true invisibility achieved by light magic, so I wasn’t worried about Kylah and Carmen becoming discovered by those two hidden enemies. Just so long as Carmen was also able to count the auras, and she told Kylah there were seven enemies here, not five. 
 
    Scratch let go of my face and moved away, but he kept his eyes on me.  
 
    “You came here to try and figure this out, I’ll bet,” he said. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Eyes,” I said as I glared at him. “Order members.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me,” Scratch sneered. “The Order would never waste its time on something as insignificant as a few missing half-breeds. Amaryllis has been doing this for years, getting rid of them however she could. She only brought it to the attention of the Order because she wants those wretched Campbell twins. And I know that you’re not one of them. Who are you, really?” 
 
    “Hunters,” Asami told him fiercely. “Freelancers. We knew the Order didn’t care, so we came to stop you ourselves.” 
 
    This made Scratch laugh, but it wasn’t even a mean, derisive laugh. He seemed genuinely amused. 
 
    “I might keep you around,” he said as he studied Asami with his too-blue eyes. “You’re a funny little thing. And so much prettier than my men. I’m sure they’d appreciate someone to snack on, too. I’m afraid I’m a bit of a glutton. I like to keep the fae blood as much to myself as I can. It can be rather destructive if you’re not used to it. You both saw poor Daniel. Had too much too quickly, the idiot boy, and now it’s burning him from the inside out. He’d feel better if he had more, but he’d likely kill himself trying to satisfy that craving. He wasn’t as careful as me.” 
 
    “You’re a freaking role model,” I snapped and tried to struggle forward, but the two guards holding me yanked me back. 
 
    Then I saw a whisper of silver out of the corner of my eye and was relieved that I recognized it. Carmen and Kylah had made it in, safe and undetected. Which meant that, for now, the best thing I could probably do was to keep Scratch talking, and see if I could get any information on how far his operation stretched, or where he was keeping the half-fae. 
 
    “So, you keep them all to yourself?” I asked. “You don’t sell them off to the highest bidder? The Unseelie would pay good money to hunt me for sport.” 
 
    “Dear boy,” Scratch snorted. “I haven’t cared about anything as common as money in centuries. It’s a means to an end. Amaryllis is the one with all the politics. She thinks humanity should serve magic, and most of you moronic half-fae think the ultimate goal of magic is to intertwine with humanity. I say I don’t care. I want to have fun. I want to drink my fill and not care about hiding. If that means the veil shatters and humanity goes back to fearing magic, the way it did before, then so be it. I’ll be the terror of nightmares. If it means I have to kill a few humans to keep my operations a secret, then so be that, too. All the more blood for me.” 
 
    Jesus Christ. This guy was completely insane. More than a greedy trafficker, he fancied himself some kind of fucked-up hedonist bathing in blood for as long as he lived. 
 
    But I needed to keep him talking. 
 
    “Why risk that exposure?” I asked. “You said it yourself, Amaryllis had to shove the disappearances under the Order’s noses. You could have just kept quiet and carried on what you were doing.” 
 
    “Yes,” Scratch drawled. “But I don’t want to keep quiet. Quiet is cautious and thoughtful and restrained. Do you have any idea how boring that is? I suppose you don’t. You’re half-human, and you were probably raised with humans. They have to be so careful, because they’re so fragile, their lives are so fleeting. They can’t afford to upset anyone, so they make themselves even littler and more insignificant than they already are. Bowing and scraping to one another.” 
 
    He leaned forward suddenly, and his eyes burned with a kind of madness, a lust for power. 
 
    “I am not a human,” he growled. “You idiots think vampires are just humans with some kind of blood disease, just humans with a little bit extra, but you’re wrong. I was reborn in blood and darkness. I am stronger and faster than a human could ever hope to be. I am the perfect hunter, the perfect weapon. And I am of magic.” 
 
    “So am I,” I spat back. “You’re not special. Even if you are the next step in human evolution, you’re not the only one. There are seers and werewolves and part-fae--” 
 
    “Pathetic!” Scratch snapped. “Idiot humans who barely understand magic, men who are no better than the dogs they turn into, and food. I am the hunter, I am the weapon. I will not hide for the sake of men’s sensibilities. I am powerful enough to take what I want, so I will take it. Magic is a force of nature. Would you hide the sun because it can blind people? The ocean because it can drown people? No. You respect it. You are in awe of it. Magic is no different. Whether humans are meant to serve magic or combine with it doesn’t matter to me. Whether the veil stays up or comes down doesn’t matter, either. The world can burn, so long as I’m the one who gets to set the fire.” 
 
    He was completely insane. 
 
    After his little supervillain monologue was concluded, Scratch sighed, ran a hand through his jet-black hair which mussed it slightly, then pulled at his tie. It was a light-blue color, presumably chosen to complement his eyes, and tucked behind a light-gray waistcoat, but he pulled at the knot of the tie and removed it before he unbuttoned the collar of his shirt. 
 
    “I suppose,” he then said, “I can admire the Phoenix crowd for their similar outlook. Not bothering to hide, and letting the chips fall where they may. I make a point to avoid the politics of it all, but I do have to commend their methods.” 
 
    He threw his tie onto the desk he’d been leaning over when Asami and I had walked in. From the silvery lines next to the desk, it looked like Kylah and Carmen were in position. They were no doubt just waiting for me to give some kind of signal, or for Scratch to reveal something particularly useful. I suspected Kylah would know what we were looking for, but seeing as Scratch had mentioned Phoenix, I doubted she would attack right at this second, in case he revealed anything useful. 
 
    Scratch sighed again and began to unroll, then reroll, his sleeves. 
 
    “I commend their methods,” he said again as he tucked his cuffs into place. “But they do have a concerningly lax attitude toward mingling. I might not be one to talk, but Amaryllis and I have a healthy distance for many reasons. Bloody faeries. Tell me, did you know your fae parent? Could they stand the sight of you when you were born? Could your human parent? Or did they abandon you, the memory of a tryst gone wrong? Or worse?” 
 
    A dangerous smile had slid up his face now, and I could see the tips of his pearly-white fangs peeking over his bottom lip. 
 
    “I wonder if I could taste it,” he said. “You can taste rather a lot in blood. It carries hormones. They regulate your mood, how your body grows. I know the taste of despair. Of terror. Lust. Love. Even puberty-- but that’s a cocktail of hormones. Too much going on, I don’t much care for it.”  
 
    He waved a hand, almost impatiently, and the signet ring on his finger glinted. 
 
    “Anyway,” he continued. “I’ve had rather enough talk of faeries and blood. I’ve worked up quite an appetite.” 
 
    “Don’t you touch him!” Asami cried out, and she struggled against her captors. I had to wonder how much of that was genuine concern, and how much of it was an act to throw Scratch off the fact we had backup. “Don’t you dare touch him!” 
 
    “George, if she speaks again, rip her tongue out,” Scratch said calmly, and he kept his eyes on me. Well, more specifically, on my jugular. “But leave her eyes. I want her to watch. I want her to see where this foolish little plan got her foolish little half-fae friend.” 
 
    Uncomfortably strong hands gripped my chin again and forced my head back to expose my neck, and I had to tell myself to stay calm, because Kylah and Carmen were here. I trusted my teammates. 
 
    But I could feel Scratch’s breath on my throat, and his other hand gripped the front of my neck, like he was going to choke me. He seemed to be feeling my pulse. 
 
    “Hmm,” he murmured. “You smell quite good. I can’t wait to get a taste.” 
 
    “Taste this!” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a brilliant flash of light, and the pressure on my head and neck vanished. Scratch had lurched away from me, and he was shrieking, screaming, with his hands thrown up against the too-concentrated blast of light Kylah had let off. 
 
    The two guards holding me recoiled, too, and I shoved them away from me with my shoulders. 
 
    “Cutting it a little close, don’t you think?” I asked Kylah, and she flashed me an apologetic smile as she appeared. 
 
    “Sorry!” she said, and her voice was loud, buzzing. She was thrumming with energy, I could practically feel it rolling off her. “He had a lot to say about Phoenix. Leave him alive.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” I nodded, and then I held up my still-shackled wrists. “Monkey! You find the keys to these things?” 
 
    “Snatched ‘em off that junkie-looking guy when we walked in,” my sister replied as she rushed over to unlock my wrists.  
 
    The vampires were still screaming and recovering from the light, so we only had a few seconds before they would be on us. Carmen pulled my gun from the backpack and shoved it into my hands, and then she passed Asami two of Kylah’s silver-plated daggers while taking two for herself.  
 
    Kylah, armed with her light, would need her hands free to do magic. She was our best weapon. 
 
    “Stay close,” I instructed the three of them, and we huddled in the middle of the room, back to back, as the vampires began to advance on us.  
 
    Scratch had scrambled to his feet and was leaning heavily on his desk, with one hand pressed over his eyes. 
 
    “Leave the half-fae alive,” he ordered. “Kill the rest!” 
 
    I flicked the safety off on my gun. 
 
    And all hell broke loose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The sole advantage we had in this fight was the fact the room was not very big, which meant there were only so many adversaries that could be crammed into it at one time. The doorway formed a bottleneck of sorts, and this was the main reason we stood any kind of chance at leaving here alive. 
 
