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Hey you.

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

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

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


Cast of Characters from Book 5:

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

Carmen Rivera: Human (seer). Dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, tan skin. She is Leo’s twin sister and a mechanic, the ‘lancer’ of Team Rivera. She has ADHD and tends to be impulsive and sometimes reckless, especially when faced with injustice. She can empathically sense things, such as strong emotions, danger, or magic.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ralph Chander: Werewolf. Black hair, gray eyes, tan skin, tall and imposing physique. He is the owner of ‘Alpha Fitness,’ a gym that caters to magicals, and the husband of Conleth. He has been a loyal ally of Team Rivera after they saved both his friend Jamison and his niece Helen. He is a large, loud, friendly man, and very welcoming. After the McKenna kids were forced to leave Arizona, he and Conleth offered to foster them.

Helen de Luna: Werewolf. Dark, wavy hair, gray eyes, tan skin. She is Ralph’s eighteen-year-old niece who was captured by a chimera and later saved by Team Rivera. Following her rescue, she came to live with her uncle. She is a bright, energetic young woman with strong loyalties who admires her uncles greatly.

Conleth Edan-Chander: Phoenix. Ralph’s husband and a social worker who helps magicals out when they’re in a tight spot or need forged documents. He is a long-time friend of Artemis, as he works closely with the werewolf community, and agreed to foster the McKenna kids after Team Rivera made sure they were safe from the Arizona group. He is a kind, selfless man who values the non-combat aspects of helping and protecting a community.

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

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

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

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

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

Pyrrha McKenna: Phoenix. Dark, wavy hair, flame-colored eyes, tan skin. She is an eighteen-year-old girl whose parents were killed by the group operating in Arizona. While waiting for the Order to approve their refugee status, Renée asked Team Rivera to look after Pyrrha and her brother, Aidan. Pyrrha is very protective of Aidan but soon warmed up to Team Rivera, and especially admires Carmen and Artemis. After the men hunting her and Aidan were stopped, they were both fostered by Ralph and Conleth.

Aidan McKenna: Phoenix. Dark, wavy hair, flame-colored eyes, tan skin. He is Pyrrha’s eight-year-old brother. Since he is younger, he’s quicker to trust and befriend Team Rivera, especially Kegan.

Fabricius Wright: Unknown. Black hair, chilling-blue eyes, pale skin. He worked for the group operating out of Arizona. He was the one running experiments on the Eyes that went to Phoenix to investigate and turning them into mindless puppets. He appears to have conducted some experiments on himself in that time, making it unclear what species he was and what abilities he possessed.


Chapter 1

Artemis paced back and forth across the dining area, and she slowly circled the table again and again. It seemed even werewolves were incapable of resisting that impulse to aimlessly wander around while chatting on the phone, and I found myself watching her with amusement as she began yet another lap around the large rectangular slab of oak we’d found ourselves using more and more since last week.

We’d almost never used it before the McKennas had first come to stay, because we’d never needed to. The kitchen sat five people comfortably, so it was no problem to squeeze in a sixth, and for various reasons, we’d all grown familiar with the feeling of having so many loved ones in one space. I knew I had. There was something comforting about having everyone I loved in the world living under one roof. My sister, my best friend, and my three wonderful partners.

Since Pyrrha and Aidan McKenna had moved out last week, we’d continued using the dining area, even though it wasn’t necessary. I wasn’t even really sure why, but it did feel nice, and more grown-up in a strange sort of way, to sit around the table each night. Like we were a proper family sitting down to a proper family dinner where we talked about our days.

Right now, though, we were all sitting in the lounge area-- save Artemis, who was on the phone with Ralph Chander, our friend and the new guardian of the two McKenna kids, alongside his husband, Conleth.

It was, for many reasons, a more suitable arrangement. Ralph and Conleth weren’t hunters like we were, their jobs didn’t put them in danger, and they were unlikely to get armed assailants breaking down their door. Infinitely more appropriate for a newly-eighteen-year-old girl and her eight-year-old brother. Pyrrha had been forced to grow up much too fast over the past few months-- so had Aidan, but to a lesser degree-- and I hoped living with Ralph and Conleth would help the phoenix girl to reclaim a little of her dashed youth.

“Oh, that’s great to hear, Ralph,” Artemis said into the phone, and a warm smile spread across her face as her amber-gold eyes sparkled. “Yeah, I’ll pass that along to the others. You take care of yourselves. Yeah. Thanks! Bye!”

She pulled the phone from her ear and looked up to see me watching her from the couch. I’d turned around to listen to her half of the conversation more easily, though I hadn’t been able to make out Ralph’s parts, and I leaned my folded arms along the back of the couch.

“Everyone good?” I asked the werewolf woman.

“Pyrrha and Aidan are both adjusting really well,” she said with a nod. “Conleth’s helping Pyrrha go through the formal process of adopting Aidan, and they’re working to get her on the same program as Helen, since neither of them were able to finish their final year of human high school. Once they have diplomas, a lot more avenues will open up for them. College, if they want it.”

“There’s a school in the United Kingdom that has a fully-supernatural student body,” Asami said conversationally. She was sitting in the armchair with her legs thrown over the side, and her nose was buried in a book on rune magic. “They offer courses on things like magical history and theory. I wanted to go there when I was a kid, before I decided to stay within the Order and study at the Academiae Medendi.”

I recognized the name as the healing academy set up by Galen Czerny, a legendarily talented healer and the unfortunate victim of a ghost-binding a few months ago. With Artemis’ help, our group had identified Galen’s spirit as the one being forced to possess werewolves, and the resulting strain killed the lycanthropes. Galen had been beloved in the magical community, and even deeply respected within the Order, so I understood why Asami would’ve passed up a chance at an all-magical university to study under him.

“That would be really good,” I said. “For Pyrrha and Helen, I mean. They’ve both had tough years, they deserve to just be teenagers for a little while.”

“Did Ralph mention anything about the pair of them as a twosome?” Carmen then asked from the other couch. She was lying across it with her head in Kegan’s lap and her feet hanging off the end, and a large, cheeky grin spread across her face as she asked her question.

“Just that the two of them seem to be getting along well,” Artemis answered wryly.

“Leave them be, Monkey,” I chastised my twin. “It’s gotta be confusing enough for the pair of them without us butting in and making it all awkward.”

“But it’s so cuuute!” my sister whined. “Finding love in such a difficult time in their lives! From what Ralph and Conleth said, Helen’s last boyfriend was a total dweeb.”

“I’m glad they’re both adjusting well,” Kylah said from where she was sitting next to me on the couch. By this point, she’d also turned to look back at Artemis. “Pyrrha and Aidan, I mean. It wouldn’t have been stable enough here for them. We certainly couldn’t have gotten them in those sorts of programs.”

“Con’s kind of a genius at what he does,” Artemis agreed as she tucked her phone in her back pocket. “Also, Aidan apparently wants to know if he can come visit sometime next week. Pyrrha, too.”

“Absolutely! Right?” Kylah looked at me with a smile, and I grinned back at her and nodded.

“Yeah,” I said. “I like the pair of them, I’d wanna see how they’re doing. And Helen’s obviously welcome, too, if she wants.”

“Who’s butting in now?” Carmen teased from Kegan’s lap, and I rolled my eyes.

“I’d like to see Aidan again, he’s a sweet kid,” Kegan said as he stroked a lock of my sister’s hair off her forehead.

I agreed wholeheartedly. Pyrrha had been cold and standoffish at first, and I hadn’t blamed her. She’d had to fight for her and her brother’s survival. But she was mellowing out now, and it was encouraging to see.

Aidan, meanwhile, managed to retain that sort of kind, enthusiastic naivete-- no doubt thanks to his sister’s efforts-- and had taken a particular shine to Kegan while they’d been staying with us. I suspected the kid was very excited to see Kegan again, and the kid would probably tell the blond man everything he and Pyrrha had been up to since moving into Ralph and Conleth’s home.

“I’m really, really glad the two of them are settling in okay,” Kylah said in a fond tone, and she rested her cheek on her arm with a wistful expression.

“That’s why we do this, remember?” I said, and I tucked one of her blonde curls behind her ear. They were slightly pointed, like Kegan’s, which was a subtle hint to their half-faerie ancestry. “Helping people. Not just fighting threats, but trying to put people where they fit. Where they’ll flourish.”

“Absolutely,” Asami said. “I just wish we could do more for the other kids affected by what’s happening in Arizona. The McKennas aren’t the only people who’ve been displaced, or orphaned. The Order took in a couple, but…”

“Not all of them,” I said with a nod.

That was why Renée Beckett, head of the Denver Sanctuary, had approached us. She hadn’t been able to take in the McKennas-- certainly not Pyrrha, as she was a legal adult-- and Renée hadn’t wanted to separate them. So, she’d asked us to step in.

I’d been glad to help, we all were, but it had highlighted a real issue with how the Order did things. Its primary focus was hiding the magical world, rather than helping its inhabitants. If our little group hadn’t been able to help Renée when she’d needed it… I didn’t want to think about what would’ve happened to the McKennas.

“There are a lot of problems with the magical world I’d like to see fixed,” Artemis agreed in a sober tone. “And the way magical refugees are treated is pretty high up there. Selene was talking about opening some kind of halfway house in the meeting hall. A safe space in LA for magicals waiting to have their cases confirmed by the Order, or for those who got rejected but still need help.”

“I like that idea,” I said. “How’s that going?”

“Not well,” the werewolf woman replied with a twist of her mouth. “It needs funding, and especially after what happened with Legion, a lot of lycanthropes are reluctant to let other magical species into their spaces-- especially magicals from Arizona.”

“Fear and ignorance,” Asami sighed as she closed the book on runes she was reading, set it down on the coffee table, and then pushed her large, round glasses up her nose. “They’ll do more damage to a society than any weapon. And that’s exactly what the Phoenix group has been preying on.”

“Which is also exactly why we’re going to stop them,” I reminded the researcher. “We dealt them a proper blow by taking out Fabricius Wright. They’ve lost the mastermind behind a lot of their fucked-up little experiments. It’s just a matter of taking out the other big players, and making sure the power vacuum doesn’t get exploited by somebody even worse.”

“Are you sure that’s even possible?” my sister asked, and her tone was doubtful. “Sami’s right, fear and ignorance are powerful-- and destructive. If people are scared of the threat the human world faces, or tired of having to hide because of humanity, I don’t think taking out Phoenix’s leaders will be enough.”

“Thinking like that is usually a symptom rather than the root cause,” Kylah said. “I reckon most of the people involved in Phoenix don’t actually want to see a war between humanity and magicals, they just want to live freely, as themselves. But there are gentler, more productive ways of handling it than suddenly ripping down the veil and plunging the world into a magical war.”

“A war, by the way, that humanity would almost certainly win,” Artemis said grimly. “Humanity vastly outnumbers the magical population, and we’re all too busy fighting among ourselves to present a single, united front.”

“But that’s the point,” I said. “Phoenix is using divide and conquer to get more people onto their side.”

“Exactly,” Kegan agreed, and I noticed he was absently twisting a few locks of Carmen’s hair around his fingers. He’d been doing that a lot recently, and I suspected he found the action soothing. “If and when Phoenix did spark a war with humanity, they would present themselves as the cause to rally behind-- thereby comfortably placing themselves at the top of any new hierarchy that might be created in the ashes. But if we find out who the leaders are, who’s pulled the strings of people like Wright and Legion, we can stop that in its tracks. We can encourage people in the lower levels to direct their frustrations in ways that will actually make real, good changes.”

“That still leaves us with figuring out who those leaders are,” Carmen pointed out as she peered up at Kegan from his lap. “The Fae Queen said Phoenix named themselves because they want to be immortal, and it’s clear they want to take down the veil in some way-- probably to enslave humanity and establish a magic supremacy, or some shit.”

“I don’t know if everyone in the lower levels knows about that, though,” I said. “A lot of disillusioned people, especially disillusioned young people, might be drawn to a cause because they feel like they can’t do anything else. I’d like to think not everyone in the group knows what Phoenix is really doing.”

“Maybe not, but they’ll have a vague idea.” Artemis came to sit down on the other side of me, so Kylah and I both turned back around to sit normally as the werewolf woman continued. “The Phoenix group isn’t exactly hiding their methods. Anyone who works with them is at least deciding certain deaths and atrocities are ‘worth’ the end result. They’re culpable, you know.”

“Well, hopefully we can convince them to change,” I said. “Like Kegan said, redirect that frustration into something useful, something that’ll make good change.”

“Ugh, this is making my brain hurt,” Carmen complained, and she put her hands to her head. “We’re guessing at the final plan and politics of a group we barely know. All we have are individual anecdotes from individual people. Fabricius just wanted to make his fucked-up experiments, Scratch wanted to drink the world dry, and Amaryllis wanted to rid Faerie of half-fae.”

“Fabricius was involved in Phoenix, though,” I said. “Explicitly and closely. And I bet he was making those creepy ‘Eyes’ to bolster their army, if it did come to a war. The Order is focused mostly on its own members going missing, but I bet a load of regular humans went missing, too.”

“I could check Arizona police databases to find out,” my sister suggested. “But you’re missing my point. We still barely know anything about them. We have an idea about their final plan, maybe, but we’re missing a lot of the details-- damn near all of them. We can’t meaningfully attack them, by which I mean stop them and stop their ideas, if we don’t know what those ideas are. If we just take out the leaders, we won’t solve the problem that allowed a group like that to form in the first place.”

“I see what Carmen’s saying,” Asami agreed as she daintily pressed her pinkie finger to the silver stud in her nose, checking or perhaps adjusting it. “We need to address the root problem that causes people to join Phoenix if we want to actually, permanently defeat them. Which means we need to learn more about them. How they operate, exactly what their endgame is, and what they promise to the disillusioned masses who join up with them. I think Kylah’s right, the people at the lower levels must have a whitewashed version of what Phoenix does.”

“That does mean we’ll struggle to find out their end goals even more,” Artemis pointed out, and her amber eyes narrowed. “It will be difficult to differentiate between the propaganda lies and what they really intend. We know they want power, but the power to do what? Enslave humanity? Destroy it? Tear down the veil or fully isolate the magical world from the human world? We just don’t know.”

“We don’t,” I said with a nod. “And sitting around discussing it won’t change that. We need to get out, look around, and see what’s what. Ideally, we’d speak to other people who escaped Arizona, but I don’t think a lot of them would be willing to talk.”

“And, if they made it out alive, they probably didn’t see anything too damning,” Carmen added. “Remember how much effort Wright spent after the McKennas? Anyone who survives getting out of Arizona probably won’t know much that can help us.”

“Besides, I don’t think we should be bothering random survivors and refugees,” Kylah said with a frown, and I reached over and took one of her hands in both of my own.

One of the things I loved most about her was how empathetic she was, how strongly she felt about helping people, and how much she hurt at the idea of others’ suffering. I knew these past several weeks had been particularly hard on her, especially after our excursion into the Seelie Court and our confrontation against Amaryllis nic Sage, who’d tried to quite literally exterminate half-faeries like Kylah and Kegan.

“No, neither do I,” I told her. “We can speak to people who’ll know more and who aren’t already struggling. Renée might be able to point us in the right direction, she might know someone via the Order.”

“Maybe,” the blonde woman agreed with a faint smile, and she squeezed my fingers.

“I’m still sorting through the papers you managed to send me from Fabricius’ workshop,” Asami said as she pursed her lips. “But I don’t think it will be super useful for us. It’s mostly notes on how his various… studies went. He doesn’t seem to have been involved or interested in the political side of things.”

“From what I saw, he just joined Phoenix so he’d have a benefactor,” I scoffed. “Someone to fund his mad experiments. He had a major superiority complex, but not because he was magical or human. Because of his own intellect.”

“A shame he decided to use that intellect to spread misery and death,” Artemis remarked. “But if Phoenix are interested in the likes of him, or Sullivan Scratch, it seems they really are interested in pursuing some kind of immortality or invulnerability, like the Fae Queen said.”

“If the Phoenix group intends to start a war, it’d be a good way of ensuring they’d win,” Kylah said as her expression grew troubled. “And to make sure they stayed alive to reap the benefits of that victory.”

“They’d be pretty damn difficult to take down, too,” I agreed in a grim tone. “Which means we have to stop them before it comes to that. Killing Wright was probably a good first step, since he was clearly the brains behind a lot of that stuff, but that still leaves us with the question of who, exactly, he was being funded by.”

“So we need to talk to someone who knows more about Phoenix than we do,” Carmen said. “I get that, but who? Renée might know someone, but we’re not Order, so anyone she can put us in touch with will probably refuse to speak to us.”

“Yeah, the Order is pretty cagey about giving information to outsiders,” Asami agreed. “Why do you think most freelancing work is considered a death sentence? All the risk and none of the resources.”

“Okay, so maybe not Renée,” I said. “But we know other people. Selene, for one thing. And you said there was a leader for vampires, right?”

“The local leader is Benjamin du Sang,” Kegan said as he looked over at me. “I don’t know much about him. He has a fairly positive public image, but you hear things. Power and influence lend well to laundering reputations.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Artemis interjected when I opened my mouth, and I looked over at her with a frown.

She raised an amused eyebrow, and I knew she’d guessed what I’d been about to suggest. Evidently, it wasn’t a viable option.

“What?” I asked.

Had I really become so predictable to her? Though, I supposed I could have taken it as a compliment that we all knew one another so well.

“You don’t just go to the home of someone like du Sang,” the amber-eyed woman told me. “You thought Selene was a bit tricky to get to? Vampires are on a whole other level. Their age allows them to accumulate wealth and power on a scale unlike any other magical species, not to mention the way they look.”

“The way they look?” my sister asked as her brow furrowed in confusion.

“Vampires are the perfect predator,” the werewolf woman explained. “I might be fast, and strong, but I don’t look especially different from a normal human. Vampires, however? Something about the venom affects their skin, making them look healthy and beautiful. Lures you in. So they can attack you. Powerful ones even have a low-level hypnotic influence, so they can force you to let your guard down.”

“That’s partly why laws around non-consensual feeding can get so messy,” Kylah added. “If a vampire hypnotizes their prey into agreeing, or even straight-up forgetting, there’s not much the authorities can do.”

“All of which is to say, Benjamin du Sang is about as untouchable as you can get,” Artemis sighed and shook her head. “You don’t go to him, you ask to make an appointment, and you hope he can fit you in sometime soon. Besides, even if he did know anything, he wouldn’t tell a bunch of nobodies like us.”

“Okay, so not du Sang,” I said. “We’ll try something else. Speak to someone else.”

“Later, though,” Carmen said as she sat up out of Kegan’s lap and raised her arms to stretch. “I’m hungry, and it’s not helping my concentration on any of these super-serious and important subjects.”

“Agreed,” Artemis said with a grin.

She, more than any of us, needed to eat. Werewolves burned far more calories than humans did, even at rest, and on the nights of a full moon, she had to eat almost three times as much as we did, to account for how much energy it took to physically transform into a wolf.

“Then let’s eat,” I said.

The sun would set soon, and we’d had light meals earlier in the day. Stuff like eggs and toast or a ham and cheese sandwich, so we could stand to have an early dinner. I got to my feet and headed into the kitchen only to realize the cupboards were practically bare.

“Ah, crap,” I sighed.

“Huh,” Carmen said as she peered at the mostly-empty shelves from over my shoulder. “Guess it makes sense, when you’re so preoccupied with saving the world from nefarious forces, you forget to do the grocery shopping.”

“Top of our list tomorrow,” I said firmly and closed the cupboards. “I guess we’re ordering in.”

“Why don’t we eat out for a change?” Kylah suggested.

“Yeah,” Asami agreed as she perked up. “It’ll be nicer than eating out of take-out boxes, we can make an evening of it.”

“Fine by me,” I said with a shrug, and I looked around at Carmen, Kegan and Artemis, who all nodded.

A few minutes later, we were all heading out the door and walking down the street in search of food.

Despite Carmen and I now living in the supernatural world pretty much entirely, with few non-supernatural contacts, we still hadn’t experienced too much of it. Like Artemis, we had one foot in the human world, so to speak. She had her human father, and we had over twenty years of habit.

So, neither Carmen nor I had really experienced what food was like in the magical part of LA. We knew the nightclubs and the meeting halls, where magicals congregated and socialized, but not the restaurants and the laundromats and other places where life just… happened. Where it wasn’t expected to socialize.

Probably because of that, there were fewer. The supernatural community was smaller and therefore had less need for spaces like that. Places like Alpha Fitness-- Ralph’s gym-- were the exception, rather than the rule. For many supernaturals, it was easier to just eat at home. Many species, such as vampires, had ‘specific dietary requirements’ that would raise comment in a human establishment.

But Artemis had been living in both the supernatural and the human versions of LA for her entire life, and with an appetite as large as hers, she knew the best places to eat. So, less than half an hour later, we were sitting down at a restaurant tucked away in a small side street filled with delicious smells and other supernatural patrons.

“The head chef is a half-faerie,” Artemis explained as we all sat down in a booth in the back corner. “So he obviously knows which produce is gonna taste the best.”

“I can’t believe I’ve never been here before,” Kylah remarked and looked fascinated as she took in the restaurant.

It was quite small but didn’t feel cramped, and it had been decorated in dark, rich greens, with lots of leaves, gold accents, and mahogany. It was dark without feeling gloomy, and despite the vines threaded around columns and in rafters, it felt very sophisticated.

“Well, we didn’t spend much time in LA socially until after we left the Order,” Kegan pointed out. “Not that we know a lot of supernatural-run restaurants back in Colorado, either.”

“I wonder if half-faeries can tell which weed is the best,” my sister mused aloud. “It’s legal in Colorado now, there might be a market for that sort of thing. Guarantee of higher quality and all that.”

“I can’t say I know anyone actively involved in that, but someone probably is,” Kylah laughed.

And that was how the evening passed. Silly comments, goofy jokes, warm conversations, and a whole lot of laughter. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time Carmen and I sat down in a large group and had a meal at a restaurant. With Theo and Maria, there’d been so many foster kids, and they’d been so dedicated to making sure we all had clean clothes and suitable school supplies that there hadn’t been much left over for fancy meals out. And if our parents had ever done that, well, it was too long ago, and we’d been too young to remember those moments now.

But there was something wonderfully, comfortingly normal and grown up about the six of us sitting in a corner booth, sipping drinks, and eating good food none of us had to cook. Like this really was our way of life, like we could do this every week, if we really wanted. It felt like another tiny milestone, proving how far Carmen and I had come and cementing that this was, in fact, real, and it wasn’t going away any time soon.

Eventually, we ate and drank our fill. We gave our compliments to the chef and left a hefty tip for good measure, and then we headed back to the townhouse for a night of well-earned rest. There was still the matter of how to find out more on Phoenix, and who to approach for such knowledge, but that could be sorted in the morning. We had enough money right now that we didn’t need to worry about taking on another job too soon, so we could spend this time focusing on Arizona.

“Damn, that’s a pretty swanky-looking ride!” Carmen’s voice, thick with approval, pulled me from my thoughts.

I looked up to see we were approaching our home, but a sleek, black car was parked almost directly in front. The windows were tinted so we couldn’t see inside, and I could only barely make out the silhouette of the driver through the windshield, since the interior lights weren’t on.

“Very swanky,” I agreed. “I wonder who it’s for.”

“Someone rich, if they can afford to have a driver just sitting there waiting for them,” Asami remarked. “I know this is a nice neighborhood, but I didn’t think anyone here had that kind of money.”

“Maybe it’s for an event,” Kylah suggested. “A conference or a wedding or something.”

“Who has a wedding ceremony at nine o’clock at night?” Kegan asked his sister in a teasing voice.

Kylah made an exasperated noise and stuck her tongue out at him, which only made the blond man chuckle.

I was still in that warm, comfortable feeling and relishing in how much I loved our new normal. It was a far cry from Carmen working as a mechanic and loving the work but hating how all her colleagues doubted her skill. It was even further from my time abroad where I’d wondered if my last moments were just around the corner, if tomorrow would be the day where I just got unlucky and a stray bullet or piece of shrapnel found my skull.

As we continued down the street, Kylah bickered with Kegan as she hugged my arm. Asami, Carmen, and Artemis chattered in an excited trio about their continued plans for the study-slash-library room, and I just stood in the middle of it feeling contentment.

But as we drew closer to our townhouse, something in the air shifted, and I realized a sleek, austere woman was standing directly outside our front door.

She turned to look at us as we paused on the sidewalk, and she silently looked us all up and down. It was a long moment before anyone said anything.

“Leo and Carmen Rivera?” the woman asked at last, and her voice was cool, clipped, professional. “I need you to come with me.”


Chapter 2

I instinctively moved to position myself directly in front of Kylah and the others, and I set myself between them and this woman I neither knew nor trusted. No one ever had a good reason to tell someone ‘you need to come with me.’

A quick glance behind me confirmed that Artemis had also moved defensively, and she’d put herself in front of Carmen and Asami. All six of us had our guards up now, but it seemed protective instincts ran deep not just in werewolves, but in ex-servicemembers, too.

“Leo, I presume?” the woman asked as her eyes fixed on me. They were a piercing, bright turquoise color, but her expression was cool and unconcerned, almost bored, really. As if she’d expected this kind of reaction and was only mildly disappointed to see her expectations had been correct. “Which means you must be Carmen.”

The woman directed her blueish-green gaze over my shoulder, presumably to where my sister was standing. It was hardly difficult to identify Carmen, since she was the only one of the others who was a spitting image of me, only female. We had the same tawny skin, the same dark, curly hair, and the same dark brown eyes. Fraternal twins.

“Pip, do you know this woman?” Carmen asked me in Spanish.

Clearly, she was hesitant to speak in English, a language we knew this woman understood, and she wanted to try and get at least something of an upper hand on her. But unfortunately, I didn’t have an answer, and I was halfway to opening my mouth to say as much when the strange woman spoke again.

“If you would prefer to conduct this meeting in Spanish, I’m agreeable to it,” the woman said. “But I would ask that we continue inside.”

“Fuck,” Carmen said in English, and she sounded more embarrassed than disappointed. “Alright, never mind that shit-- who are you?”

The woman raised one perfectly-shaped eyebrow and looked us all up and down again.

“I admit, I’d expected at least four of you to already know the answer to that,” she said.

And then it dawned on me.

Her skin was a deep bronze this time, and her ears were human-shaped, but now that I saw it, I felt like an idiot for not seeing it right away. This woman was the security manager we’d briefly encountered in Pandemonium only last week, the one who’d stopped a brawl with a single, strangely commanding word.

“My name is Lorelei Eydis, I am here on behalf of my employer,” the woman added in a clipped, brisk tone, and she stepped forward with one hand extended.

I looked at it for several long seconds before I took it, and we shook firmly.

“Leo Rivera,” I muttered, even though I knew it wasn’t necessary. “Who’s your employer?”

I already had my suspicions, but I wanted to hear it from her.

“That is something I would prefer to discuss behind closed doors,” Lorelei answered with a pointed look at the street behind us.

Sure, it was empty except for us right now, but that could change. We did, after all, have neighbors.

“You can understand why we might be reluctant to let someone we don’t know into our home,” Kylah said pointedly. “Wards don’t mean a great deal if you’re given permission to cross them.”

“It’s precisely because of your wards that I’m waiting out here,” Lorelei answered. “I cannot pass them without your permission, even if I mean you no harm. Which I do not. Once again, I’m here on a matter of business.”

“If that’s the case, why didn’t you just send a letter?” Carmen asked. “Since you clearly have our address.”

“Because the matter I have been sent here to discuss with you all is far too delicate to risk putting to paper,” Lorelei said.

It seemed to me she’d expected this kind of resistance and suspicion, because she had an answer for all of it. I wasn’t sure if this made her more or less trustworthy.

Either way, I didn’t take my eyes off the woman. This was partly because I didn’t yet trust her and partly because I was trying to pin down her aura. In Pandemonium, there’d been so much going on, and so many people, so I hadn’t gotten a good look at it. Here, the only other auras present were deeply familiar to me, but even with the lack of distraction, I couldn’t quite figure out what Lorelei’s aura was telling me. I couldn’t tell what type of creature she was, and that put me on guard.

“Monkey, what does your gut tell you?” I asked my sister, because she was always the best authority on this sort of thing.

Every magical individual had some kind of affinity. Kylah’s was light magic, Asami’s was healing magic, and Carmen was like a walking vibes radar. She could sense danger in a situation, tell if there was a trick, or something greater at play. If this Lorelei woman-- or her mysterious employer-- were trying to pull one over on us, Carmen would root it out.