    Most of the vampires seemed to be going for Kylah, probably because they could smell the fae blood in her, but she was more than capable of firing off tiny, highly-concentrated blasts of light that scorched them from the inside out. Within seconds, tiny, smoldering bullet-like holes smoked in the bastards’ foreheads, and they collapsed to the ground-- dead before they even hit the floor. 
 
    A lot of them went for me, too, because I was still wearing Kegan’s shirt, and they hadn’t yet realized I myself wasn’t actually part faerie. But that was fine. The more attention it dragged away from Carmen, Asami, and Kylah, the better.  
 
    The vampires who set themselves after me also soon had small holes in their foreheads, and they also died before they hit the ground. 
 
    But despite my and Kylah’s skills, we would have been overwhelmed without Asami and my sister battling furiously with the silver knives and driving back the vampires until Kylah or I had a chance to finish them off properly. 
 
    The blades glittered and flashed as they sliced at faces, hands, and throats. Kylah yelled at Carmen and Asami to pull their shirts up over their mouths and keep their lips tightly closed, because it wouldn’t take much swallowed blood for the change to set in. 
 
    One vampire got too close to Asami for comfort, and I raised my gun and dispatched it with a headshot. Then I felt the slide stay back and realized that had been the last round in the magazine.  
 
    My eyes scanned around automatically, and I saw my backpack had been kicked over to Scratch’s desk at some point, so it was about six feet away from where our group was huddled back to back. As I surged forward, and my left hand reached for it, my right hand pressed the small button that released the now-empty magazine from my gun. It clattered to the floor, and a moment later a full one clicked into place, and I immediately hit the slide release to chamber a round. Then I raised my arm to fire at a vampire who’d been literally snapping at my heels. 
 
    I took a second-- not even, it was a half-second, a quarter-second-- to look at him before I turned my attention back to the fight. He didn’t age so rapidly like the others, didn’t collapse into dust, and instead seemed stuck somewhere in his mid-forties. Was that how old he’d really been? He was probably still a kid in vampire terms. 
 
    All of these vampires, every one of them attacking us right now, they’d been people once. Had they willingly turned into vampires? Or had they been attacked, and the choice to work with Scratch had been a desperate attempt to reclaim the human lives that were stolen from them, lives lived in the sunlight? Had they been power-hungry megalomaniacs before or after they’d become vampires? And did they believe Scratch’s insanity about being the perfect hunters who were biologically meant to take what they wanted and burn everything else to the ground? 
 
    Not that any of that mattered right now. They were trying to kill me, my sister, and my friends. I could live with a few questions if it meant the people I cared about got to live, so I raised my reloaded pistol and fired again. 
 
    A second later, I felt my feet being yanked out from under me, and I crashed to the ground. 
 
    I didn’t even give myself time to feel the pain or assess the damage the fall might have caused. That was what adrenaline was for. I twisted to get on my back, because it was a vulnerable position but still less vulnerable than being pinned on my stomach, and I saw the junkie-looking vampire, Daniel, was leaning over me with a mad glitter in his eyes. 
 
    “I bet you think I smell like a faerie, don’t you?” I muttered, more to myself than to him. Honestly, he barely seemed to even notice I’d spoken. He’d already been desperate for his next fix, and now that a full-on fight had broken out, he was just too eager for blood to think rationally. 
 
    Kylah and the others were ten feet away from me, but they were so focused on staying alive that they didn’t seem to have noticed I was gone yet. I opened my mouth to call for them, but it was choked off when an impossibly strong hand squeezed around my throat. 
 
    “Mr. Scratch said I couldn’t have any more,” Daniel hissed at me. “Said I’d already had too much. He’s just trying to keep it all to himself.” 
 
    “He is… but that doesn’t mean… you haven’t also had too much,” I barely managed to wheeze out. He was uncomfortably strong. This kid who was smaller and younger and crazier than me had my throat and wrist in a grip tight enough to hurt, and if I let my gun go, then I was dead for sure. “Let me go, Daniel. You won’t get what you want from me.” 
 
    “I can smell it,” he said. “I can smell you. Give me a taste. Just a little taste.” 
 
    If he got his fangs in me, how much venom would it take to turn me? He would notice I wasn’t actually a half-fae at once, but would he let go of me then? Would he kill me anyway? Would it even matter, or would there already be too much vampire venom in my bloodstream to do me any good? 
 
    I wasn’t eager to find out. 
 
    “No,” I growled, and I tried to turn my gun toward him. If I could get a glancing shot off him, he’d probably let go of me on instinct, but there was no way to tell where the bullet would ricochet. It could hit one of the other vampires, or it could hit Carmen, or Kylah, or Asami. If Kylah started actually bleeding in here, it would no doubt turn into a mad frenzy. We’d be torn to pieces. “Let go of me, Daniel.” 
 
    It was a technique they’d taught me in conflict de-escalation to refer to the individual by name as much as possible. Remind them of their individuality, their humanity, their ability to choose. But would human psychology work on someone who was no longer a human? Was vampire addiction the same as human addiction? 
 
    “I can smell you!” Daniel wailed. “Just a taste! Give me a taste!”  
 
    His other hand, the one not pinning my gun arm, tightened around my throat. My left arm was pinned to my side by his leg as he straddled me, but for all I kicked and thrashed, he didn’t even seem to notice. He might as well have been made of stone.  
 
    “I’ll give you a taste if you get off me!” I lied, and the words came out strangled. I was running out of air, and I couldn’t quite manage to inhale. He was going to knock me out and leave me entirely defenseless if I didn’t commit to a choice now. “Let me go, and you can taste all you want! Just let me go!” 
 
    “No…” Daniel moaned. “No, you’re-- you’re lying! I want it now! Just a little taste. Mr. Scratch doesn’t know what he’s talking about!” 
 
    Every time I tried to angle my gun properly, he squeezed harder at my wrist, and it was taking everything in me not to drop the gun altogether and surrender entirely. My vision was beginning to darken at the edges. 
 
    I needed to choose. Risk getting turned into a vampire, or risk shooting one of my friends? 
 
    No contest.  
 
    I stopped trying to angle my gun toward Daniel and braced myself for the pain. I trusted my teammates, but they were busy fighting for their own lives. I was the trained one, I was the one supposed to keep them safe. I wouldn’t endanger them to save my own skin.  
 
    I’d take the hit and kill him once he was distracted. Hopefully, he’d be too confused by the fact I didn’t taste right and wouldn’t get enough venom into me. Hopefully, he wouldn’t immediately tear my throat out. Hopefully, I could get enough air in my lungs to be able to focus. 
 
    If not, then… Please forgive me, Monkey. 
 
    Bile rose in my throat as, for the second time, I felt hot breath fan over my neck, but I kept my grip tight on my gun. I would need to fire quickly, I would need to be focused. I couldn’t afford to get this wrong. 
 
    I felt the tiniest prick on the skin of my throat and flinched. 
 
    “Hrk!” 
 
    Something silver glittered in the corner of my vision, which began to clear as Daniel’s grip on my throat suddenly relaxed. Then I blinked a few times until I realized Carmen was standing over me, with one of Kylah’s silver-plated knives in one hand.  
 
    The other was protruding from the back of Daniel’s throat.  
 
    That was the prick I’d felt, not his fangs, but the knife.  
 
    Daniel’s limp body toppled off me, and I jumped to my feet quickly. Maybe too quickly, because I wobbled for a moment, and Carmen reached out a hand to help steady me. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked me. Her eyes were wide with concern, and her face was streaked with blood.  
 
    I nodded as my free hand came up to probe at my throat. It was tender, but it could have been a whole lot worse. 
 
    “I smelled like a half-fae to him,” I said, and my voice wheezed. “The fight broke out-- he must’ve been going crazy from withdrawals. Decided to say ‘fuck it.’” 
 
    I bent down and pulled the knife free from his head. It made a slick, wet sound, and I wiped it clean on the back of Daniel’s shirt before handing it to Carmen. 
 
    “You doing okay, Monkey?” I asked. I knew the fight was still going on, and we needed to focus, but I had to check on her first. 
 
    “Like I said before,” my sister answered, and she had the same determined look in her eyes as I’d seen last night. “You’re safe and alive, so I have no regrets.” 
 
    “Attagirl.” I grinned and raised my gun to shoot over her shoulder.  
 
    Carmen whipped around just in time to see a vampire who’d been approaching her from behind crumple to the floor dead.  
 
    “Now, we’re even,” I told her, and she let out a laugh.  
 
    “You’ve gotta admit,” she said as she turned so her back was pressed against mine. On the other side of the room, Kylah and Asami had done the same, and I saw Kylah shoot me a worried look that relaxed as soon as she saw Carmen and I were alright. “This is way more interesting than bussing tables.” 
 
    “Oh, you and I would be wasted bussing tables!” I cackled, and maybe it was a little fucked up for me to be laughing right now, but I was here with my sister, and we were being total badasses while taking out bad guys who wanted to hurt innocent people. 
 
    I fired another two shots at a vampire who’d been sneaking up on Asami’s blind spot, and she jumped at the sudden noise but then shot me a grateful smile when she realized what had happened.  
 
    “We need to regroup,” I told my sister. “We’re more vulnerable while split up like this, one big group is better than two smaller ones.”  
 
    Two weaker ones, specifically, but Carmen didn’t protest, so we edged our way over to Kylah and Asami and reformed our group. 
 
    “Why are they coming after us like this?” Asami asked. “It’s like they’re mad or something!” 
 
    “They are!” Kylah had to shout to be properly heard above the mayhem. “They can smell me-- and Kegan’s shirt. Scratch has been holding out on them. Combined with the carnage of seeing their friends attacked, their natural circadian rhythms being reversed, they probably don’t have a rational thought in their heads.” 
 
    “If they did, they’d probably still be trying to kill us,” I pointed out, and I turned to fire off another shot at a vampire who was getting too close to Carmen for my comfort. “They’re working for a half-fae trafficking operation.” 
 
    “Leo! Duck!” Kylah ordered, and I didn’t even give myself time to question it, I just crouched down and saw a ray of brilliant light zap across the space where my head had been only a fraction of a second earlier. It buried itself in the face of an oncoming vampire, and he loomed over me for just a moment before he turned to smoking dust. 
 
    “Thanks!” I called to Kylah as I straightened. I’d been so focused on keeping the vampires off the others that I hadn’t even noticed him approaching behind me. 
 
    They were starting to thin out now, and maybe they were also starting to calm down as they realized the fight wasn’t going to go in their favor. But, at the same time, fewer adversaries meant there was more space for them to move, and boy, could they move. 
 
    Vampires were fast, I knew this, but a vampire half-mad with a craving for faerie blood and rage over seeing his friends killed was on a whole other level entirely. I was reluctant to let off shots until they were practically on top of me, in case I missed and hit someone else. Luckily, because we were all so close together, that made the chance of me accidentally hitting one of the others smaller-- but still not zero. 
 
    So, instead, I let the bastards get close enough until they realized I wasn’t what I first seemed. Daniel had been too far gone to notice, but these other guys had slightly more going on inside their heads. I waited for that moment of confusion, of hesitation, and then I shoved the barrel of my gun under their chins and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Eventually, it was just the four of us panting, covered in blood, and standing in the center of the carnage. There was something like thirty bodies surrounding us. If not for the fact the vampires hadn’t all been able to physically fit in this room at the same time, they would have slaughtered us. 
 
    “Anyone hurt?” I asked around heaving breaths. The adrenaline was just starting to wear off, and I could feel aches in my wrists, my hip where I’d landed on the floor, and most prominently around my throat. 
 
    “A few bruises, I think, but no open wounds,” Kylah said, and then she turned to Asami and began checking her over in a manner not entirely dissimilar to an older sister looking after a younger sister.  
 
    When she evidently pronounced the Japanese woman to be in good health, the blonde smiled and leaned forward to kiss Asami’s forehead before she turned her attention to Carmen and me. 
 
    “You’re both alright?” she asked and raised a hand to brush at my forehead. “I saw you get tackled by Daniel.” 
 
    I realized only when she took her hand away that I had a small cut along my hairline since one of her fingers was streaked with blood. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I promised her. My left hand came up to cup her face, and my thumb wiped away a streak of blood from her cheekbone. “Thanks to Carmen. She’s kind of a badass.” 
 
    “It runs in the family.” Carmen grinned at me and wiped at the blood across her chin. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard a scuffling sound off to the side and turned to see Sullivan Scratch emerge from under a pile of books. Someone had knocked into a bookshelf at some point and sent it toppling forward. It had caught on the desk so the bookcase itself didn’t hit the floor, but all the books had fallen out and hidden Scratch, who’d been cowering behind his desk. 
 
    “Mr. Scratch, nice of you to join us,” Kylah said coolly, and when he looked up at her, his jaw dropped. 
 
    “Y-you’re one of the Campbell twins,” he said, and then his face twisted with rage. “You and your blasted brother are to blame for all this! Amaryllis couldn’t put up with the two of you being in the Order! She called it an affront! I told her she shouldn’t have bothered with such ridiculousness, goddamnit!” 
 
    He pulled himself to his feet and looked like he was going to lunge for her, but I very deliberately stepped between him and Kylah, raised my gun, and trained it squarely on Scratch’s head. 
 
    “You touch her, and I’ll blow your brains out,” I warned. 
 
    “Please!” Scratch wailed, and suddenly all the intimidating vampire master stuff evaporated, and he began shaking like a leaf, with his hands raised in surrender. “Please, don’t kill me! Have mercy! Please!” 
 
    I had to fight not to let the disgust show on my face. Of course, when all his men had died for him, he was just a sniveling coward. So much for being evolution’s perfect hunter. I guess some things really didn’t change. There would always be those who would do anything and say anything to protect their own skin. 
 
    “I have information!” Scratch cried out. “On-- on the Phoenix lot! You’re freelancers, right? You’ll take Eye jobs? Even I know the payout for the Phoenix disaster is something huge! Please, just don’t kill me! I’ll tell you everything!” 
 
    “How do we know you’re not lying?” I asked, and I increased the pressure on the trigger. I’d put the safety back on as a precaution, now that the fight was over, but Scratch hadn’t seemed to notice that. 
 
    “I have information, I do!” Scratch insisted. “Valuable information! I can help you take them down!” 
 
    “Then tell us,” I ordered, and my voice was very cold and very calm. “And maybe I won’t kill you where you stand.” 
 
    Scratch hesitated, and then his entire body jerked, like if an old VHS tape skipped, and the video jumped forward by a few frames. I couldn’t tell if it was sheer fear for his life, or if he was experiencing some of the same withdrawal symptoms that had sent Daniel nearly insane with bloodlust. 
 
    “I… don’t actually have that information off the top of my head,” he said carefully. “It’s-- it’s too much to just-- to just have! I don’t know all the details, but I have names!” 
 
    “Names don’t mean much if we don’t know what they’re actually doing,” I said. “Amaryllis is too well-protected for us to be able to go after her, even if we have some evidence. We need irrefutable proof. So, if you don’t have anything useful like that, there’s no point in keeping you alive.”  
 
    I took a small step forward. 
 
    “Waitwaitwaitwait!” Scratch cried. “Wait! Please! I-- you-- in my desk! Look in my desk! You can-- you can find my records! My files!” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him but then looked over at Carmen and nodded sternly. She walked around to the other side of the desk, and with Kylah’s help, pushed the bookcase upright to get at the desk drawers. Kylah then kept her green eyes fixed on Scratch as Carmen crouched down and yanked open the drawers.  
 
    “Find anything?” I asked my sister as she rummaged through the files.  
 
    “Give me a minute,” she muttered.  
 
    “It’s good information!” Scratch pleaded. “The Phoenix lot approached me! They knew I was powerful, that I had influence. They wanted me to work with them because they thought I had similar ideas as them.” 
 
    “Quiet,” I ordered. 
 
    “Actually, wait,” Asami said, and she took a step forward so she was standing at my side. “The Phoenix case, you know what they stand for? What their end-goal is?” 
 
    “I do!” Scratch said as he nodded eagerly. “They’re sick of hiding, they refuse to keep bowing to the artificial supremacy of the Order, of hiding behind the veil, all to protect a few ignorant humans.” 
 
    “If you’re just going to spout more zealot crap, I’ll shoot you just to shut you up.” I scowled, and Scratch closed his mouth so fast I heard the ‘clack’ of his teeth. “Tell us what Phoenix actually wants.” 
 
    “They want to be free of the veil,” Scratch said simply. “I don’t know exactly how they plan to do it, but they want freedom. And isn’t that what we all yearn for in the end?” 
 
    “Who’s they?” Asami asked. “We haven’t been able to identify what group is responsible for the attacks. Some of them look like they were vampires, others werewolves, still others half-demons.” 
 
    Scratch let out a cackling laugh, and even my waving the gun at him menacingly didn’t shut him up right away. Every time he looked at Asami, he just started laughing all over again. 
 
    “You think too small, little girl,” he finally managed to gasp out. “You want to know why Phoenix has been such a problem for your Order, for your Eyes? They think too small, too. The reason some of the attacks look like they were inflicted by vampires is because they were inflicted by vampires. The reason some of the attacks look like they were inflicted by werewolves is because they were inflicted by werewolves. It’s that simple, and you’re all still too blind to see it.” 
 
    I waved the gun again, and he finally shut up, but most of my attention was focused on Asami, whose dark eyes had gone wide. 
 
    “There are different magical groups… working together?” she asked softly. “But that’s… unprecedented.” 
 
    “Is it?” I asked. “What’s so weird about different magical species working together? We saw them hanging out together in bars and gyms and stuff.” 
 
    “That’s different,” Kylah said. “Being around someone because you’re broadly part of the same community is different than choosing to work with someone. Every magical group wants something different. You heard him.”  
 
    She nodded to Scratch, and I shot him a quick glare. 
 