There was a long pause while my sister stepped forward slightly, past Artemis but still behind me, and sized Lorelei Eydis up. She cocked her head as her brow furrowed, and after a long, tense moment, she nodded.

“Alright,” she said. “I don’t sense anything off. Yet. But that doesn’t suddenly mean we’re best friends.”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow as if amused by this sentiment but said nothing. Then she stepped aside, away from the door, so I could unlock it and, carefully, the seven of us filed inside.

Once we’d crossed the threshold, Lorelei’s human glamour fell away. Her bronze skin became blueish-green, and her human ears shimmered and resumed their webbed, fin-like shape. When she looked at me, I also saw her turquoise eyes were now black. Not just the irises, but entirely.

“Impressive,” Kylah said as she closed the front door behind herself, and I saw she was admiring Lorelei’s transformation.

“Thank you, but it’s nothing to do with my skill,” Lorelei answered, and she pulled up the deep blue sleeve of her blazer to show a gold bangle studded with blue and green gemstones that looked like something from a pirate’s treasure trove. “This is enchanted with a low-level glamour that gives me a human appearance. Only magicals can see through it. It saves a lot of time.”

“I bet,” Asami said as she came closer to admire the piece of jewelry. “Fine-tuning the strength of a glamour spell to affect only non-seer humans is a complex bit of magic, how did you come by such a piece?”

Even from several feet away, I could see the subtle magic radiating off the gold band. The effect was peculiar, because I was focusing my attention on the bangle, but it was like… my mind didn’t want me to. My mind wanted to just ignore it. No doubt another layer of the glamour, designed to let a clearly non-human individual pass by humans undisturbed.

“My employers,” Lorelei answered and lowered her sleeve. “I’m more able to enact their demands if I can move unimpeded through the city. And such demands are why I’m here today.”

Lorelei sat herself down on one of the armchairs without being asked, crossed her legs, and rested her hands on the arms of the seat. She looked like a CEO listening to a bunch of interns nervously pitch a new business venture. Her clothes-- an impeccably smart blazer and matching suit pants, along with a plunging V-necked blouse-- didn’t help to dispel this impression.

“You mentioned your employers…” Artemis said.

The rest of us had sat, but she alone remained standing, with her arms folded and a subtle air of threat surrounding her. Despite not being especially large, Artemis had a way of commanding a room, of making her presence seem huge and intimidating. I wondered if it was a werewolf thing, since Ralph and Selene had also managed it, but then again, Ralph was literally physically huge, and Selene was the leader of all the werewolves in Los Angeles.

“I did,” Lorelei confirmed with a nod.

“And?” Artemis prompted when the black-eyed woman didn’t offer anything further. “Who are they?”

“I’m not currently at liberty to say. But if the stories they-- and I-- have heard about the six of you, I’m sure you can put it together.”

“It’s Celeste Malachi,” Kylah said at once, and her gaze was firm and challenging as she looked at Lorelei. “Right? You’ve come here late, practically the middle of the night, which would mean your employers are nocturnal. Plus, we saw you at Pandemonium, which was recently taken over by Celeste Malachi, and you didn’t look like you were there on a social outing.”

I knew Kylah was right. I’d been there, too, when Lorelei had intervened in that brawl started by a drunk clubber who hadn’t known when to back down from a fight. A particularly hot-headed half-faerie by the name of Alder. He’d sucker-punched me, Carmen had punched him back, and all hell had broken loose until Lorelei had stepped in and stopped it all quite literally with a single word.

Now, in our lounge, Lorelei appraised Kylah for a long moment. Then, for the first time since we’d seen her standing outside the apartment door, the tiniest of smiles graced her blue-green face.

“Madam Malachi is indeed my employer,” she said. “And she has sent me here tonight because she has taken note of your group’s skill and tenacity. These are attributes she considers admirable, and they may be particularly useful to a problem she would like to see solved.”

“That’s a lot of words to not say very much,” Carmen remarked with narrowed eyes. “That’s barely a step above lawyer speak. What does this Celeste Malachi woman want with us?”

“Not for me to say,” Lorelei answered. “Madam Malachi has requested to speak with the six of you, personally and privately. She sent me here to retrieve you.”

“Retrieve us?” Carmen said flatly. “We’re not dogs.”

Lorelei just looked at her and evidently didn’t want to dignify the comment with a response.

“Can we… can we have the room for a sec?” I then asked her. “Talk this over in private, before we make a decision?”

“If you must,” Lorelei said, and she gracefully rose from her seat and walked over to the entry hall.

The moment the front door closed behind her, Carmen made a disgusted noise.

“What’s up with Helga Sinclair?” she demanded, and she pulled an irritated face, like a child who’d just been scolded by the new babysitter. “Waltzing in here and thinking she can yank us over to ‘Madam Malachi’ like we’re her pets or something.”

“Easy, Monkey,” I said gently. “I don’t think she meant any offense. Besides, based off what we saw in Pandemonium, I don’t think she normally does… house calls.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kylah said. “I think the more accurate statement is that she doesn’t normally do it like this. For whatever reason, though, it seems Celeste Malachi wants us to come see her completely willingly. Why else would she have not simply enthralled us?”

“I’m sure a vampire as old and powerful as her has better things to do than come all the way out here to hypnotize a bunch of freelancers,” I snorted.

“I’m not talking about Celeste.” Kylah shook her head. “I mean Lorelei. She’s a siren-- her voice is… compelling. Legendarily so. If she wanted, she could force us to come with her, easily.”

The idea that such a thing would be so simple for Lorelei-- for any one person-- made me uncomfortable. Somehow, I suspected polite business inquiries were not what Lorelei normally did at her employer’s behest. Such a skillset, combined with her cool, austere demeanor, gave me the impression that Lorelei’s errands were typically more violent, or at the very least morally dubious.

“Okay, but she didn’t,” I said. “Does that mean Celeste Malachi doesn’t mean us any harm?”

“I’d say so,” Carmen chimed in. “I’m still not getting any bad vibes off her, but who knows? Phoenix managed to bypass wards with their fucked-up ‘Eyes’ only last week. Maybe they know how to fool my radar, too. I haven’t met Celeste directly, and it gets… fuzzier with degrees of separation. Whole people are harder to read than specific situations.”

“Regardless of what we think, we should go into this with caution,” Kegan advised. “We know Phoenix will be hunting us now, and we know they have powerful allies.”

“True, but I don’t think Celeste Malachi is one of them,” Artemis said as she frowned thoughtfully. “Compared to how Amaryllis conducted herself, I believe Celeste more. I heard a lot of rumors about Pandemonium before you guys got it shut down. I haven’t heard those kinds of rumors about Celeste.”

“Maybe, but the richer you are, the more easily you can launder stuff,” my sister pointed out.

“In the official record, maybe, but nothing’s rumor-tight,” the werewolf woman pressed. “Like Kegan said with du Sang, he can try and whitewash all he likes, but you still hear things. Gossip, especially lurid, shocking gossip, travels fast. I’m not saying Celeste Malachi is a beacon of moral purity, but I’m pretty confident she’s not in league with Phoenix.”

“I mean, that’s good, obviously, but it doesn’t mean we should go hear what she has to say,” Carmen muttered. Her arms were folded obstinately, and it was clear her pride was still smarting thanks to Lorelei. “We need to focus on Phoenix, not whatever problem some random vampire aristocrat needs solving. We help people who have nowhere else to turn, and I’m pretty confident she has plenty of other resources.”

“Carmen has a point there,” Kylah said as she twisted a blonde curl around her forefinger and frowned slightly. “We have other issues we should be focusing on.”

“Who says they have to be separate, though?” Asami suggested, and she had that glint in her eye that meant a plan was taking shape. “Celeste is a prominent figure in the high society of Los Angeles’ magicals. She knows people. People who might know something about Phoenix. People who might be involved with Phoenix directly. Fabricius Wright had a lot of funding, and a vampire wouldn’t be the worst candidate for that sort of thing. A lot of the older ones have accumulated a lot of wealth.”

“You think Celeste could be a way to get more information?” Kegan asked the researcher.

“She knows people,” Asami said as she pushed her circular glasses up her nose. “Powerful people. And if I know one thing about groups like Phoenix, it’s that they don’t get this powerful and this dangerous without some big names backing them. Big names with bigger wallets. I’m sure Celeste will have heard something, just like the Fae Queen. She has enough status and influence to have heard rumors most people won’t know anything about.”

“Sami does raise a good point,” Artemis agreed and was clearly trying to win Kylah and Carmen over to her side. “And we don’t have a whole lot of leads right now. We need details if we want to stop Phoenix effectively, and peasants like us just don’t get into the rooms where those conversations happen.”

“Speak for yourself, Kegan and I are Fae nobility,” Kylah declared with a faux-haughty sniff that made everyone chuckle, and just for a moment, the tension of our situation eased. “In all seriousness, I think we should hear what Celeste Malachi has to say. Jamison had nothing but praise for the woman when we were unsure of returning to Pandemonium, and you said Selene thinks highly of her.”

“You’ve been a bit quiet, Pip,” Carmen then said, and everyone turned to look at me. “What do you think?”

I hesitated for a moment as I mulled everything over.

“I think there are strong points on both sides,” I said eventually. “I don’t want us to do something reckless out of desperation, just because we’re short on options. We need to do something if we’re going to make a proper start toward defeating Phoenix, but we can’t let the fear of feeling like progress is too slow sink in, we’ll just make stupid choices. On the other hand, this Celeste woman seems worth hearing out, at least.”

I paused again and thought for a moment.

“Let’s put it to a vote,” I said. “No judgment, a simple majority. Hands up if you think we should hear Celeste Malachi out. Hands down if you think we should just say no and send Lorelei Eydis on her way. Alright?”

“Sounds good to me,” Artemis said with a shrug.

“What happens if we tie?” Carmen asked as she looked around the group. “We’re an even number.”

“Cross that bridge,” Kylah advised her with a rueful smile.

“Yeah,” I said. “Alright, who wants to go and see what ‘Madam Malachi’ has to say?”

Artemis and Asami raised their hands almost at once, and a moment later, so did I. Going to Celeste and hearing her pitch, whatever it was, didn’t equate a commitment to anything, but I wanted to know just what we’d be getting in to. Or what we’d be turning down if we said no.

After a few moments, Kylah and Kegan both raised their hands, too, and shortly after them, Carmen also raised her hand, even if she was still frowning.

“I still don’t like how… glossy that Lorelei woman is,” my sister said defensively when we all looked at her. Clearly, I hadn’t been the only person expecting her to vote against going. “She’s hiding something, I’m sure.”

“She looks to be Celeste Malachi’s fixer, of course she’s hiding something,” Artemis said with a snort, and my sister laughed.

“Then it’s settled, I guess,” Kylah said to us all. “Unanimously. We’ll hear what Celeste Malachi wants from us.”

“But that’s it,” I clarified. “We didn’t decide if we’ll agree to whatever terms she’s laying out. We have no idea what problem she wants solved. For all we know, she might want us to kill someone for her.”

“For all we know, she might want you to let her kill Kegan and I,” Kylah added.

She said it lightly enough, but I could see the very real trepidation in her eyes. She and Kegan had suffered a great deal for being half-faeries, and vampires were especially dangerous.

Asami had once described how the poetry of the supernatural world summed it up best. Fae were the children of day, just as vampires were the children of night. Vampires used to be human, and so they craved the day, and drinking faerie blood allowed them to temporarily walk in sunlight unharmed. But faeries were potent and would burn a vampire up from the inside. Half-faeries were like a milder version of that, so their blood was safer to drink. Which meant they were a common object of desire for the less scrupulous vampires of the world, those who didn’t care about hurting others to get what they wanted.

Kylah and Kegan were very familiar with those kinds of vampires. Carmen, Asami, Artemis, and I had all sworn we would protect them, and we kept to that promise, but I understood why the Campbells might still be cautious about dealing with vamps.

“If you want out, say the word,” I told the blonde woman, and I raised a hand to cup her cheek. “One word, from you or Kegan, and we’re gone. Celeste Malachi can say whatever she wants, offer or threaten or whatever, and we won’t entertain it. Not if you guys don’t want us to.”

“Thank you,” Kylah said in an earnest tone, and she leaned into my palm as her eyes fluttered closed momentarily. “I think I’ll be okay, but… thank you.”

“Of course,” I murmured, and I leaned in to kiss her forehead before dropping my hand.

Then I rose from my seat and opened the front door to see Lorelei still standing there all businesslike. When our gazes met, my dark brown to her all-black, she raised an eyebrow.

“Well?” she asked. “Have you come to a decision?”

“We have,” I said. “We’ll come with you, and we’ll hear what your employer has to say. But we make no promises beyond that.”

“That will suffice for now,” Lorelei said with a clipped nod. “There’s a car waiting for you all outside.”

“Oh, shit, that swanky thing on the curb is yours?” Carmen asked, but then she smacked her own forehead. “I should’ve known. Who the fuck drives around in a limo?”

“Well, I suppose seven people wouldn’t fit into an ordinary car,” Kylah said in an amused tone, and the six of us headed out of the townhouse.

We hadn’t had time to even take off our shoes and jackets, since we’d first seen Lorelei on the front steps, and as I hung back to lock the front door, I realized the siren was standing next to me.

“Yes?” I asked as I tucked the key into my pocket.

“In the interest of being up-front,” the woman said, and she extended a hand. “I would like to vet your intentions before we leave.”

I looked down at her hand. Like her face, and every other bit of skin I could see, it was blueish-green and had a sheen to it that reminded me a little of scales. Her fingernails were short, neat, and painted jet black. At least, I assumed they were. Maybe they were just naturally that color.

“A handshake?” I asked. “Is this like an honor thing?”

“Partly,” Lorelei answered. “And partly so I can assess your motives for agreeing to meet with my employer. Allow me a glimpse into your mind. Just enough that I can confirm you mean no harm.”

I narrowed my eyes at the hand and then at Lorelei to try and sus out if there was an ulterior motive here. Carmen hadn’t mentioned feeling any bad vibes, and my gut instinct was to trust this woman, despite her crisp, slightly prickly manner. I got the sense she was fiercely loyal to her employer, loyal above all else, and that was something I could respect.

“Are you going to do that to all six of us?” I asked.