    “Vampires are evolution’s perfect weapons, or whatever,” I agreed, and my tone made it clear exactly what I thought of that particular statement. “I can see why others might be reluctant to work with you.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Asami said. “Until recently, maybe a hundred years ago, magical communities didn’t really overlap. Vampires only existed where there were other vampires to turn them, same for werewolves, and the second sight is genetic. Globalization is a very recent development. Things like the internet have connected people in new ways. It’s easier for groups to find things in common, and those things in common don’t just have to be TV shows or musical groups. They can be tips on how to deal with a werewolf’s monthly shift, or how a vampire can pass as a human despite not being able to go out in the daytime.” 
 
    “As if I would lower myself to pass as human,” Scratch spat. “That’s not why we drink half-fae. We refuse to be content with half the world. We take what is not freely given. The Phoenix group is unlike anything this world has ever seen before. There’s no precedent for the likes of them. They’re new and terrifying, and they will destroy the false ideas built up by the Order.” 
 
    “Man, shut the hell up,” I sighed. “Monkey, have you found anything yet?” 
 
    “Just a bunch of profiles!” Carmen called back, and her hand popped up from behind the desk to wave a file at me. “Like patient records. They’re all half-fae. Jamison’s in here!” 
 
    Scratch tensed. 
 
    It was tiny, almost imperceptible, but I saw it, and Kylah saw it, too.  
 
    “What do you do with the half-fae?” I demanded. “It was your address in that vampire’s wallet. This is obviously some kind of rendezvous point. What do you do with them?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Scratch smirked, and he seemed to be getting over whatever cowardice had him sniveling a moment ago. He seemed almost cocky, now. “I drink them. They usually last a few weeks. They’d last longer if I was more careful, but… there’s not as much fun in being careful.”  
 
    He bared his fanged teeth in what could technically be called a smile, but there was absolutely no mirth in it. 
 
    “So, they’re here?” I asked. “If you don’t sell them off, they must be here. Where are they?”  
 
    I stepped forward again, with the gun still trained on Scratch’s head. 
 
    “You can’t drink them if you’re dead,” I warned. “Or maybe I won’t kill you. Maybe I’ll just take out your knees and leave you here to starve or burn. What would happen first? If I ripped down that little gauzy curtain and left you in the sunlight?” 
 
    “Please…” Scratch muttered as his bravado faltered, and I could see how much he hated this, how much he loathed having to beg for his life. Maybe he wasn’t quite as spineless as I’d thought. Maybe he’d been trying to play to our sympathies, but he knew that, once the half-fae were involved, he wouldn’t be able to tug on any heartstrings. “Don’t kill me. Don’t leave me like that, pathetic. You can have the information. You can have the half-fae. Just let me live!” 
 
    “Carmen,” I said without taking my eyes off the pathetic bastard. “Keep looking for the Phoenix files. Asami, you look over those personnel files she found. Kylah, Mr. Scratch is going to show you and me what he does with the half-fae.” 
 
    All three of the women nodded, and Scratch glared at me, but there wasn’t much he could do when I still had my gun trained on him. 
 
    He led us through the winding hallways of the manor, and I took note of the doors again. The floor plan was definitely static, unlike the Sanctuary, which put me a little more at ease. Plus, the only auras I could see were Scratch’s and Kylah’s as he led us down a narrow set of stairs into what could only have been a basement. 
 
    “If you’re trying to play some kind of trick on us, this is going to end very poorly for you,” I warned him.  
 
    Behind me, Kylah raised her hand and let a small orb of light float above her palm, which illuminated the passageway. At the bottom was a wooden door that looked solid in its frame, and Scratch pulled a heavy iron key from around his neck, slipped it into the lock, and turned it.  
 
    The door swung open on surprisingly quiet hinges, and I heard the rush of several people breathing in suddenly while trying to make themselves silent and invisible. 
 
    Then I caught sight of the mist rolling along the floor. 
 
    Only it wasn’t mist, it was the silvery wisps of aura. At least ten, no, at least twenty. All of them moving and overlapping the same way Kylah’s aura did. 
 
    “I’m a man of my word, human,” Scratch said, and he stepped aside.  
 
    I kept my gun trained on him, but Kylah walked right past us and sent the little orb of light into the room. I knew what it would show even before its light reached inside the room, I knew those auras. 
 
    And sure enough, huddled in what I could only describe as cells, as cages, were half-faes.  
 
    Kylah stepped into the room, and the half-faes all shied away from her, with their backs pressing against the wall. They all had the same slightly-pointed features as she did, the same flawless skin, the same elegant, slender builds. They all looked like athletes, strong and lithe and fast, but there was no missing the dark circles under their eyes, the sluggishness of their movements, and how their gazes didn’t quite track how Kylah moved, like they were on a kind of delay. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ,” I muttered, but I forced my attention to turn back to Scratch, in case he tried anything. “Were you ever human?” 
 
    “I must have been, once.” Scratch shrugged. “In order to have become this. But I thank whatever powers that be that I have no memories of such a time. It disgusts me to imagine I would have ever been so weak.” 
 
    “Because this isn’t weakness?” I asked him. “Preying on people in cages? To further your own delusions of grandeur?” 
 
    Scratch laughed again, and I realized he hadn’t been cowering or pathetic because he was really scared, he’d just been trying to save his own life. But now he seemed to realize patheticness wouldn’t get him anywhere. Maybe he thought I would admire his conviction. 
 
    “I’m a vampire. We drink, and we drain. It is the way we are.” 
 
    “You have the key?” I asked while I ignored his proclamation entirely. “To open the cells?” 
 
    “Same key that opens this door,” he told me. “And I’ll give it to you. Once I am guaranteed my freedom.” 
 
    “Leo!” Carmen’s voice was a distant yell. “We found them! We found the Phoenix files!” 
 
    Scratch raised a hand to gesture up to the top of the stairs, where my sister’s voice had come from.  
 
    “You see?” he said. “I’m a man of my word. I have information on the Phoenix incidents. You’re welcome to it. I have no interest in joining their operation, anyway. And if mine has to come to an end, well… I’ll enjoy seeing something else burn, too.” 
 
    I looked at Kylah, who was trying to assure the half-fae in the cells that everything would be alright, but every time she outstretched her hand, she hissed and recoiled from the bars. They were, of course, pure iron. 
 
    “I’m a man of my word,” Scratch said again, and he pulled my attention back to him. His eyes were shiny. Was he seriously trying to pull some hypnotism right now? Maybe he thought he could ease my mind to a more merciful decision. “You have the files, and you know now Phoenix is unlike anything the magical community has ever seen before. You know I’m right. You’ll need all the help you can get, and I can provide that information.” 
 
    He had a crazy sort of smile on his face again, and I saw the eagerness of a man who just wanted to fight, to see things bleed. I’d learned to steer clear of such people while I’d been overseas, and I had no intentions of stopping that now. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Scratch asked me as his eyes continued to glitter. “I have that information. More than what’s in the files. I can help you take them down.” 
 
    There was a ‘click’ as I took the safety off the gun. Scratch looked at it, and I saw the tiniest relaxation in his expression as his pale blue eyes darted down to the barrel of the gun for the briefest moment, then back to mine. 
 
    “I do see,” I told him. “Thanks.” 
 
    Then I pulled the trigger. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    It was an easy thing, getting the key off Scratch’s body.  
 
    He didn’t protest. 
 
    Dead monsters don’t.  
 
    Kylah stepped aside once I pulled it from Scratch’s neck. It was iron, so of course, it would be unpleasant for her to hold, whereas I was unaffected. 
 
    The lock to the huge cell was a lot stiffer than the lock to the dungeon itself, but the door swung open, and the half-fae dazedly walked out of it. They moved lethargically, and some of them were leaning on each other. 
 
    “They need a good meal and a lot of sunlight,” Kylah told me. “But they should be alright.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” I said. “If you hadn’t found Carmen and I, if you hadn’t put your safety at risk to speak to Amaryllis… they’d still be in here.” 
 
    “Don’t sell yourself short,” Kylah smiled. “You helped a lot. You’re literally the one who unlocked the cages.” 
 
    I shrugged but couldn’t stop the smile crawling its way up my face. These people were going to be safe, they were going to be okay, and it was thanks to me, my sister, Kylah, and Asami. Even Kegan, a little bit. 
 
    I wondered how he was doing, and if Jasper was able to heal him with magic yet. I was probably almost as eager as Kylah to get Kegan out of the Sanctuary, now that we knew someone had it out for the Campbells. 
 
    But one thing at a time. 
 
    “We have friends upstairs,” I told the haggard group of half-fae. “We took care of the vampires, so it’s safe for you all to go up.” 
 
    A half-fae man about my height with nut-brown skin and snow-white hair approached me, and I realized he must have been Jamison Hawthorn. He was the only one who matched Jamison’s description, anyway. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said in a dry, rasping voice. “Are you Eyes?” 
 
    “No. The Order… they couldn’t spare the soldiers.” It seemed a bit too cruel to say the Order couldn’t be bothered to spare the people to come searching, even if these half-fae all probably knew that already. “We’re freelancers. Kylah, here, she’s a half-fae like you.” 
 
    Jamison looked at Kylah, and his bright blue eyes-- as vividly blue as Kylah’s were green-- widened. 
 
    “Kylah?” he echoed, and then he stepped toward her and took one of her hands in both of his own. “Kylah Campbell? The Fae Eye?” 
 