“If I feel the need,” she said. “But your sister wears her heart on her sleeve, and I already know a little about the former Eyes and Ms. Desir.”

I supposed that made sense, since Artemis, Asami, and the Campbells had all been living in the supernatural world a lot longer than Carmen and me. And, as much as I loved my sister, she wasn’t exactly a difficult read.

“You think I might pose a threat?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be waiting to shake your hand,” Lorelei said simply. “Call it professional caution, if you prefer. I trust my employer’s judgment, but I like to be absolutely sure.”

“That makes two of us, then,” I said, and I shook Lorelei’s hand.

Immediately, it was as though something exploded inside of my mind. Suddenly, I was no longer looking into Lorelei’s all-black eyes but somewhere entirely different.

Something about this place was familiar, in the way a dream might feel familiar. I couldn’t consciously bring to mind what it was, but nonetheless I knew. Maybe this place reminded me a bit of the foyer of the Order Sanctuary in Denver. Maybe it reminded me of the werewolves’ meeting hall, but there was the sense of congregation, of collaboration.

I looked down at myself and expected to see the clothes I’d been wearing all evening, the casual jeans and button-down over a t-shirt, but instead it was something altogether more formal. After a jolt, I realized it was similar to the uniform Renée wore as a Councilwoman-- a smart, dark jacket with a high collar and stiff, square shoulders. It was short in the front, but the back reached almost to my knees, and the Order’s crest glittered on the left breast.

Or… no. Not quite the Order’s crest, but not quite not-the-Order’s-crest, either. Some strange, liminal in-between. Like my mind had tried to conjure it from memory and had fallen just short.

“Leo?” a voice asked, and I looked up from my strange attire to see Kylah standing there, with a radiant smile. She wore a long, flowing gown of green fabric that reached the floor, and she was holding hands with Asami, whose hair was thrown up in a fancier version of her normal messy bun and was wearing a loose-flowing lilac shirt, with her free arm holding several books to her chest. “Are you ready?”

“Ready?” I asked, and my own voice sounded distant, like I was hearing it from underwater.

“Of course,” Asami said, and her own smile was broad and excited.

“Ready for what?” I pressed, and I frowned as my voice felt even further away than before.

“You don’t remember?” another voice asked me, and I turned to see Artemis standing behind me. Her long braids were pulled back into a ponytail, and the golden ends draped over her shoulders. “It’s starting today.”

“What… what’s starting today?” My frown deepened, because I felt like I should remember. I knew the answers to these questions, I did, but they were just out of reach.

“Silly thing,” Kylah giggled, and I turned away from Artemis to look back at the blonde and Asami, but when I did, Kylah was gone. Asami, too.

And standing in their place was Lorelei Eydis.

She looked more solid than everything else around me. Like she was the only part of all this that was truly real. She looked identical to how she’d looked… how she’d looked… I couldn’t quite remember when I’d last seen her, but this was right. It was familiar. I heard the click-clack of her black heels on the hardwood floor as she approached me. Her blazer was gone, and the white blouse she wore underneath was sleeveless. I could see her gold bangle clearly, but the glamour wasn’t working on it now, because her skin was blue-green and her eyes were black.

“What’s starting today?” Lorelei said and echoed my confused tone. Or, no, not echoing it, mimicking. Then she smiled.

The smile was somehow threatening and comforting all at once, and I was filled with a great swell of emotion. Excitement, nervousness, anticipation, trepidation. It welled up inside me, and I thought I might burst.

“What’s starting today?” Lorelei said to me again.

And then she answered her own question.

“Everything.”

I was pulled back sharply. The illusion, or dream, or whatever it had been was yanked away, and suddenly I was back on the front steps of the townhouse, with Lorelei Eydis standing in front of me.

“Apologies,” Lorelei said abruptly, and she snatched her hand back, out of my grasp. She looked ever so slightly ruffled, almost as though she’d been caught a little off guard. “I… wasn’t expecting that.”

“I…” I began and then trailed off. “I… what… what was that? Expecting what?”

“Have you not met a siren before, Leo Rivera?” Lorelei asked, and she raised an eyebrow that seemed as much curious as it was faintly judgmental.

“I haven’t, actually,” I said as I scrabbled to regain my senses. “My sister and I were orphaned young. We grew up outside of the magical world.”

I allowed myself the tiniest bit of smug satisfaction when I said the words ‘orphaned young’ and saw the judgment on Lorelei’s face recede.

“Well, I’m sure you know the stories of myth,” she told me, and to her credit, she recovered as quickly from the embarrassment as I had from whatever just happened in my head. No one could ever accuse her of being easily thrown off her rhythm. “Sirens can… entice. Promise someone whatever they want to hear. It’s not a wholly voluntary skill. It takes time and practice to control. Skin contact makes that control more fraught. Ordinarily, I wear gloves in my business affairs, but Madam Malachi instructed me to be as welcoming as possible. She thought gloves might be… cold. Closed-off. I expected my control to be more than sufficient, but your aura was… unexpectedly potent.”

“Uh… thanks?” I said, since I wasn’t entirely sure if that was a compliment. Mostly, I was thinking about how if this was Lorelei Eydis at her most welcoming, then I didn’t want to see her when she was pissed off.

“I haven’t encountered many people whose magical affinity lies in manipulating others’ auras,” Lorelei then told me, and her tone was edging dangerously close to conversational. “I see now why Madam Malachi has taken such an interest in your group. That skill is rare, and it can be very versatile.”

“Uh… thank you,” I said again, in a slightly surer tone than before.

Lorelei nodded at me smartly and turned to leave, but I reached out and tapped her on the shoulder, and she turned back to face me.

“Is there a problem?” she asked, and I realized her brisk tone wasn’t her being snippy, she was just very focused on the matter at hand.

“What was that?” I asked. “You didn’t say. You shook my hand, and suddenly I was… I dunno. Somewhere else. Not here, for sure. And you were… there. Did you, I dunno, make me… see something?”

“Make you see something?” the siren woman repeated, and her mouth turned down at the corners. “No. Well, not deliberately, at the very least. I was merely trying to get a read on your mind. But your aura, your capability to amplify others’ magic, pushed it further than I intended. When a siren is trying to enthrall their prey, they bind themselves to the subject’s object of true desire and insert themselves into the narrative. Whatever you saw was your own desire-- myself excluded, of course. I apologize if it was… not what you were expecting.”

“Oh, no,” I said. “Not at all. I just… wasn’t prepared.”

“Few people are,” Lorelei said, and her voice was almost wry. “It’s surprising how few people know what they truly desire.”

“I’m not entirely sure what that even was,” I said as I cast my gaze down the sidewalk to where the others were waiting.

Kylah, Asami, and Artemis had all been so clear in that vision. But the rest of it? The Order that hadn’t been the Order? Whatever the three of them-- and Lorelei-- had been anticipating? I couldn’t say what it meant. At least not yet.

“Are you okay?” Asami asked when Lorelei and I finally joined them near the curb.

“I’m fine,” I promised the researcher. “Just… not used to experiencing siren magic. I take it that means you trust us now, though.”

“As much as I can trust someone I don’t know,” Lorelei answered, which I supposed was about as good an answer as I could hope for.

I remembered Artemis telling me something similar when we’d first met.

The sleek black car was still waiting for us, and we all climbed in. Lorelei only had to rap her knuckles on the partition separating us from the driver, and it moved off with barely the growl of an engine. I could see Carmen trying not to geek out over how smooth and quiet it was, and it made me smile.

But my smile withered a little as the journey continued. None of us were really in the mood to talk, not with Lorelei sitting among us. Whatever questions we all had about what awaited us were for our ears only, and it felt a little rude to speculate about Lorelei’s boss right in front of her. So, we remained silent until the car came to a gentle stop, and Lorelei stepped out.

As we emerged behind her, we came face to face with an enormous manor. I wasn’t that surprised, to be honest, because I’d heard how vampires were often rich and enjoyed grandeur. Even so, I found myself gawking at the intricately carved stone ceilings, famous paintings, and various other markers of opulence and affluence.

“Step lightly, Madam Malachi is waiting,” Lorelei instructed us as she led us through a winding labyrinth of hallways and finally to a pair of doors that opened into a study lit only by a roaring fire in the hearth.

Silhouetted against the flames was a figure in a richly upholstered chair, and I couldn’t help but think about how this all felt like something out of a Gothic horror novel, like The Picture of Dorian Gray or something.

“Leo and Carmen Rivera, ma’am,” Lorelei announced to the figure in the seat. “And their hunter companions.”

And as Lorelei Eydis pulled the doors of the study closed behind the six of us, I couldn’t help but feel like I was a prisoner being locked inside his cell.

Or inside a wild animal’s cage.


Chapter 3

The figure in the seat turned to look at us all, but from the other end of the room, I couldn’t make out any details. Ordinarily, I would’ve been surprised to see someone sitting in front of a roaring fire in Los Angeles-- in August, no less-- but despite this building’s grandeur and sophistication, there was a certain chill in the air.

“Thank you, Lorelei,” a woman’s voice said, and it was friendly and encouraging, with the faintest hint of an accent, though I couldn’t quite place from where. “Please, come in, all of you.”

Slowly, the six of us inched forward, but Lorelei remained standing by the doors, as if taking vigil. In the flickering light of the fire, her blue-green skin looked almost human-colored-- though not the bronze shade of her glamour-- and the black waves of her hair shone with flashes of orange and gold. Her face, however, was as sober and focused as ever. I couldn’t even begin to guess what this room had in store for the six of us, and the siren woman wasn’t giving anything away.

We moved across the room-- which, despite being a sitting room, somehow felt obscenely large, and it was taking what felt like an age to cross it-- and as we did, the woman sitting in the plush chair began to come into focus.

She was, in a word, elegant.

I’d only met a handful of vampires up to this point, but they’d all moved with a certain grace. This woman was no different-- if anything, she seemed even more so. Even the way she turned her head to look at us felt somehow regal.

Her eyes were the color of toffee, a rich, deep caramel, and they were lined in shimmering golden eye shadow and long, dark lashes, like something from a glossy magazine advertising perfume or skincare. Outwardly, there was nothing particularly remarkable about them, unlike the stunning green of Kylah’s and Kegan’s eyes, or the bright amber of Artemis’ eyes, all of which hinted they weren’t entirely human.

And yet, something about this woman’s gaze was captivating. Not like the Fae Queen’s attention, which had carried the sweet, sharp note of a threat, like a dainty little knife. This was kinder, somehow. I believed this woman wanted us to be the solution to whatever problem she had.

But I didn’t believe for a second she wasn’t also incredibly dangerous. No one in the supernatural world was a pushover, especially not someone of such wealth and power.

“Leo and Carmen Rivera,” the woman said warmly, and she smiled at us all. “And, of course, Kylah and Kegan Campbell, Asami Tanaka, and Artemis Desir. I am Celeste Malachi-Dianne, and it is a genuine pleasure to meet you all. I’ve heard quite a lot about you.”

She rose from her seat and stood before us, and she politely clasped her hands in front of her as she inclined her head in a respectful greeting. I suspected this was to make her seem less of a threat, but even if she had a demure posture, I wasn’t fooled.

Celeste Malachi was taller than I’d been expecting, easily my height, and maybe even a little taller. Somehow, this only seemed to add to the aura of grace about her, which was perhaps helped by her understated dress. I’d expected something opulent, almost garish, from someone so affluent, something out of a Victorian-era or pre-revolution France, with an enormous skirt and layers of petticoats. I got the sense that a lot of vampires, especially older ones, liked to dress rather old-fashioned, presumably in accordance with whatever had been the fashion when they’d been turned.

But Celeste didn’t look like a noble from centuries past. Instead, she wore a floor-length, white, robe-looking garment patterned with lemons. Between this and how her dark brown hair hung in loose, silky waves down her back, it was almost as though she simply hadn’t dressed yet, and the lemon-patterned thing was covering her nightclothes.

“The pleasure is ours, Madam Malachi,” Kylah said, and she too bowed her head, though much more deeply than Celeste had. There had never been any question as to who she was, but it seemed this was a time and a place for only the most scrupulous of manners. “May I ask why you summoned us here?”

“Summoned?” Celeste echoed, and her elegant face pulled into a faint frown. “Oh, no, you weren’t summoned. You were invited.”

She cast her caramel gaze over toward Lorelei, who was still standing by the doors. I glanced back at the siren woman, and just as before, her expression gave nothing away.

“You’ll have to forgive Lorelei,” Celeste told us. “She takes her duties very seriously. Sometimes a little too seriously. I do hope she didn’t make you feel unwelcome. Or like you were obligated to come here.”

“Not at all,” I said quickly. I reckoned I was getting a sense of how to behave here. “We just… don’t know exactly why you invited us. Lorelei said you wanted to explain that in person.”

“Yes,” Celeste said with a nod, and she gestured to the large couch. “Yes, please sit.”

We sat as she requested, and as Celeste also took her seat and turned to face the fire, I got a proper look at her.

She was far unlike any vampire I’d yet met. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I was sure it went deeper than the fact her skin wasn’t porcelain white like Scratch’s had been, or the fact that when she smiled at us it reached her eyes. She was such a striking contrast to what I’d expected-- based on my own admittedly-limited experience with vampires, and from Lorelei’s matter-of-factness-- though I couldn’t quite say why.

“Lorelei mentioned you had a problem,” Kylah said to Celeste, once we’d all settled onto the couch. “A problem the six of us might be able to solve for you.”

There was a small table at either end of the couch, plus a larger, lower one between us and Celeste, and on another small, high table beside her armchair was a flute filled with something dark red and opaque. I was going to pretend it was red wine.

“Ah, yes,” Celeste said with a small sigh, and she leaned back in her seat. As she did, the hem of her lemon-patterned robe slipped up, and I saw she was wearing little white ballet flats on her feet.

Of more interest, however, was the scar around her right ankle. The jagged, pale lines stood out starkly against her copper skin, and when I glanced up and saw Celeste was watching me, I averted my eyes quickly, and she readjusted in her seat. To an onlooker, it merely seemed like she was getting comfortable in the chair, but I noticed how the readjustment caused the hem of her robe to slip past her ankle and hid the strange scar from view once more.

“I apologize for having to be so cryptic,” Celeste said as she threaded her fingers together and rested them on her knee, and I noticed then she had a wedding ring on her left hand, a plain band of gold. “But there are dangers afoot, as I’m sure you well know, and it can be difficult to know who can truly be trusted. The matter about which I would like to speak with you all is… well, it’s delicate. Quite personal, in fact, and I was hesitant to put it to writing, for several reasons.”

“That’s completely understandable,” Asami said, and I had to smile a little, because her first reaction was always to be kind, to give the benefit of the doubt. “But now that we’re here, perhaps you could elaborate?”

“Of course,” Celeste said graciously. “I did, after all, interrupt your evening. Most magicals are not nocturnal, despite the freedom darkness affords our kind, and I appreciate you coming here at this hour. Have you all had food? Can I get you something to eat? Drink?”

“We already ate, but thank you,” I said, mostly on reflex.

I knew this wasn’t the Seelie Court, but accepting food from someone I didn’t yet know or trust seemed like a bad idea regardless. Plus, I didn’t want to think too hard about what a vampire aristocrat would have on hand for drinking.

“If you’re sure,” Celeste said with a close-mouthed smile. It looked faintly mocking, until I realized she probably kept her lips closed to hide her fangs. Once again, an attempt to not intimidate her guests.

Or, maybe, an attempt to fool them into a false sense of security.

“Why did you bring-- uh, invite us here, ma’am?” I asked and tacked on the ‘ma’am’ at the last second because remaining polite was probably the safest way to operate here.

Vampires and faerie nobles had more in common than I’d initially given thought to.

Celeste leveled her toffee-colored gaze at me, and for a long moment, she said nothing and simply appraised me in silence. I wondered if this was how a large cat’s prey felt in the final crucial seconds before it all went black.

“Are you a godly man, Leo Rivera?” the vampire woman asked at last, and she leaned back languorously in her plush armchair.

“Uh… beg pardon?” I blinked.

“God. Do you believe in him? Her? Multiple?” Celeste prompted. “Do you follow a faith?”

“A faith?” I frowned a little as I thought about this. “Um… no, not really. I’ve… I’ve never had much use for things that are too big or too small to really affect me.”

“Interesting…” Celeste said slowly. “In what sense?”

“Well, I’m one man, you know?” I said with a shrug. “I’m just me. So… it’s all well and good to tell me that, like, atoms are mostly empty space, right? You have the nucleus, made up of the protons and neutrons, and then you have the electrons flying around. But if you map it to scale, an atom is like the size of a stadium, but the nucleus is only a pea. So matter, physical matter, is mostly empty space. Nothing. But I still feel it. My skin is warm, wood is hard, ice is cold. It doesn’t matter to me that it’s technically mostly empty, because it doesn’t feel like that to me. My world isn’t nothing. And… it’s the same with god, I guess. Whether there is someone, or something out there… it doesn’t really affect me. I prefer to put my faith in what I can see around me. The people I ally myself with.”

Celeste Malachi looked at me for an even longer moment than before. Long enough that I had to force myself to stay still and not squirm under her unflinching gaze.

“That is… a very unusual answer,” she finally said, and she spoke slowly, like she was choosing her words with great care. “Very… well thought out.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said and felt a little sheepish, but I let myself smile slightly, and the vampire woman smiled back.

I felt like I had gained a little of her respect, and on my right, Kylah took my hand and squeezed a little in silent encouragement, or perhaps congratulations.

I was just about to reiterate my question about why, precisely, we’d been invited here when I heard the creak of doors opening and turned to see someone else coming into the sitting room. The other end of the room was dark enough that I couldn’t make much of anything out, only a silhouette of someone in the doorway.

“Darling,” Celeste then said in a fond voice. “We have guests.”

“Oh, yes, those intrepid freelancers you mentioned?” a man’s voice answered, and a moment later its owner came within view of the fire’s light and smiled a fanged smile down at us all as he perched on the arm of Celeste’s chair. “A pleasure to meet you all. I’m Rafael Malachi, and I see you’ve already met my vision of a wife.”

“Oh, stop,” Celeste said in a teasing voice as Rafael took one of her hands in his own and raised it to his lips for a kiss. He looked at her with nothing short of adoration, and I wondered if I looked like that whenever I was watching Kylah, Asami, or Artemis.

“You two are married?” Asami then asked in a polite tone. “That’s unusual for vampires, isn’t it?”

“Rather,” Celeste agreed with a smile. “But not unheard of. Rafael and I have been married for almost three centuries.”

“Oh! Well, congratulations!” the researcher said but was clearly surprised by the revelation.

“I’ve found eternity is a great deal easier when you have someone to share it with,” Rafael said as he finally pulled his wife’s hands from his lips and looked at us.

Rafael was almost the opposite of Celeste. His hair was light blond, far closer to white than to the gold of the Campbells, and his skin was similarly fair. I had to wonder if he’d always been that pale or if three-hundred-plus years of being a vampire was to blame. His eyes, meanwhile, were a yellow-tinged green, like an apple. They were unusually vivid, and when I took this in combination with his slightly pointed ears…

“Are you half-fae?” I asked and only realized after that it maybe wasn’t polite to just blurt out such a question.

Rafael raised a blond eyebrow at me, then looked at his wife, then back to me.

“You have a keen eye,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I am one-quarter Fae. My mother’s mother was-- presumably still is-- a Seelie faerie. Though such lineage isn’t really of import now. Rather than fae and human, I am a vampire.”

“I’ve never heard of a vampire having faerie blood before,” Kylah said in a suddenly fascinated tone, and she leaned forward in her seat. “My brother and I, we’re half-fae, but we always assumed vampires would…”

“Be unable to control their desire for Fae blood?” Rafael asked and seemed a little amused. “Yes, that is the more common situation. The Fair Folk and the children of the night rarely… mix. But there are some exceptions. My sire, for one, and that reprehensible Scratch, for another.”

“Scratch?” I perked up a little. “As in, Sullivan Scratch?”

“The very same,” Celeste said, and there was a distinct note of distaste in her expression. “He was a loathsome little creature, I was admittedly quite pleased when I’d learned you and your group had dispatched him. He brought a bad name to our kind, to our community.”

“I heard there were many who agreed with his tactics,” Artemis said in a careful tone, like she knew she was stepping close to some unspoken line. “Privately, of course.”

“Perhaps, but we are not among them,” Celeste said stiffly. “Vampires are the children of the night. Scratch sought to change that, to pervert the natural order. Not through knowledge or working with others, but through reckless greed and a complete disregard for anyone other than himself.”

“The people operating in Phoenix, Arizona were thinking of allying with him for those reasons,” Carmen said in an almost conversational tone. “We found evidence of their correspondence after we killed him and freed his victims.”

I thought it was a little strange of her to mention Phoenix out of nowhere, until I realized she was trying to sus out if Celeste had any connections to Phoenix, any sympathies or information.

“Why am I not surprised?” Celeste asked grimly. “I’ve heard my fair share of that so-called ‘Phoenix group.’ They have a knack for that sort of thing, taking even admirable intentions and twisting them into bastardizations of the natural order. Taking compassion and curiosity and ripping them apart.”

“The path to hell is paved with good intentions,” Artemis said with a wry twist of her mouth, and I couldn’t help but agree.

People who believed they had some kind of answer, some miracle cure to a physical or societal ill, could often be blinded to less-than-savory methods by the chance to change the world.

“Indeed,” Celeste answered. “Not, mind you, that Scratch was particularly compassionate.”

“You don’t see the appeal of a vampire working to withstand the sun, then?” the werewolf woman asked and was clearly prying to make sure Celeste’s disgust was genuine.

“Not at such a bloody, violent cost,” the vampire woman replied firmly. “If he’d been taking voluntary donations from half-faeries, closely studying the effects, that would have been another matter entirely.”

“So you don’t miss the sun?” I asked out of curiosity.

“Sometimes.” Celeste shrugged. “But it is a sacrifice I made, and one I would make again if given the choice anew. I knew the price for this life, for the peace I enjoy, for the love I enjoy it with, and I am happy to pay it. I have no foolish misgivings about my place in this world. Scratch forgot his place and sought to change not the arbitrary rules of our society and culture, but the immutable rules of nature. And he was killed for it.”

“Just as well,” Rafael added in a dubious tone. “I don’t care to think about what he would have done if his plan had succeeded.”

“He would’ve wrought havoc on the human population of Los Angeles, at the very least,” I said grimly. “I’m not upset we killed him, and we saved a lot of half-faeries in the process. But I think I’m right to say that’s not why the six of us are here.”

“You are correct,” Celeste said with a graceful nod. “This is an extremely interesting conversation, but it is not the reason I invited you all here. That reason is because, quite simply, something of mine has been stolen. Something very precious. And I would like it back.”

“Someone… robbed you?” Kylah said blankly.

“Beneath your very feet is one of the best-guarded vaults in the magical world,” the vampire woman told us all. “Bound with some of the strongest magic I have ever witnessed, along with state-of-the-art technology. Yet, the thief bypassed all of that, right under our noses, and absconded with my property.”

“Impressive,” Artemis remarked.

“Impossible,” Asami corrected with a frown. She wasn’t frowning at Artemis, or Celeste, but rather gazing off into the middle distance. This was her ‘figuring things out’ frown, and so far, the pieces weren’t fitting together right. She wrinkled her nose slightly as she thought, which made the stud in her nose catch the firelight just right, and it winked at me. “Magic and technology are entirely different and have completely different ways of being fooled. Whoever has the capacity to fool both, and at the same time to boot…”

“Would be someone very powerful, and likely also very dangerous,” Celeste finished in a grim tone. “As it happens, I do have an idea of the culprit, though no hard proof.”

“What did they steal?” I asked.

A flicker of something passed across Celeste’s face, but it was too quick for me to identify.

“Something very precious to me,” she reiterated. A new expression had come over her features, a sort of wistful sadness, but now I was unsure of its sincerity. “Something personal. Almost as dear to me as my darling Rafael. But I would imagine to someone like you, it would be merely a… curiosity. Fit for a museum exhibit, if that.”

For a long moment, I was just confused. How could someone steal something-- something precious-- from a vampire? From this vampire? Whose wealth and status were widely known? Who had gone to such lengths to guard their property? Had the thief simply been unaware? Had they been thrilled by the challenge? But why go to all the trouble for something not even valuable?

Or was Celeste hiding something?

“I’m… sorry to hear your property was stolen,” I said slowly. “Truly. But… what do you expect us to do about it? We’re freelancers. We hunt down threats that kill innocents and save lives. We don’t know anything about breaking into magical vaults.”

I had a horrible thought then. Had Celeste brought us here because she thought we were the thieves? Was this some twisted performance where she idly commented on the nature of the theft, while the thieves tried not to appear like they already knew, like they were culpable?

“Oh, I have no doubt of that,” Celeste said reassuringly, and I let out a small sigh of relief. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Asami do the same and knew her mind must have come to the same question. “I didn’t bring you here because I believe you had something to do with it. I would like to hire the six of you to retrieve it for me.”

That caught me off guard, so much so that I just stared for a second.

“I-- sorry.” I shook my head. “You want to hire us?”

“Yes,” Celeste said plainly. “Rest assured, I would pay you handsomely for your trouble. But I’ve heard a great many interesting things about your group over the past few months, and I believe you to be uniquely qualified to succeed.”

I remembered what Lorelei said after she’d accidentally induced a hallucination by shaking my hand, how Celeste had mentioned our group’s skills, my skills, such as my ability to amplify others’ auras. Did she also know about Carmen’s empathic abilities? Kegan’s gift for mirror magic? How long had she been watching us? Did she order Lorelei to follow us? Was that how the siren woman knew where we lived?

“Right,” I said slowly. “Well… that’s very kind of you. Flattering, truly. But we’re not, uh, mercenaries or anything. We’re freelancers.”

“And you get paid as freelancers, do you not?” Celeste asked, though obviously she already knew the answer. “That’s how the Order stays on top of its various complaints, isn’t it? Puts up a flyer with an attractive paycheck and hopes the problem goes away. I’m not asking you to hunt the thief down and kill them, simply to return what was taken from me. The methods are entirely up to you.”

“Well, yes,” I admitted. “But we aren’t hired for jobs. We take the ones we feel we can do, where we can make a real impact on others’ livelihoods and wellbeing.”

“I promise you, Leo Rivera, if my property is left in the wrong hands, it could become very troublesome for others’ wellbeing,” Celeste said, which seemed at odds with her earlier description of the stolen item as little more than a museum exhibit.

“Is that so?” I asked. “What sort of object is it?”

The vampire woman appraised me for another long moment, and I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised. When you could live for centuries, long pauses probably didn’t seem all that long. Maybe even regular mortals like myself and the others seemed like we were rushing things in comparison.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” Celeste answered at last. “My personal items are no common fare. And besides, the ornate wooden chest in which I kept the item was also stolen, and as of yet, I have no reason to believe it has been opened. However, this will not remain the case forever.”

This was just getting more and more bizarre. What was inside this chest that Celeste was so confident in saying it hadn’t been opened? Some terrifying weapon? A damning secret?

“Madam Malachi,” Kylah then said, in a tone so polite I’d only ever heard it when she’d been addressing the Fae Queen. “Would it be possible for our group to have a discussion in private before we come to a decision?”

“Of course,” Celeste said graciously. “Take your time.”

Rafael stood and offered a hand, which she took as she rose from her seat, and the two of them swept off to a side room with Lorelei just behind them. As the siren woman closed the doors behind the three of them, she locked eyes with me for a moment, and I could see she was trying to figure us out.

Once the doors were closed, we all let out a breath.

“I didn’t realize vampires were… I dunno, like that,” my sister said and seemed at a loss for precisely how to describe Celeste.

I understood where she was coming from. Something about the woman was… well, I couldn’t quite say.

“Being centuries old will do that to you, I guess,” Kegan said, and then he turned to his sister. “You wanted to discuss this in private, I’m assuming that means you don’t think we should take the job?”

“I don’t really know,” the blonde woman answered with a shrug. “It just seemed smart to discuss it as a group, like we did before we agreed to come here with Lorelei.”

“Well, I think we should say no,” Carmen announced. “I don’t like the idea of portraying ourselves as errand-runners, just to be hired for whatever petty problem you have.”

She’d said something similar back in the apartment, about Celeste probably having far more resources to exhaust than most of the people we helped.

“We’ve lent hands to people before, though,” Asami pointed out. “Ralph Chander, and Renée. That’s probably what Celeste took most note of-- we help others, not for profit, but because we’re in a position to aid them.”