    “I… in a manner of speaking,” Kylah said delicately. “But I… my brother and I, we’ve decided to split from the Order. We feel we can do more good for those most in need if we have the freedom to… act independently.” 
 
    Something knowing crossed over Jamison’s features, and he nodded sagely and then ducked his head to kiss her hand, which was still clasped between both of his own. 
 
    “May the Mother watch over you, Kylah nic Cassia. We owe you an unpayable debt.” 
 
    “You owe us nothing,” Kylah said as she shook her head. “Please, go join the others upstairs. We’ll help you get home.” 
 
    The last of the half-fae was just edging her way past Scratch’s body, and Kylah and I paused long enough to see her, and then Jamison, spit on him as they passed. Honestly, he deserved way worse. Maybe I should have held off on killing him, so he could properly answer for his crimes, but somehow I doubted he would have seen any real repercussions when he’d been exclusively targeting half-fae. 
 
    “What did he call you?” I then asked Kylah, and she turned to me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jamison, he called you… Nick-something?” 
 
    “Nic Cassia,” she corrected. “Daughter of Cassia. She’s my… fae parent. Kegan would be ‘mac Cassia.’ Son of.” 
 
    “Sounds… Irish,” I remarked, and she shrugged. 
 
    “It is. The first half-fae we know about were in Ireland. Faerie magic has always been strong there.” She then wiped at her brow, and I could tell the dungeon of a former half-fae trafficking ring was hardly the place to be having this conversation. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go back up,” I said. “We all need to get home and get some rest.” 
 
    “We do.” Kylah smiled at me. “And you and Carmen need to collect your money.” 
 
    “After a sixteen-hour nap.” I smirked. “But yeah. We do.” 
 
    It turned out the half-fae had a pretty comprehensive support system within their own community, and the oldest of the ones taken prisoner, a silver-eyed woman called Daphne, explained to me and the others that they would be just fine once they made their way to a nearby faerie den. 
 
    Apparently, that was the preferred place for half-fae to stay if they were away from the safety of their own homes. There was a lot I still didn’t understand about magical permissions, but they seemed pretty confident they’d be okay, and I wasn’t about to patronize them by assuming I knew better. 
 
    Especially since I hadn’t even known their world had existed a week ago. 
 
    “Are we sure we can just… let them go?” Carmen asked as the half-fae walked down the street in the opposite direction from us and our motel. Even from here, I could hear their appreciative sighs as they stepped out into the sunlight. “I mean, what if they turn into vampires or something?” 
 
    “Scratch wanted half-fae blood, not vampire blood,” Kylah answered. “If he accidentally injected his venom while he was feeding off them, he would have killed them before they turned.” 
 
    I didn’t actually know the exact number of half-fae who’d gone missing, but from how Scratch had talked, this operation of his had been going on for a while. There was no telling how many he could have killed, either from feeding on them too much, or getting too carried away and injecting them with venom. 
 
    Carmen, Kylah, Asami, and myself returned to the motel to pack up our things and drove back to Los Angeles. We paused only to throw our stuff into mine and Carmen’s apartment, and then we headed out to the motel Kylah and Kegan had been staying in. Although we’d taken all the stuff off the walls, Kylah hadn’t actually checked out, which meant the room hadn’t yet been cleaned, and the sigil was still on the mirror. 
 
    “Once Kegan’s back to full strength, we need him to put one of those in our apartment,” Carmen said to me as Kylah reactivated the mirror spell. “We can’t keep relying on lazy motel cleaning practices.” 
 
    “Who says we’re going to be going to the Sanctuary that often?” I pointed out. 
 
    “Uh, you?” she teased. “You wanna get paid, don’t you? We have to hand over the evidence to Renée to get our money.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you really think we’re gonna be going that often?” I asked with a grin. “You’re that confident in what we’re doing?” 
 
    “Stop fishing for compliments,” my sister said with a laugh and a roll of her eyes. “This was a good idea, Pip. I never denied it.” 
 
    I smiled at her smugly as she stepped through the mirror and vanished, followed shortly afterwards by Asami. When it was just Kylah and me left in the room, I turned to her, and my expression became more serious. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked and nodded toward the mirror. “About… going back?” 
 
    “I’m… not thrilled about it,” Kylah said slowly, and she seemed to chew on the words a moment before she spoke them. “It’s the only home I can remember, but it’s also a place I cannot trust. It’s safety, but it’s also danger. But I refuse to shrink my world for others’ benefit. And my brother is still in there.” 
 
    Her expression brightened at the words ‘my brother,’ and something inside me softened. I wondered if this was the longest she and Kegan had ever been separated from one another. Based on what she’d said outside the café, I suspected it was. 
 
    I shot Kylah an encouraging smile as I stepped into the mirror, felt the strange bubble wrap around me, and then emerged in the entrance hall of the Sanctuary.  
 
    Los Angeles to Denver in no seconds flat. That was still kind of mind-boggling. 
 
    Carmen and Asami were chatting a little off to the side, and both looked up to smile at me when I stepped out of the mirror. Kylah followed a moment behind me, and she perfunctorily brushed herself down, like some part of her needed to feel tweaked and put-together before facing the people here. 
 
    “Will Renée be in her office?” I asked Kylah and Asami. 
 
    “I would imagine so, though if I remember her schedule, she might be in a meeting right now,” Asami answered as she put a thoughtful finger to her chin. 
 
    “No harm in knocking,” Carmen said with a shrug and looked over at me.  
 
    “Let’s go say hi,” I agreed. 
 
    “I’m… actually going to go to the infirmary,” Kylah told us as she tugged on a lock of her hair. “Check on Kegan. Don’t, uh… don’t leave without us, alright?” 
 
    “Of course not.” I smiled. “You’re part of our team now, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Kylah smiled back at me, and the gesture was hesitant but genuine. Then she turned down a hallway, presumably toward the infirmary, but I was pretty sure Carmen and I had walked down a completely different hallway to get to the infirmary when we’d first arrived here a few days previously.  
 
    The more I considered the Sanctuary’s shifting walls, the gladder I was that my sister and I did not intend to make a home here. 
 
    Asami went to the library to return the books she’d borrowed before anyone could begin to suspect they’d been taken, and Carmen and I headed to Renée’s office. The hallway seemed identical, with the same paintings and weapons decorating the walls, but I was sure it was shorter than before, like the building could sense we wanted to get our money and get out quickly. 
 
    Either way, we came to the huge doors with the equally huge eye, and I knocked. 
 
    There was murmuring from inside for a moment, before a familiar voice, Renée’s voice, called out. 
 
    “Come in!” 
 
    The doors swung open of their own accord, and Carmen and I entered. Clustered around Renée’s desk were about a half-dozen other people, none of whom I recognized. 
 
    But Renée recognized us. 
 
    “Leo?” she said, and her expression was baffled. “Carmen?” 
 
    One of the men around the table straightened when Renée said our names, and he turned to her with a frown. 
 
    “Are these the little fledglings the Campbell twins found, Renée?” he asked in a disapproving tone. “What are they doing back in the Sanctuary?” 
 
    “We came to collect our payment,” I said firmly, and I very pointedly didn’t let my gaze meet the man’s. Instead, I kept my focus, cool but polite, on Renée. “We completed a job, and we’d like to be paid.” 
 
    “You… completed a job?” Renée echoed, but she sounded more wary than doubtful. 
 
    “The missing half-fae,” Carmen said as she stepped forward and pulled her phone from her pocket. “Jamison Hawthorn, among others. I took pictures. A vampire called Sullivan Scratch was responsible for it. Leo killed him. So you shouldn’t have to worry about anyone trying to traffic the half-fae anymore.” 
 
    “They were being trafficked?” Renée looked up from the phone sharply. 
 
    Frankly, I doubted anyone, even Renée, had been losing sleep over what had been happening to the half-fae. For the same reason, I knew it would have been futile for Carmen to mention Amaryllis. Fae were ancient and cunning, and my sister and I were still very new to this world. Getting revenge on Amaryllis for what she’d done to those half-fae, and for what she’d tried to do to me, to my sister, and to our friends, would take time. 
 
    But I was willing to be patient. 
 
    “How did two fledglings who were begging to join the Order scarcely a week ago take down a trafficking ring?” the man demanded while he ignored Carmen and Renée entirely. Then he looked me up and down with no attempt to hide the distaste in his expression. 
 
    “Councilman White, I presume?” I asked. This guy could only have been Samuel White, who’d had it out for Kylah and Kegan for years. I wondered if he had something to do with the Campbells being assigned a mission that had put them, as half-fae, in significantly greater danger than other Eyes. He possibly did, but I knew baseless speculation would only serve to make me look like an idiot and probably land Kylah and Kegan in a lot of trouble.  
 
    So, as with Amaryllis, I would have to be patient. 
 
    I stepped forward to offer White a hand, which he obviously didn’t take, and I took some small, petty thrill in making him look childish and rude in front of the others before I stepped back and continued. 
 
    “My sister and I are quite resourceful,” I said. “We didn’t feel it was right to let disappearances go unanswered, so, since we weren’t permitted to join the Order, we thought we’d take up some of the other work the Order didn’t have time for.” 
 