“But Celeste’s rich,” my sister reiterated. “Like, stupid rich. She can afford to hire whoever she wants, a whole army of investigators, maybe even a real army. That’s not what we do. We helped Ralph and Renée because they were our friends. And, more importantly, because there were kids’ lives on the line.”

“True, but Celeste clearly cares about this a lot,” Kegan chimed in. “Like you said, she could afford to hire anyone she wanted. But she came to us. She must have a great deal of trust in our methods.”

“Plus, if we did help her, she’d be in our debt,” Kylah said. “She’s got influence in the magical world. Status. That can get you the kind of information all the money in the world couldn’t buy.”

“You think she knows something about Phoenix,” I said as I caught onto the half-faerie woman’s meaning, and she nodded.

“She already has at least a passing familiarity with them,” she continued. “But I’d be willing to bet it goes deeper. You heard the disgust in her voice when we talked about them-- and about Scratch.”

“Plus, there’s strength in numbers,” Artemis added. “The more allies we have against Phoenix, the more we can prove the magical world should be banding together, the less power Phoenix will have.”

“Artemis has a point,” Asami said with a nod. “Phoenix is banking on a silent majority. Most people in the magical community outright reject a lot of what Phoenix is about, but if they don’t say anything, it won’t matter until it’s too late. We need to be vocal, and we need allies whose voices will carry. Whose opinions have social weight.”

I had to agree, intolerance and hate were often vocal but nonetheless in the minority. The more people we could get speaking about the Phoenix group, the better chance we’d have of taking the bastards down for good. Not just the individual group, but the ideas they represented.

“I don’t deny she’d be a useful person to have on our side,” Carmen sighed. “I just don’t think Celeste is… well, we don’t know anything about her. How can we be sure she’s telling us the truth? That we can trust her. Like Kegan said, we helped out Renée because she’s our friend, we know her, and we knew it was about keeping the McKennas safe. This? We only know what she’s told us, and she could very well be lying.”

Carmen looked to me then from her end of the sofa, and her expression was vaguely pleading. She didn’t necessarily want me to join her side, but she wanted me to help the others understand her point.

“I get what you’re saying,” I admitted to her. “And I have a few suspicions of my own. She says her property is no more than a museum exhibit, but that it could damage people’s wellbeing? It might be some kind of weapon, something that shouldn’t be in her hands.”

“Maybe, but we don’t know anything about whose hands it’s in now,” Artemis pointed out. “They could be someone a lot less philanthropic than her. Someone like Scratch. Or Fabricius Wright. At least if we take this job and then decide it’s too dangerous to let her have the thing, we can do something about it. Move it somewhere safe, or destroy it.”

“Doing nothing and rejecting the job does feel a bit like we’re pretending not to notice a problem,” Kylah admitted, and she bit her lower lip and twisted a blonde curl around her forefinger.

Both were nervous tics of hers with which I was very familiar, and I pulled her hand away from her hair to hold it between both of my own.

“And I really don’t think we should be dismissing the social capital Celeste could levy for us,” Asami added. “We were talking about Benjamin du Sang earlier. Celeste would have a direct line to him, could probably set up a formal meeting for us, if we needed it. Without someone like her, I don’t know how we would access him. We couldn’t get anywhere near Selene Ylva without Artemis.”

“Plus…” Artemis then said, and when we looked at her, I was surprised to see her expression was uncomfortable. She’d hugged her arms around herself and had an uneasy frown drawing her eyebrows together. “There’s the… non-zero possibility that this property isn’t a weapon, or an object at all.”

“What?” I asked, but then I caught sight of how pale Kylah’s face had gone.

“You think she might have a blood hostage?” the blonde woman breathed.

“A what?” Carmen asked as she sat up straighter.

“It’s pretty much what it says on the tin,” Asami said with an uneasy shrug. “A live individual, typically a human, who the vampire keeps alive to feed off of. It’s illegal to do so without the individual’s consent, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. And someone as rich and powerful as Celeste Malachi, well…”

“She’d be able to intimidate everyone into ignoring it, and pay everyone else to look the other way,” I said grimly. “Shit, you don’t think it could be a person, do you?”

“Hard to say at this point,” the werewolf woman replied. “I doubt it, if only because I don’t think she would’ve asked the six of us to help, but I don’t know for sure.”

“So, you’re saying we should take the job so we can better control the situation,” I said. “Like Kylah.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Artemis shrugged again.

“That does seem to be the safest option,” Asami agreed. “It gives us more ability to help someone if we need to. And if we take the job, we won’t have to worry about other people interfering-- which we would if we said no, and Celeste then hired someone else.”

“Good point,” I said before I looked over at my sister. “Have you got a sense of this place? Of Celeste? Any bad vibes to watch out for?”

“Uh… I don’t really know, honestly,” my sister said, and her mouth twisted into a thin line. “It feels alright. More than alright, really, which is what’s throwing me off. It’s too nice here. Too… cozy. Which is doubly weird because it’s kind of cold.”

“‘Too cozy,’” I repeated. “That is weird. Sami, do you think Celeste would know of any magic to interfere with Carmen’s radar?”

“I honestly couldn’t say,” the researcher answered. “It’s possible, of course, but beyond that…”

“Proceeding with caution seems wise either way,” Kegan said. “We can help people who need help, interfere if we decide the stolen goods should be withheld or destroyed, and vet Celeste as a potentially useful ally.”

“I agree,” I told the blond man firmly. “Does everyone else?”

“I guess,” my sister said with a shrug, and Kylah, Asami, and Artemis all nodded.

With that, I rose from my seat and walked over to the door leading to the side room. I knocked, waited a second, and then walked in. Celeste and Rafael were perched on a loveseat in front of another roaring fire, and the walls were lined with books. Lorelei was leaning up against the mantlepiece looking almost sociable, and all three of them set their piercing gazes on me when I opened the door.

“Have you come to a decision, then?” Celeste asked.

Looking at her now, I reckoned I’d figured out what earlier had been about. The flicker that had passed across her face so quickly. Not disgust. Not irritation.

Fear.

And I had to wonder, what did someone as old, as powerful, and as rich as ‘Madam Malachi’ have to fear? I didn’t know, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find out, but I suspected by the end of this job, one way or another, I would.

“We’ll take the job.”


Chapter 4

Lorelei moved from the mantlepiece and raised an arm, which was a clear gesture for me to return to the main room, which I did, followed by her and of course her employers. Celeste and Rafael resettled themselves on the plush armchair, and Celeste smiled at us all.

“I’m glad the six of you have agreed to help us,” she said in a warm tone, and it really did seem genuine.

In this, at least, I didn’t think she was hiding anything from us. On some level, she really just was a woman whose property had been stolen, and she wanted it back.

There was just the matter of what precisely that ‘property’ was. Other than the fact it was evidently small enough to fit into a chest, and we would apparently ‘know it when we saw it,’ we didn’t really have anything to go on.

“Now that we’ve taken on this job, are there any more details about the theft you can share with us?” Kylah asked, and the vampire woman nodded.

“A few, I’m sure you were all aware it was Lughnasadh a few days ago,” she said, like it was obvious and barely worth mentioning.

“Luna-what?” I asked blankly, since I’d never heard the word before in my life.

“Loo-nah-sah,” Kylah sounded out the individual syllables. “It’s a traditionally Gaelic festival celebrating the beginning of the harvest season. It’s an important date in the magical calendar, too, especially for the Fair Folk. In Faerie, glorious feasts are held.”

“And in the modern calendar, it corresponds to the first of August,” Celeste added. “Rafael and I are… not as social as many of our peers, but we wanted to change that. So, we had decided to host a ball. I’ve always had great love for celebrations focused on gratitude and togetherness, and it was… symbolic, in a way. Meant to usher in the new leaf we wanted to turn over. There’s strength in a community, after all.”

“Don’t I know it,” I said with a small smile. “But I’m guessing your property was stolen during this event?”

“It was.” Celeste nodded. “I checked the vault before the party, just as a precaution, and all was fine. When I checked afterwards… I found it wide open and completely empty. Stolen, right under our noses.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it.

That couldn’t have made either of them feel very secure, or very trusting toward the people they’d welcomed into their home. Especially not since, apparently, it had been something out of their comfort zone to begin with.

“I promise, we will do all we can to find it,” I continued, which was true. I didn’t say anything about whether or not we would return it to her-- that was contingent on what precisely ‘it’ was. “But first, we’d like to ask for some… considerations.”

“You have conditions?” Lorelei asked and looked deeply unimpressed by the idea. “Is a paycheck not sufficient?”

“We certainly won’t turn it down, but we have other matters we care about and want to solve,” Artemis clarified.

“Exactly,” I said with a nod. “For one thing, we’d like to make sure we could count on you all as allies, when the fight against Phoenix reaches Los Angeles in earnest. It’s only a matter of time until that happens, and there’s strength in a community, after all.”

I couldn’t help but give a small, wry smile to the vampire woman, which she returned.

“You have my word,” she said graciously. “Against Phoenix, we are your allies.”

“Similarly,” I continued, “if we do this, if we find whoever stole your property and retrieve it, we’d ask that you tell us everything you know about Phoenix. Any rumors you’ve heard from other vampires, even the barest whispers. We’re fighting an enemy about which we know very little, and we need all the information we can get.”

“Of course,” Celeste said. “Return my property, and I will tell you anything and everything I know about them.”

I didn’t miss the specification there-- she would only tell us if we returned what had been stolen. It was a fair enough bargain, but it could end up giving us a difficult choice to make. Would it be better to return something potentially dangerous to someone already powerful? Or sacrifice what could well be crucial information to defeating Phoenix for good?

And was it just my imagination, or did she sound just a shade less eager than when she’d promised to ally herself with us against Phoenix? Did she have some old connections to the group she’d rather not reveal? Sure, she and Rafael had disavowed Scratch here, but had they once been his friends, a century ago perhaps? Did they have something to hide?

On both counts, it seemed only time would tell.

“In that case,” I said aloud. “What can you tell us about the night your property was stolen?”

“Not a great deal, other than whoever managed to do so did it during the celebrations,” Celeste sighed. “They knew what they were doing, clearly. They had the power and skill not just to bypass the security measures, but to do so quickly and quietly.”

“Someone that skilled can’t be very common,” Asami noted, and she cocked her head curiously. “You mentioned you already had an idea of who the culprit is.”

“You’re correct-- on both counts,” the toffee-eyed woman replied. “Lorelei will provide you with all the necessary details, but as for right now, I’m sure the six of you are exhausted. My day is only just beginning, but yours should have long since ended.”

It was only when she said it that I realized she was right, I was pretty damn exhausted. I’d expected only a quick chat with the others and then to go straight to bed after we’d gotten home from dinner, but instead we’d been driven halfway across the city to meet with a vampire aristocrat. No doubt the others-- with the possible exception of Artemis-- were similarly wiped.

Celeste rose from her seat, and I got the sense I should stand too, so I did. All of us did, in fact, like we were in a courtroom and Celeste was the judge. She extended a graceful hand, and when I took it, I was surprised to find her skin was not actually that cool to the touch.

“I am a woman of my word, Leo Rivera,” she told me. “Return my property to me, and I will see your conditions are met, as well as a comfortable monetary reward. As for right now, however, return to your home, all of you, and rest well.”

Something about her voice was incredibly calming, and I almost felt a little drowsy just by listening to it. Not out of boredom, but of a lulling sense of safety.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said, and I inclined my head slightly before I dropped her hand.

“Good luck,” she said earnestly as Lorelei began to lead us toward the door.

We were chaperoned back through the winding, richly-decorated hallways to the front of the manor and then to the sleek black car that hadn’t moved since it had dropped us off here. Lorelei held open the door for the six of us, but she didn’t climb in herself. Instead, she stood at the doorway, lit by the interior lights, and the world behind her was a murky dark gray.

“I’ll come by periodically to check in on your progress, liaise between Madam Malachi and yourselves,” she said. There was then a pause, just a beat too long to be natural, and it felt a little awkward, almost like a record skipping. “I wish you all luck.”

“Uh… thanks,” I said to her for the third time that night.

The siren woman gave a small nod and then closed the car door. A moment later, we heard her rapping her knuckles on the roof, and the car smoothly moved off.

None of us spoke as the car wove its way through the city, and the landscape slowly shifted from homes that would’ve suited a gated community to more familiar streets and finally to the building we called home.

Only once we tumbled through the front door and into our blissfully empty duplex apartment did anyone say anything.

“I don’t even know if that was real or some weird mass hallucination,” Carmen declared as she flopped over to her favorite chair, flung herself across it, and sighed heavily.

“It did feel a bit surreal,” Kylah admitted as she shrugged off her leather jacket and hung it up. She was next to the light switch but didn’t flick it on. It was too late for glaring overhead lighting, and the glitter of the city through the large windows was more than sufficient. “But we’ve had weirder situations.”

“The Seelie Court, for one,” my sister said in a dark tone. “At the very least, this Celeste woman seems less like an evil, inhuman psychopath.”

“Careful,” Kegan advised as he perched on the arm of her chair and looked down at my sister with a fond expression. “It’s never wise to criticize the Fae Queen, even if you think she can’t hear you. Words have power to the Fae.”

“Oh, bite me, pretty boy,” Carmen laughed, and she stuck out her tongue at him.

“Still,” Asami said. “A personal invitation to the home of a powerful vampire isn’t something everyone can say they’ve experienced. Celeste must have really been impressed with our work.”

“Lorelei mentioned something like that to you, didn’t she, Leo?” Artemis asked.

I wasn’t surprised she knew about this, given her hearing was superhuman.

“Yeah,” I said. “My aura threw her powers off slightly. She was trying to get a read on my-- our-- intentions, and I accidentally triggered a full siren hallucination or something.”

“Wow,” Kylah remarked, and her eyebrows rose toward her hairline. “That’s kind of impressive to do by accident. Do you think your abilities are getting stronger?”

“It wouldn’t be that surprising,” Asami said with a shrug. “Practice makes it easier, and Leo and Carmen have been fully immersed in the supernatural world for some months now.”

“Yippee, I’m gonna be a walking mood ring for everyone I come across,” my sister groaned. “The five of you better be chipper as hell tomorrow, I’m too drained to be bummed out by secondhand mopes.”

“Yessir, chipper and cheery, up at six AM with choral singing to boost morale,” I said as I mock-saluted, which prompted Carmen to flip me off.

“I’m going to bed,” she sighed and pushed herself out of the chair with some effort.

I caught her as she passed me and ruffled her hair, and though she grumbled, she did hug me. Kegan followed soon after, and he kissed Kylah’s forehead and waved a ‘good night’ to the rest of us before he followed my sister into their shared room on the house’s lower level. Artemis’ room, and the room I shared with Kylah and Asami, were on the mezzanine level above.

“You know what, I’m gonna turn in, too,” Kylah then announced around a yawn, and she raised her arms to stretch out.

I wasn’t too surprised by her exhaustion. Faeries-- including part-fae-- were sensitive to sunlight, or lack thereof, and the blonde woman was no different. In fact, I wondered if the fact she had an affinity for light magic specifically made her sensitivity to sunlight greater than normal.

“Get some rest,” I advised her warmly, and she came over to plant a kiss on my lips before she headed up the stairs to the mezzanine.

“Wait up, I’ll go, too,” Asami said, and she grabbed the collar of my t-shirt to pull me down far enough so she could kiss my cheek. “Don’t stay up too long, you need rest, too.”

“Understood,” I chuckled, and I kissed her forehead before she let go of my shirt and went to join Kylah.

The two women hooked their arms around each other’s waists as they climbed the stairs, and soon enough it was just Artemis and me left alone in the lounge area.

“If you’re exhausted, you should go up, too,” the werewolf woman said. “Sounds like we’re in for a pretty intense couple of days.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Lorelei seems pretty strict. But I’m fine for now, really.”

“You sure?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I might not be a werewolf, but I have been known to stay up late now and then,” I said with a grin, and Artemis rolled her eyes but also failed to hide her smile.

“Hey, I’m not enforcing a curfew or anything,” she teased as she sat down on the couch. “Just wanna make sure you don’t push yourself to breaking. We’re a team, Leo, all of us. That means we all look out for each other.”

“I know, I know,” I said with a rueful laugh, and I sat down next to her. Then I leaned my head back to stare up at the ceiling and dragged my hands down over my face. “I just… I spent so long being the protector, you know? Watching out for Carmen when we were kids, watching out for my guys when I was on tour. That… protective instinct, the idea everything will be okay if I just push through and save the others… it’s ingrained.”

“Oh, preaching to the choir,” Artemis assured me with a noise somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “But it helps to remember you have others. I feel that way a lot of the time, but I know I have my pack. They’ll look after me-- you guys will look after me. We’re all in your pack, Leo. Remember to… take it easy, now and then.”

“I’ll try,” I agreed solemnly.

Realistically, that was the best I could offer right now. Until we’d defeated Phoenix. Until we’d stopped the impending upheaval of the entire magical world.

We sat in silence for a moment as we each mulled over the evening’s events, and I had to remind myself over and over that it had been real. Carmen’s talk of a mass hallucination seemed more plausible than the six of us-- the last scions of a once-revered seer bloodline, two half-faeries, a human who’d rejected the Order, and a werewolf with one human parent-- catching the attention of one of the most influential vampires in the area.

How did Celeste even come to learn about us? Had our names come up when she’d met with Selene? Had Celeste also heard of the strange activity in Eugene, Oregon and dug around until the truth about the chimera came out? I couldn’t really imagine she knew about us from Scratch, at least not at first. None of us had been well known.

Unless…

Jamison Hawthorn was a good friend of ours, and we’d met him when we’d freed him-- along with several other half-fae blood hostages-- from Sullivan Scratch. He’d sung our praises afterwards, particularly those of Kylah and Kegan. Between this, and his love of the supernatural club ‘Pandemonium’-- which we now knew had been bought and reopened by none other than Celeste-- I was sure she’d heard about us from the half-faerie man excitedly telling anyone who would listen about the group of freelancers who, whether out of bravery or stupidity, had charged in and saved his life.

I hadn’t seen him since our accidental brawl in Pandemonium-- which I now knew had also been our first meeting with Lorelei-- and I wondered how he was doing. Had he sustained any injuries from the fight? I’d seen him putting out one of the other clubbers’ fires, but we’d all been so focused on getting Pyrrha to safety that I hadn’t properly looked around for him afterwards.

Come to think of it, Pyrrha had probably seen him more recently than I had, since he was a good friend of Ralph and Conleth. I’d been heartened to hear she and not just Aidan wanted to visit us next week. She was a good kid, and I was hopeful she would be able to reclaim some of the youth that had been stolen from her by Phoenix. She shouldn’t become so focused on protecting her brother that she forgot she was still a kid and had a life of her own.

As I thought about this, I realized-- not for the first time, and probably not for the last-- how many similarities I shared with that teenaged girl, how my fear of being alone, of letting people down, had caused me to become so protective of my family, Carmen in particular, and to resist others offering their help in kind.

“I’m… really glad you’re with us, Artemis,” I said to the werewolf woman.

“I’m glad I’m with you, too,” she said, and she smiled at me in a way that suggested she knew this hadn’t come from nowhere.

“More than that,” I told her. “I’m glad you’re part of our team, but… you’re part of our family, too. My family. I… I love you so much, Artemis. And I know it’s… it’s atypical, the way we work, but…”

“Leo,” she said gently, and when she reached out to cup my cheek, her smile was warm and fond. “I love you, too. And I’ve told you before, I don’t mind how we’re not… a traditional relationship. I never expected to have one. I never wanted one. I know you grew up fully in the human world, so it’s more different for you, but this isn’t that unusual for me. My mother’s had multiple partners, I have half-siblings. If I had a problem with any aspect of my life, I would tell you all. But I don’t. I see how much you adore Kylah and Sami, and… I love you more for it. And, in a way, I love them, too.”

“You’re so amazing.” The words rushed out of me and practically fell from my lips. “I… you’re so amazing.”

“You’re pretty cool, too,” she said in a lightly teasing voice. Then her expression softened a little and became slightly thoughtful. “Hey, you know you said how you accidentally triggered Lorelei’s siren abilities when you shook her hand?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “What about it?”

“Well… what did you see?” she asked and looked fascinated. “You know, like, they show you your deepest desire. Was it what you expected?”

“I… I don’t really know, to be honest,” I said, and I frowned a little as I thought it over. “It wasn’t… it wasn’t bad, that’s for sure, but I… I’m not really clear on what I did see. It all felt so vague. Like… like it was still figuring itself out.”

“Maybe you don’t truly know what that is yet, then,” Artemis suggested.

“You think?” I asked. “Sounds a bit… scary.”

“Maybe,” she conceded. “But I think it sounds healthy, too. You’re not pinning everything on this concrete ideal, this ‘one thing’ you have to have. You’re letting it be open to change.”

“Well, some of it wasn’t changeable,” I said. “I saw you there. And Kylah. And Sami.”

“There you go then,” she chuckled. “I bet if it had lasted longer, you’d have seen Carmen and Kegan, too. We’re all you really need to feel happy, I guess.”

“Yeah,” I said, and a slow smile spread across my features as I thought about it. “Yeah, you’re right. I mean, it’s nice to have this cool house, nice to be doing what we do and helping people. But all I really need to feel happy is…”

“…your family,” Artemis finished for me.

“Well, that wasn’t exactly what I was going to say,” I chuckled.

“Sorry.” Artemis flushed and dropped her gaze, and I couldn’t help but stare, because I so rarely saw her flustered. “That was… presumptuous of me, finishing your sentences for you. Finishing that sentence, of all sentences.”

“Well, you weren’t wrong,” I said with a smile. “My family is important to me.”

“Yes, I’m glad you and Carmen have each other,” she said.

“I wasn’t talking about Carmen,” I corrected. “Well, not only about her.”

Artemis watched me, and her amber eyes were shining like jewels. For the hundredth time, I remembered why I was so taken aback by her, how incredible she was. No one ordinary could have eyes like those. Not just the color, but the way they shone bright with ferocity and determination and hope.

“You mean Kylah and Asami?” the werewolf woman guessed.

“Yes, but you’re missing someone very important,” I teased, and when she flushed again, I leaned in and kissed her.

Like every time I kissed Artemis, it was like a supernova, a storm, something fierce and untamable. She was always so sure of herself, so sure of what she wanted, and I was no exception. I felt like she was claiming me whenever she kissed me like this, showing the world I was hers, and the idea was darkly thrilling.

Before long, she had moved so she was straddling my lap on the sofa, and her hands were raking through my hair. She tangled her fingers at the nape of my neck and pulled just hard enough to make me gasp, and when I did, she slid her tongue into my mouth and kissed me deeper.

It was electric. My hands went to her hips, and she ground against me while rolling her hips perfectly into mine. It wasn’t long before I could feel myself straining against my jeans, and I was desperate to feel more than cloth and denim against my skin.

“Fuck,” I hissed between kisses as she rolled her hips in just the right way.

“That’s the general idea,” she said with a grin before kissing me again.

Her fingers nimbly flicked at the button of my jeans, and she tugged the zipper down until there was enough space for her hand to slip inside and palm me over my boxers. I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a small groan, and she chuckled against my lips.

“We should…” I mumbled between kisses. “We should really move… upstairs…”

“No,” she mumbled back, and somehow, despite the desperation in her tone, there was a firmness to it that sent a shiver down my spine.

She made bossy look good. Really good.

“You sure?” I asked, and I was panting hard as she began to kiss down my neck. Her hands slid under the hem of my t-shirt and over my abdomen and chest, and she pushed my shirt up higher until it was over my head and carelessly flung it aside. “Because I think them hearing us is about the last thing--”

“I can hear them,” the amber-eyed woman assured me and silenced my protests with another burning kiss. When she pulled away, I was practically gasping. “They’re sleeping. Carmen’s snoring slightly, to be precise. And I know the walls here are pretty thick.”

“Oh,” I said and felt slightly dazed. “Good. Good.”

Because I definitely didn’t want my sister to hear me any more than I would want to hear her, which was something normally avoided by the simple fact her room was on the lower level and mine was on the upper level. But, if anyone knew about sound traveling and whether the walls were sufficiently thick, it would be Artemis.

And besides, it would hardly be the first time I’d had sex while my sister was in the next room. We had, after all, shared a two-bed apartment for several months before moving here.

Artemis’ kisses began to stray lower now, over my collarbone and my bare chest. I slipped my hands around her waist and under her white sports top, then her bra, and I relished in the small moaning noises she made when I squeezed her breasts gently and ran the pad of my thumbs over her nipples. It wasn’t long before her tank top was gone, too, then her bra, and it was the pair of us shirtless on the couch, still kissing and grinding against one another like a pair of horny teenagers.

I wrapped my arm around her midsection and managed to turn so it was Artemis pinned to the couch by my weight, and I began to trail kisses down her toned stomach until I came to the waistband of her leather pants. She lifted her hips, and I peeled them and her underwear off her long legs, until she was splayed naked before me with a coy smile on her lips and her knees parted.

“Goddamn,” I murmured with a grin, but before she could shoot back a cheeky comment, I dove between her legs and ran my tongue over her pussy.

The soft sigh that came from her mouth was better than just about anything else I’d heard, and it spurred me on further. I felt her fingers card through my hair again, half like she was holding on for balance, half to encourage me further. I knew her well by this point, knew exactly what made the werewolf woman tick, and before long, she was convulsing around my fingers and tongue, and a long, soft whine of satisfaction pushed itself through her lips.

I leaned back on my heels and smirked up at her with the bottom half of my face slick. I licked her off my fingers, and then Artemis leaned forward to capture me in another passionate kiss.

“I want you,” she groaned as she caught my earlobe between her teeth and nipped lightly. “I want you.”

“I… want you, too,” I muttered and turned my head to kiss her. “Here? Or--”

“Here,” she confirmed, and as she rose from the couch, the moonlight shone off her skin and cast her like a goddess.

I rose from my knees, and she pushed my jeans and boxers down my hips until I could step out of them. Then she took me by the hand and led me to the far wall, where the floor-to-ceiling windows gave us a mesmerizing view of the city.

“You sure?” I asked, even though I couldn’t keep the wry smile from my lips.

Something about it felt… naughty. Dangerous. Even though the lights were off and most people were in bed at this time of night.

“You’re mine, and I’m yours,” she said, and her grin was dangerous and enticing. “I want the whole world to see it.”

She turned to look out at the shimmering city, and I stepped close behind her. As I did, I caught sight of the tattoo on her left shoulder blade. The first time I’d seen it, it had been only a glimpse, but now I knew the design well. A stylized image of the Sagittarius constellation, with tiny little stars joined by dotted lines, splayed out across her mahogany-dark skin.

I ducked my head and pressed my lips to the tattoo. At the same time, one of my hands came up to palm at her breast as the other slipped between her legs and teased lightly at her clit. She gasped as her head tipped back, and I trailed my kisses up from her shoulder to the side of her throat.

She raised her hand and pressed it against the glass to steady herself as the other reached behind her, once again tangling in my hair and holding my lips there. I felt her shuffle as she moved her feet further apart, and I caught her meaning. I moved my hands so one was braced on her hip and the other around my cock, and I nudged my mushroom tip between her folds and slipped into her from behind.

I let out a sound between a sigh and a groan. She was so wet I slipped in easily. It was exquisite torture to slowly slip in and out of her while letting her adjust and making sure I didn’t go over the edge too quickly. I didn’t want to rush this.

“I’m not delicate,” she breathed, with her head still tipped back against my shoulder. “I won’t break.”

I took the cue and began to move faster, and I thrusted harder until her body was pressed flush against the cool glass, and she let out a fluttery gasp at the feel of the cold window against her bare breasts. I still had one hand on her hip, but the other was pressed against the glass next to hers, elbow to palm as we moved against each other, fast and hard and frantic.

“You like this, don’t you?” she huffed between gasps. Each exhale was almost punched out of us, and I could see our breath fogging on the glass, made larger on the exhale, then shrinking from condensation, almost like a pulse. “Like showing off.”

“You’re mine,” I growled against her skin and was dizzy with the feel of her. “I want everyone to know it. The whole-- fucking world.”

“Yes,” she encouraged with a moan. “Yes, Leo, fuck yes. So good, so fucking good.”

“Amazing,” I gasped out. “God, you’re so amazing. Feel amazing. I’m-- I think I’m close--”

“Me, too,” she admitted, and she rolled her hips against mine again in a way that made me choke for a second. “I-- god, me, too.”