    It was clear from the tightness on White’s face that he thought we were idiots for taking up jobs that were only there to make it look like the Order gave a damn. When was the last time the Order had to pay out for a job like this? From the way White was glaring at me, it had probably been a while. 
 
    “That’s an admirable pursuit, Leo,” Renée said, in a much kinder voice than White, but still with that stern note of disapproval. From her, though, it sounded like it came from a place of concern. “You two have evidence, and I received word from a contact this morning that Daphne Lantana, another one of the half-fae who went missing, has returned home safely. She mentioned a pair of human twins were involved in her rescue.” 
 
    “Involved?” White said as he narrowed his eyes. “Along with who?” 
 
    “We had some help,” I answered ambiguously. “Not all of us can rely on the might and resources of a Sanctuary.” 
 
    “Don’t begrudge them their methods, Samuel,” Renée said firmly, and the other Council members murmured in agreement. “They completed the work, we will honor the terms of the contract and pay them.” 
 
    Renée took us both aside to a smaller desk as the other Council members continued discussing whatever the topic of their meeting was about. If I had to guess, it was Phoenix again, and I considered mentioning what Scratch had told us but decided against it. He might have been lying, or the Council might already have known he’d been approached. The last thing I wanted was to give them wrong information, or seem like an overeager idiot by telling them something they already knew. The information and Eyes at the Council’s disposal all but guaranteed they knew several things my sister and I, with our little ragtag team of idealists, didn’t. 
 
    “I feel I should make myself perfectly clear,” Renée said as she signed a check and tucked it into an envelope. “I am impressed that the two of you are so committed to risking your lives for the betterment of magical society. But the path you have chosen is twice as dangerous without the resources of the Sanctuary to fall back on.” 
 
    I nodded, but I was already well aware of this. Carmen and Kylah had discussed the ‘insurance scam’ aspect of this setup at length. 
 
    “I could try to plead your case to the Council,” Renée continued. “Now that you have a completed job under your belts, they might be more sympathetic to your joining up.” 
 
    “That’s appreciated, but you don’t have to,” I replied. “Carmen and I… we’re happy with this arrangement. Seems there are plenty of freelance jobs for us to do, and I’d rather we just figure them out ourselves instead of waiting for marching orders.”  
 
    I spent years being a loyal grunt, an obedient soldier, but now I’d gotten a taste of this independence, and I liked it. 
 
    Renée raised an eyebrow, but she didn’t say anything and just handed the envelope over to me. 
 
    I could hardly believe that little slip of paper was it. Ten grand. We’d actually gotten the money. We’d… won? Could we call it winning? We’d made it work. This half-baked plan we’d come up with in a random bar that served blood as well as beer, my sister and I had actually made it work. 
 
    With help, of course. There was no way we would’ve managed it without Kylah and Asami. But I wasn’t sure if telling Renée that part would be a good idea. The last thing I wanted to do was repay Kylah, Asami, and Kegan’s kindness by getting them into trouble. 
 
    Carmen grinned at me and then at the envelope in my hands. Very, very carefully, I folded it in half and tucked it into the front pocket of my jeans. There was no way I was going to risk losing our money after all we’d gone through to get it. 
 
    Samuel White was looking at us like he’d just stepped in something gross and we were to blame for it. My sister just smiled sunnily at him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t dismiss willing volunteers on principle,” she told him in a tone as sweet as sugar. “Even if they’re new to the world, or half-fae, or whatever.” 
 
    White’s eyes narrowed, and I realized my sister’s mistake about a second before she did. 
 
    “Where do the Campbells fit into this?” White demanded, and Carmen winced and winced again when I shot her a look.  
 
    I wasn’t about to throw Kylah and Kegan under the bus. Kegan had barely been involved in this whole thing, he’d spent the past few days in the infirmary with a stab wound. 
 
    I opened my mouth, fully prepared to lie and say ‘nothing’ and make up some crap about how Kylah had just mentioned in passing that she and Kegan weren’t trusted by the Council, but I was interrupted before I could even begin by the doors opening. 
 
    Kylah and Kegan stood in the doorway, and Asami hovered behind them expectantly. Kegan looked a lot better than he had the last time I’d seen him, but he clearly wasn’t quite back to full strength yet.  
 
    But his gaze as he looked at White was nonetheless stern. 
 
    “I happened to hear your question, Councilman White,” Kylah said, and she stood taller than I’d ever seen her before. Proudly. Unapologetically. “And the answer is that Kegan and myself are tired of being second-guessed. We’re tired of having to constantly prove our loyalty to be given the slightest consideration. And we’re tired of being treated like we’re incompetent. We just want to help the magical community, to help those in need, and we simply want the freedom to do it. So, we’re resigning from the Order. Effective immediately.” 
 
    “What?” White snapped. “You-- you can’t just resign!” 
 
    “They can, actually,” Renée said, and she looked at Kylah with a forlorn expression. “It’s… unorthodox, but they can. We do not keep prisoners here, Councilman.” 
 
    Kylah met her gaze, and a look passed between them. It was clear Renée felt a particular responsibility for the Campbells. Maybe she even felt like she’d failed them, now that they were choosing to leave. 
 
    “Councilwoman Beckett?” Asami then asked as she stepped forward. “I… I would like to tender my resignation as well. I agree with the Campbells. I could do more work and be of better service to the magical community if… if I had more independence.” 
 
    “We’re losing researchers as well, now?” White demanded. “Renée, just what have you been permitting here? Have you no respect for the Order?” 
 
    “I should think I have a great deal more respect than you,” Renée answered coldly. “Miss Tanaka. Asami. You’re of course welcome to leave whenever you wish. I hope you find what you are searching for.” 
 
    “I think I have.” Asami smiled warmly, and I didn’t miss the look she shot me, or the faint blush on her cheeks.  
 
    I watched as Kylah and Kegan both looked at Renée for a very long moment. They probably had a lot of things they wanted to say, but here, surrounded by other Council members, was not the right place to say them.  
 
    In the end, the Campbells both just bowed to Renée, and then they turned and left without looking back, which left Asami, Carmen, and myself to follow. 
 
    Just as I was about to leave Renée’s office, I turned back to meet her eyes. 
 
    “Councilwoman Beckett?” I asked, and she looked at me. 
 
    “Yes, Leo?” 
 
    “Did my father ever consider joining the Order?” 
 
    A slow, sad smile spread across Renée’s face. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “Not for a moment.” 
 
    This time, when I turned away and walked out, I didn’t look back. I kept my gaze forward as I followed the other four down the hallway, until we arrived back in the entrance hall. Kylah and Kegan would obviously need to return to get their personal effects, but for now, I could tell they were both desperate to get out of here, to close this chapter of their lives and open the new one that, hopefully, included me, Carmen, and Asami. 
 
    That was sort of what we’d agreed upon, wasn’t it? We hadn’t said anything official, but… did we need to? We were a team, the five of us. We worked well together. I would trust any and all of them with my life, as they trusted me with theirs. 
 
    Kegan drew the sigil on the mirror and, for the last time, we stepped through into that motel room. As soon as all five of us were through, Kegan wiped the blood off the glass, and the mirror returned to normal. 
 
    “I’ll have to put up a new one somewhere,” he told us. 
 
    “How about in our apartment?” Carmen suggested with a grin, first at me, then at Kegan, who smiled back at her. 
 
    “Will Kylah and I have a lot of cause to be there?” he asked. 
 
    Kylah and Carmen both let out a laugh and each took one of Kegan’s arms. 
 
    “We have to catch you up,” Kylah said. 
 
    “Lots has changed while you were convalescing,” Carmen agreed. “Though I imagine Kylah’s already told you a lot of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t have enough time for a daring blow-by-blow account,” Kylah confessed with a laugh. “You three will have to weigh in for the full effect.” 
 
    Kegan looked from his sister, to my sister, to me, and his expression was slightly wary, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “You chose this,” I reminded him. “Now, how about the five of us get a drink? I think I know just the place.” 
 
    Carmen smirked at me, and I knew she’d caught my meaning.  
 
    A little while later, the five of us were crammed into the same booth that Carmen and I had been sitting in only days previously, when we’d been catching up after being apart for a year, and she’d tried to convince me to go up and talk to a pretty blonde woman. 
 
    “I’ll go and cash the check first thing tomorrow,” I said, after we’d all gotten drinks. “And we’ll split it four ways.” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Asami gasped. 
 
    “No way!” Kylah agreed as she frowned at me. “You and Carmen came up with the plan, it was your idea to freelance. You need the money more than we do.” 
 
    “You just left the Order,” I said firmly. “Maybe not for Carmen and me, but you still left. And you risked your lives, same as us. You’re entitled to your share.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Carmen added, and she glared at Kylah and Asami as if daring them to contradict us. “We’re splitting it four ways. 
 
    “Besides,” I said with a smirk. “I have every confidence we’ll have more coming our way soon enough.” 
 
    Two-and-a-half grand for less than a week’s work was insane, even without the fact I’d spent that time with my sister, two new friends, and all of that work had been to save innocent people from a maniac. I’d made a real difference, and I’d done it with people I cared about. The money was just a perk. 
 
    “So,” my sister said as she pulled me from my thoughts. “This is our life now? Officially?” 
 
    “Aw, that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?” I asked as I looped my free arm around her shoulders and hugged her tight.  
 
    She squirmed childishly, and we both laughed. 
 
    “It’s certainly more interesting than working as a mechanic,” Carmen agreed as she finally wriggled free from my embrace. “And I definitely prefer my new co-workers.”  
 
    She then tapped her beer against first Asami’s, then Kylah’s, then finally Kegan’s drinks. He was still technically in recovery and wasn’t allowed any alcohol for a few more days, but you never would’ve guessed it from his mood. 
 
    The five of us slowly worked our way through about three drinks each as we gave Kegan an excruciatingly detailed recount of what had gone down at Scratch’s house. By the time we finally concluded the story, it was getting late, and the conversation began to turn toward heading home. 
 
    “Actually,” Carmen said to me as she pulled on her coat. “A friend of mine is at a bar a few blocks away, I was gonna meet her, and Asami’s coming with me. You’re gonna be… alone. In the apartment. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Uh… sure?” I blinked at her. “I’m a big boy, Monkey. I’ll be just fine. Do you have your key?” 
 
    “Yes, I have my key,” my sister said, but she sounded exasperated. “I just meant… I might end up staying out super late. The motel is actually closer than our place, too, so I might just crash with Asami. You might have the apartment to yourself. All night.” 
 
    Oh. Ohhh. Now I got it. 
 
    I hoped the dim lighting of the bar and my own rather tan skin hid my blush, but seeing as Carmen had the same skin as me, I knew she could see it even before she grinned at me slyly. 
 
    “Hey, Kegan,” she said loudly while not taking her eyes off me. “You wanna come with?” 
 
    “As long as I wouldn’t be a burden,” Kegan said with a smile. “I’ve spent the past several days cooped up in the infirmary, I wouldn’t mind staying out a little longer. You’ll be okay to get back to the motel, Ky?” 
 
    “Actually, from here, our place is closer, so you can crash in Carmen’s room or something, if you want,” I said to Kylah.  
 
    Not that I didn’t doubt her ability to take on any creeper who had the misfortune to try and best her in a fight, but there was still safety in numbers and, for now at least, I reckoned we were all a little tired of fighting and were looking forward to a nice, long rest. 
 
    “If that’s alright with Carmen.” Kylah smiled, and Carmen nodded. 
 
    We all stepped out of the bar, with Asami, Kegan, and Carmen heading uptown to the other bar, and Kylah and I heading to the apartment. It was only a twenty-minute walk, and we chatted as we went while congratulating one another over the successful mission and making impressed noises as the other recounted particularly daring moves by our teammates. 
 
    It was fun. 
 
    Even though Kylah had been to my apartment before, some part of me still felt the urge to play host when we walked in. I had to bite my lip to stop myself from telling her to make herself comfortable, like this was the end of some really weird date. 
 
    Maybe Carmen had misread things. Maybe I’d misread things. Kylah was my friend. We’d only known each other for a few days. 
 
    I was sitting on my couch and staring into a mug of tea when I finally found the words. 
 
    “Kylah,” I said, but then I stopped because I realized a second too late that I’d completely interrupted her. “Sorry, sorry. That was rude. You go.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” She smiled. “It seems urgent. What’s up?” 
 
    “I…” I felt my cheeks grow warm. “I really like you.” 
 
    “Oh, I really like you, too,” Kylah replied warmly. 
 
    “No, I mean… I… really like you,” I said again and tried to put more emphasis on my words, and this time she caught my meaning because I saw her impossibly-green eyes go wide with understanding. 
 
    “Oh,” she said again. 
 
    “You’re just… amazing,” I told her. “You’re a total badass. You don’t take shit from anyone, but you’re still really kind. You’ve saved my life probably a half a dozen times today alone, and… and I know I don’t really have the right to… to say something like this. It’s not even been a week, for crying out loud. And you probably want some time for it to just be you and Kegan. Like, we haven’t fully worked out how the five of us are gonna make this whole crazy idea work, but… maybe you and Kegan and Asami are… are okay with Carmen and I sticking around? We really did make a good team, and like I said before, I really like you, and… uh…” 
 
    “Leo,” Kylah interrupted softly.  
 
    At some point during my rambling, I’d tipped my head down to stare at my tea again, but now I looked up at her and realized she had scooted closer to me. I could see the tiny flecks of gold in her green eyes, and every freckle dusted over her nose. 
 
    Carmen was the only family I had, really. Theo and Maria had tried, but they’d never truly felt like family. It hadn’t felt right. But with Kylah, Asami, and Kegan… it did. And I didn’t want to lose that. I didn’t want to lose her. It sounded crazy, I knew, but it was the truth, and I knew I’d spend the rest of my life kicking myself if I didn’t at least try to hold on to… whatever this was. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. I more breathed it, really. 
 
    Then she kissed me. 
 
    For a second, my brain shorted out. It took me a moment to really realize that she’d actually kissed me, and then I was scrambling to set my mug down on the coffee table so I could wrap both of my arms around her and pull her closer. She smelled like those flowers, something light and fragrant, and I wanted to bury my nose in her hair and just breathe her in. Her lips were soft and warm against mine, and I felt her give a soft little sigh when I kissed her back. 
 
    I would’ve been content to stay there for hours kissing her. Maybe we did. I felt dazed when we finally parted, and even then, I was reluctant, so I caught her face in my hands to give her one last quick peck before I properly let her go. 
 
    Her hands slid up my arms to curl around my wrists and held me there, and she smiled at me. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters how long you’ve known someone,” she murmured. “If you’ve fought for your life alongside them, if you trust them to have your back in a fight… time doesn’t mean quite so much anymore. You know everything you need to know about someone, after something like that.” 
 
    I grinned at her and kissed her again. 
 
    “So, what did you learn about me?” I asked as I let my nose brush against hers.  
 
    She giggled, and I reckoned it was the best sound I’d ever heard. 
 
    “I learned you are selfless, Leo Rivera,” she said. “You’d do anything to keep the people you love safe. You have a strong sense of justice, and you’ll fight for what you believe in.” 
 
    “You know that also describes you,” I told her with a wry smile. 
 
    “Why do you think we get along so well?” she teased, even as she flushed pink from the compliment. Or maybe she was blushing about something else. 
 
    I swallowed then, and the mood sobered a little. I still had her face in my hands, and I let my thumb brush over her cheekbone, like it had when I’d wiped the blood away only that morning. How had I only known this woman for just a few days? I could barely remember what my life had been like before meeting her. 
 
    “Do you, uh… want to… want to move this to the bedroom? Not to-- not to sound presumptuous, or anything,” I then added quickly. “Just… it’d be more comfortable?” 
 
    Kylah grinned and leaned forward to kiss me again. 
 
    “I do remember your bed being very comfortable,” she admitted. Then she stood up and pulled me along with her, and I didn’t even make it to my bedroom before I’d drawn her close and started kissing her again. 
 
    I felt my shoulder collide with the doorway, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. My fingers wove themselves into her blonde curls as I kissed her harder, and we fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs. There was an urgency in our movements as I grabbed her behind the knees and pulled her so she was straddled over my lap, with her arms around my shoulders. Then she frantically began pulling at the buttons of my shirt and scrabbling to push it off my shoulders, and I scrambled to help and then did the same to hers since I was desperate to feel her skin against mine. 
 
    Kylah was as warm and as soft as I’d tried not to let myself imagine. My hand slid up her spine, and I delighted in the way she arched into me, in the soft huffing breaths she let out. She nodded quickly when I tapped the clasp of her bra, and then she moaned loudly when I popped it open, threw the garment aside, and began kissing my way down her chest. 
 
    “Leo,” she panted, and I shivered at the way my name sounded in her mouth.  
 
    Never mind her giggling, that was the best sound I’d ever heard.  
 
    Kylah took my face in her hands and tilted my head up to meet my lips with her own, and she nipped and bit at them until I moaned into her mouth and pulled her that much tighter against me. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I muttered as I dragged my mouth from hers and sealed my lips over the pulse point on her neck. She let out a gasp, and I grinned into her skin and doubled down on my efforts as one of my hands snaked between us to squeeze her breast. 
 
    “So are you,” she breathed back, and then she shoved me hard in the shoulders so I was laying back down on the bed. My hands gripped at her hips as she propped herself over me and kissed me hard before she went for my belt and began unbuckling it, but she looked up at me as she unfastened it. “Is this okay?” 
 
    “More than okay,” I said with a small laugh. “Very, very okay.” 
 
    She grinned at me and hooked her fingers into the waistband of my jeans. I lifted my hips as she pulled them off me, and I didn’t miss seeing her eyes widen a little as she took note of the prominent bulge in my boxers.  
 
    I just smiled up at her, shameless. 
 
    “Would it be cheesy to say you have a certain effect on me?” I asked her, and I grinned widely when she blushed. 
 
    “Extremely,” she said. “But I like it.” 
 
    I laughed and leaned up to kiss her again, and one of my hands cupped her face as the other hooked into one of the belt loops of her jeans and pulled her toward me, hips first. She settled into my lap again, and I ground up into her and let her feel just how much I wanted this, wanted her. 
 
    “Shit…” she muttered in a breathless voice, and a little furrow appeared between her pale eyebrows. 
 
    Something about that expression on her face sent a thrill shuddering through me, and I tugged at the button of her jeans and undid the zipper so I could slip my hand inside. Her hands clutched tight on my shoulders, and she gasped and panted heavily into my ear something that sounded almost like my name. 
 
    I slid my fingers into her panties to find her folds already slick for me.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so wet,” I muttered, and despite my efforts to keep my voice steady, my words shook. My other hand tangled in her hair, and I pulled her lips to mine and between kisses I managed to say, “Let me taste you?” 
 
    “Please,” Kylah groaned as she kissed me back just as messily. “Yes, god, please.” 
 
    I rolled so she was sprawled underneath me on the blankets, and I had to take a moment to savor the sight of her, half-naked on my bed. I couldn’t stop the wry grin that pulled its way onto my face, and I ducked down to kiss her again as I tugged at her jeans and slid them off her legs along with her underwear. 
 
    “God, you’re so hot,” I muttered as I let my hands slide up the smooth skin of her legs. This all felt like some too-good-to-be-true dream, and I almost felt the urge to pinch myself, like I had that first day in the Sanctuary. 
 
    “Leo,” she said again in a half-moan, and she carded one hand through my hair.  
 
    I’d never liked having it quite this short, but regulations were regulations. I’d always planned to let it grow back out once I got back home, but as Kylah’s fingers ran through it but didn’t find any part long enough to grab onto, I realized there might be another advantage, besides aesthetic, to letting it grow a little longer. 
 
    I trailed a slow line of kisses along the inside of her left thigh, and just before I reached the center, did the same to her right, and I couldn’t help but laugh softly at the frustrated cry she gave. 
 
    “Don’t tease me,” she begged me, which only made me want to tease her more. 
 
    “Ask me nicely, and I won’t,” I told her. 
 
    “God-- please,” she wailed. “Please, please-- ohhh!” 
 
    I cut her off with a kiss to her lower lips, and the sound she made was magnificent. The hand that had been stroking through my hair gripped tight, and her legs tightened around my head. I pinned one down with my hand, and the other went over my shoulder as I began to lick her, slid two fingers inside her, and took note of what made her give the loudest, most unrestrained moans. 
 
    “Right there,” she gasped. “Yes, right there. Sooo good… oh, god--” 
 
    “Come on,” I goaded her as I pulled myself away from her pussy, and I looked up to see her brow furrowed, her chest heaving as she panted, and her free hand fisted tight in the sheets. “Come on. Let go.” 
 
    Then I dove back in and pressed a sucking kiss to her clit as I curled my fingers.  
 
    “Leo,” she moaned. “I-- I’m gonna-- oh, god, fuck! Leo!” 
 
    I felt her begin to tense and spasm around my fingers, and I gave one last hard kiss as she cried out. Her other hand loosened from the bedclothes to run through my hair, and she held me against her as she slowly came down from her peak. I only stopped when she tugged at my shoulders and pulled me up to her face, and she kissed me without the slightest care that the bottom half of my face was soaking wet. 
 
    “You…” she mumbled. “You… god…” 
 
    “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” I muttered around a strangled laugh. “Do you-- can I… can I fuck you? God.” 
 
    “Please,” she said again, “Please.” 
 
    I nodded, since I didn’t quite trust myself to speak, and then I leaned to the side to rummage for a condom, but she caught my wrist to stop me. 
 
    “I’m on birth control,” she told me as she bit her lip and stared up at me with hooded eyes. “And I’m clean. So-- no condom… I want to feel you… If that’s okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s okay,” I said and swallowed hard. “Shit. Yeah. Yeah, that’s okay.” 
 
    Kylah hooked her fingers into the waistband of my boxers and slid them off, and then we were both fully bare in front of each other. I ground against her again with nothing to separate the sensations of skin on skin, and she moaned eagerly. Her skin was so hot I was almost astonished she didn’t burn me. 
 
    “Please, Leo,” she begged. “Please, just-- love me.” 
 
    “Holy shit, yes,” I muttered and propped myself above her.  
 
    Then I pushed inside her in one slow, steady thrust, and I let out a low moan when our hips met. 
 
    “God, Kylah,” I groaned. “You-- god.”  
 
    I was going to lose my mind. 
 
    She wrapped her legs around my hips and thrust against me like she was imploring me to move, and I was only too happy to oblige. I kissed every bare inch of her skin I could reach, bit at her collar and breasts, pinned her hand to the mattress with mine. She clung to me as I moved deep inside her tight, velvety channel, and one of her hands scratched along my shoulders as the other gripped where I still had her pinned, but both of us were too far gone to use words. 
 
    All I could think about, all I could conceive of in that moment, was how she felt tangled around me, how I felt wrapped up inside her, until I heard the rising pitch of her cries again and knew she was close. 
 
    “Leo,” she whined as she clawed at my back and tightened around me. “I’m gonna--” 
 
    “S’okay,” I murmured as I quickened my thrusts into her accepting body. “Let go. I wanna feel you.” 
 
    “Wanna feel you, too,” she gasped as her glassy green eyes met mine. “Please. Cum inside me…” 
 
    Well, shit, if I hadn’t already been close, that would’ve gotten me there. I gritted my teeth and tried to hold on. 
 
    “Come on,” I growled. “Kylah, I-- fuck. I’m close. I wanna feel you, Kylah.” 
 
    “Leo,” she said again, like she was too far gone to think of anything else.  
 
    If I’d had the presence of mind in that moment to feel proud, to feel anything except this blinding pleasure that drowned my senses, I would have. But instead, all I could think about was my release, and hers. 
 
    “Kylah,” I growled as my willpower snapped, and I pushed myself deeper and deeper into her pussy.  
 
    “Right there,” she cried out as she arched her back. “Right there, yes. God, yes, yes, Leo, right there, I-- Leo!” 
 
    She clamped down around me as I felt her get impossibly wetter, and I bottomed out inside her right before I followed her over the edge. 
 
    We cried out each other’s names as we orgasmed, and my vision seemed to swirl around her beautiful face as my balls tensed and released in euphoric waves. Her tight walls squeezed me harder each time I sprayed into her, and the combined sensations just made us both keep climaxing to a higher and higher peak.  
 
    It was a long minute before I could put thoughts in my head again. My consciousness seemed to crawl back from whatever had yanked it out of my body, and I felt fuzzy at the edges in a warm, satisfied way. 
 
    “Holy shit…” I breathed and slowly pulled myself out and rolled off Kylah. Then I looked over at her, and she was still panting, but after a moment, she turned her head to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Wow,” she panted, and her pale cheeks were still flushed. “That was… wow.” 
 
    “‘Wow’ about sums it up, yeah,” I laughed. I knew I needed to sit up, get a drink of water, and maybe shower, but I couldn’t bring myself to move quite yet. 
 
    “So,” Kylah said after a long moment. “I vote for us doing that again. Preferably several times.” 
 
    I let out another laugh. It was more of a bark, really, for how it caught me by surprise, and I raised an arm to tuck it under Kylah’s shoulders and pulled her close. Her skin was still deliciously warm against mine. 
 
    “No arguments here,” I sighed. “But I think I genuinely need a… a nap or something first. Today’s been a lot.” 
 
    “Today was a good day,” she said as she snuggled up to me. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed and kissed the top of her hair. “I… actually, it’s been one of the best days I’ve had in a while.” 
 
    “Same for me,” she said, and she tilted her head back onto my shoulder to smile at me. Her blonde curls were a total mess, but I thought she looked adorable. “So… the five of us, yeah?” 
 
    “The five of us,” I confirmed. “Provided Kegan’s alright with it.” 
 
    “Something tells me he’ll be just fine,” she giggled. “He’s just as excited about the freelancing thing as I am.” 
 
    “I don’t blame him, I am, too,” I said, and I shifted so I was propped above her again and pressed a kiss to her bare shoulder. “We’re gonna be the best monster hunters the magical world has ever seen. We’re gonna take down the threats the Order won’t, we’re gonna get rich. The Order will be begging you, Kegan, and Asami to come back, and you’ll be able to tell them to go shove it.” 
 
    Kylah laughed and reached up to slide her fingers through my hair again. 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” she said. “As long as you and Carmen are with us.” 
 
    Her voice sounded a little drowsy, but I could understand. I wanted to sleep, too, now. It was late. 
 
    “You bet,” I promised and kissed her lips softly. 
 
    I laid back down beside her and pulled her against me, and she pulled one of my arms over her waist and held it to her chest with one of her own. I felt her soft breaths against my knuckles as she drifted off, and I snuggled even closer to her. 
 
    I hadn’t known about this world a week ago. I hadn’t known about the second sight, or auras. I hadn’t known Kylah, Kegan, or Asami. I’d barely known about the silver lines my sister and I saw. 
 
    But none of that mattered now. Because, impossibly, in the span of only a few days, I’d figured it out. Not this whole world, but my place in it, for sure. I had my sister, my friends, and maybe something more with this gorgeous blonde woman falling asleep in my arms. 
 
    I’d never felt this way before, or certainly not for a very long time at least, but I knew what it was all the same. 
 
    I was finally where I belonged. 
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