“Wanna feel you,” I slurred, and I ducked my head against her shoulder again and was unable to concentrate on anything but how she felt, how she sounded. “Wanna feel you around me when you--”

“Yes,” she whimpered. “Fuck, yes. I’m close, Leo, so fucking close, I-- oh, god! I’m gonna, I’m--”

She let out a faint cry, and I raised my head to catch her reflection in the glass. Her mouth dropped in a perfect ‘O’ as she shuddered around me, and her walls were squeezing me so tight that, a second later, I followed her off the edge. I was lost in a haze of pleasure, and my hips stuttered as I tried to work her through it.

For a long moment, we just stood there in silence, breathing hard, watching the pulse of the fog-circle on the window glass. My nerves felt alive with energy, almost tingling. I realized my weight was pushing forward, pressing Artemis between my body and the glass window, and I leaned back, pulled out of her slowly, and gave her space to move away.

“God…” She let out a satisfied groan. “That was… intense.”

Her grin was alight with mischief when she glanced back at me, and her amber eyes were sparkling. I grinned back as I stepped close again and squeezed one of her breasts lightly. The cold of the glass had made her nipples very stiff, and she shivered as I ran my thumb over one.

“That was,” I agreed. “But it was fun, too.”

“Very,” she said impishly.

“And you’re sure no one…” I began but then trailed off.

“I don’t know about Sami and Kylah, I can’t hear them from down here, but the others are still fast asleep,” the werewolf woman assured me. “Speaking of which, we should probably get some rest of our own.”

“Sounds good,” I agreed.

We gathered up our discarded clothes, and then I let her take me by the hand and lead me up to the mezzanine. On bare feet, we were soundless and slipped into her room like wraiths, and both of us burrowed into the soft, cool sheets of her bed and fell asleep almost at once.

When I next opened my eyes, it was broad daylight, and it took me a few moments to realize I hadn’t woken naturally. A noise had roused me.

More specifically, a loud, knocking noise.

I rolled over and frowned at Artemis, who was already awake. Of course she would’ve heard it first.

“Is that… someone at the door?” I asked blankly, and she shrugged.

“Let’s go see,” she suggested and slipped out from the blankets.

I took a moment to admire the curves of her naked body while she pulled on an old t-shirt and some pajama shorts. I didn’t keep any clothes in her room, though, so I had to put on what I’d worn yesterday-- which, aside from being a bit rumbled, was none the worse for wear.

Artemis and I stepped out onto the mezzanine just in time to see Carmen opening the front door below, and Lorelei Eydis, as flawlessly put together as she’d been last night, stepped into our home. She was glamoured to look human again, with bronze skin and normal-shaped ears, and the click of her heels against the hardwood floors echoed up to the top level. She stopped in the center of the lounge area, and she looked around at Carmen, Kegan, Artemis and me on the mezzanine, and then a moment later at Kylah and Asami as they came out of our room, too.

“Good morning,” I said to the siren woman.

“Good morning,” she replied a little stiffly, and her human glamour flickered for a moment before vanishing completely. Maybe she was cranky because she apparently didn’t sleep. “I brought this.”

She held up a thick file, and she dropped it onto the coffee table with a satisfying ‘smack’ noise.

“Madam Malachi has her suspicions as to who the culprit is,” the siren added. “Now that you’ve accepted the case, I can divulge such information. Everything you need to know should be in that file. Study up quick.”

“Study up?” my sister echoed. “What, is there gonna be some sort of test?”

Lorelei turned to fix her fathomless black eyes on my sister, and her expression was all cool professionalism. But, if I was being totally honest, I thought I saw the faintest hint of amusement in her raised brow.

“As a matter of fact, there is,” the siren woman answered. “Tomorrow night.”


Chapter 5

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Did you just say--?”

“Tomorrow night?” my sister squawked. “Ex-fucking-cuse me?”

“Did you have other plans?” Lorelei asked and once again raised one cool, professional eyebrow. “If you did, cancel them. This takes precedence.”

“Look,” I said. “I know we took on this case for Madam Malachi, and she wanted you to liaise with us about information, but that doesn’t mean we’re suddenly her lackeys. Or yours for that matter.”

“I don’t have lackeys,” Lorelei said blandly. “Too inefficient. Too inclined to talk, spill secrets.”

That was… almost a compliment, but I still didn’t like how she was trying to boss us around.

“What’s so important about tomorrow, anyway?” I asked her.

“Benjamin du Sang,” the siren woman answered, and I started slightly when she said it.

“What about him?” I asked and suspiciously narrowed my eyes.

“He is Madam Malachi’s prime suspect for the theft,” Lorelei said as she looked around at us all. “And he is having a masquerade ball tomorrow night to celebrate his 550th birthday. All of Los Angeles’ vampire elite have been invited, plus several other important individuals in the area. Of course, Madam and Master Malachi have both been invited, but they are graciously, apologetically declining and sending esteemed, as you put it, ‘lackeys’ in their place.”

“Can a lackey be ‘esteemed?’” my sister wondered aloud, and I shot her a look.

“But… du Sang is powerful,” Kylah said from up on the mezzanine. She was leaning on the rail with her arms hugged around herself, and she frowned as she peered down at us. “Old and powerful. And rich. Not to mention, the effective leader for all vampires in the area. What reasons could he possibly have for stealing Celeste Malachi’s personal property?”

I could think of a reason. Maybe our discussions last night hadn’t been all that out there, and Celeste really did have a powerful, dangerous weapon on the loose.

“That is not your concern,” Lorelei said, an obvious deflection if I ever saw one, but she was clearly less concerned about tact and more worried about getting things done. “Every nameworthy vampire along the West Coast will be at this event, the crème-de-la-crème of vampire society. Even if du Sang is not the thief, they’re sure to be in attendance. This will likely be your best chance at rooting them out and recovering Madam Malachi’s stolen property.”

“I can’t think of anything I would enjoy more,” my sister drawled sarcastically. “Rubbing shoulders with a bunch of aristocrats who want to literally drain my blood. Sign me the fuck up.”

“Monkey,” I sighed, though I didn’t like the idea any more than she did.

“You know Marx literally compared capitalism to a vampire?” Carmen pressed. “He’d be rolling in his grave if he saw that place.”

“Just as well he won’t, then,” I told her, and my tone was firmer this time. Then I turned back to Lorelei. “Fine, we’ll go to this masquerade, check it out. Time and place?”

Lorelei didn’t answer immediately, and instead she looked me-- looked all of us-- up and down for a long moment.

“I’m to assume the six of you don’t have clothes befitting an event of this… formality,” she said, and I was more surprised by the vague attempt at tact than anything else. More likely her original word choice would’ve been something like ‘class’ or ‘style’ or possibly ‘cachet.’

“We don’t spend our free time at high-society vampire mixers, no,” Artemis said, and she folded her arms as she came to stand beside Kylah and Asami on the upper level.

“I thought as much,” Lorelei said briskly, and she whipped out a business card and handed it to Carmen. “Report to Madam Malachi’s home tomorrow evening, six PM. We’ll sort you out with something more… fitting. It wouldn’t do to imply Madam Malachi cannot dress the guests she sends in lieu of herself.”

“Or, you know, our cover might be blown,” I suggested and felt somewhere between slightly amused and slightly irritated.

“That goes without saying.” The siren woman shrugged before she headed for the door. “I’ll see all of you tomorrow evening. Make sure you study the guest list.”

And off she went.

“Okay, she might have killer fashion sense, but she’s starting to get on my nerves,” Carmen complained with a scowl. “Who does she think she is? And why is a siren working for a couple of vampires, anyway?”

“A siren is a powerful ally, if you can convince them to side with you,” Asami said with a shrug as she, Kylah, and Artemis came down the stairs. “A compelling voice can get you out of a lot of scrapes and into a lot of other places, too.”

“But apparently not into an interrogation session against a vampire,” I said. “How come she can’t talk her way into, I don’t know, du Sang’s private office and question him directly?”

“Vampires also have hypnotic compulsion abilities,” the researcher answered. “They’re immune. And sirens are likewise immune to vampires’ hypnosis. I’d imagine allegiances between them are fairly common, at least among the vampires who don’t think of themselves as the perfect human evolution.”

“I’m telling you, that much money and that long a life poisons your mind,” my sister said flatly. “You stop thinking like a person. I bet this du Sang guy is so far up his own ass he can see out of his mouth.”

“From what I heard, that’s probably not too far from the mark,” Kegan said as he tried to fight off a smile and failed. Then he came over to stand beside my sister and kissed the top of her hair. “Who wants coffee?”

“God, yes,” I groaned, and the six of us made our way to the kitchen area.

Only once we were all armed with mugs of our preferred hot drinks, we turned back to business.

“I guess it was nice of Lorelei to compile everything into one file,” Kylah said thoughtfully. “I dread to think how dense it is, though. How many people would you even invite to a 550th birthday party?”

“Can’t be too much,” Carmen said with a frown. “Surely you don’t know that many people that well. There can’t be hundreds of richy-rich vampires coming.”

“Maybe not hundreds, but one hundred might be about right,” Artemis said, and when Carmen and I turned to stare at her incredulously, she shrugged. “LA’s kind of full of them. New York, too. It’s way too expensive unless you’re stupidly rich, there’s stuff to do at all hours of the night, and the culture is already so weird, no one’s gonna notice if you’re only up and about at night.”

“Though that last one might be a bit of a chicken-egg situation,” Kylah added. “Worldwide, there might not be many vampires, but in large, never-sleeping cities like Los Angeles? There’s a much higher concentration.”

“Yippee,” Carmen said flatly. “So, where does that leave us?”

“Easy,” Asami said, and as I turned to look at her, I wasn’t surprised to find her brimming with excitable energy. “We’d better get researching!”

And that was how, a few hours later, the six of us were poring over a very large and very complex diagram Asami had drawn up by taping sheets of paper together and spreading the single mondo-sheet out across the coffee table.

“This information is so detailed!” she said excitedly as we began to pick over the file. “There’s stuff in here I never would’ve imagined learning about some of the vampires in LA! I can’t believe it!”

“Can we trust it, though?” I asked. I was endeared by Asami’s curiosity but worried it might lead us to be a little too accepting of things.

“I think so,” she said. “A lot of it is already well-known, who’s friends with whom, married couples, exes, that sort of thing. But Lorelei-- or, whoever compiled this-- has added so many extra little tidbits. Like-- Kylah! Did you know Carmilla Arian used to be married to du Sang?”

“What?” The blonde woman’s head shot up, and her eyes were wide.

“I know!” Asami insisted. “I never knew they had any history!”

“Sorry, who’s Carmilla Arian?” I asked as I looked between the two women.

“She’s been revolutionary in protecting vampire secrecy from the human world,” the dark-eyed woman gushed. “You see, most vampires prefer to feed on fresh blood, but that’s not always feasible-- especially if vampires want to remain undetected. So, she works at a blood bank.”

“A blood bank?” I blinked. “But-- people donate that to help with surgeries! Transfusions!”

“They do,” Asami admitted. “But donated blood is only viable for about three weeks. After that, it gets disposed of. Carmilla Arian… skims from the top, takes what’s going to be disposed of anyway and gives it to vampires who might not otherwise get enough human blood to survive.”

“I suppose it means fewer donations go to waste,” Carmen said, though she sounded skeptical. “And this… Carmilla Arian… she’ll be at the party?”

“According to the guest list,” the researcher said. “But that’s only the start of it.”

Which was how we ended up with a complex, color-coded diagram telling us who hated who and who had slept with who and so on. The intricacies of West Coast vampire high society looked more like a box of hamsters crawling over one another, with little care for previous partners and mutual histories.

“I’m done,” I finally said at around four in the afternoon. “My head hurts. There’s way too much information here. How do these people keep track?”

“I suppose it’s simpler if you’ve lived some of it,” Artemis said with a dubious expression. “But I’m still not convinced.”

“Really? I think it’s all fairly simple.” Kegan peered down at the diagram with one hand pressed to his mouth thoughtfully, and then he pulled it away and pointed at one of the names. “Du Sang has a long and tense so-called ‘friendship’ with Altair Sarin, who is married to Liara Astarte. They both don’t like Frederick Morris, who seems to be genuinely good friends with du Sang, as well as with Vesper Isra, who Altair and Liara do like. Vesper Isra was briefly involved with du Sang, meanwhile Frederick Morris used to be married to Leila Samar, but she’s now married to Melanie Nereza. Both Leila and Melanie are currently on fraught terms with du Sang, probably sticking around because of his social weight, but they’re pretty close with Celeste and Rafael Malachi.”

By the time the blond man finished speaking, all of us, even Asami, were staring at him incredulously. For a man who didn’t like large crowds of people he didn’t know, it seemed the half-faerie man was very skilled at sorting through them.

“I… how?” Carmen asked weakly.

“It just makes sense to me,” Kegan said with a shrug. “I like patterns.”

“I’m glad someone has a handle on this stuff, because I’m lost, and this is only a fraction of the guests,” Kylah sighed and gestured down at the enormous sheet of taped-together paper.

“Yes, but these are the most important ones,” Asami said as she tapped the diagram. “The best-known names of the West Coast’s vampire community, and personal friends and associates of Celeste.”

“It’s all well and good to have a handle on their interpersonal relationships, but what do we know about them?” Artemis then asked. “Lorelei said if du Sang isn’t the thief, then one of the other guests must be. So, who looks like they’d have a motivation to steal something personal from Celeste Malachi?”

“There are some details along with each name,” Kylah answered, and she flipped through the file the siren woman had left behind. “But there’s a lot more on du Sang. Lorelei did her homework.”

The blonde woman laid the file down in the center of the coffee table, and it was flipped open to a page crammed with notes.

“Very little is known about du Sang’s ‘first life’-- that is, his life as a human, before his undeath,” Kylah explained to us all. “It’s not even clear if he was a seer or a regular human, but we do know he lived to his early thirties before being turned, and he spent most of that time in France.”

“Anything about his family?” I asked.

“Not that I can see.” Kylah shook her head, and her blonde curls bobbed along. “He changed his name at some point, probably when he was turned. No real records on him until he comes over to the Americas in the eighteenth century, around the 1780s from what I can see. He lived in French-controlled Louisiana until the Purchase in the early nineteenth century, then stayed there until the Great Depression. He managed to stay pretty affluent during that time, probably a few smart investments and bootlegging during prohibition. After World War II, he moved out to the West Coast, made a name for himself in the local community, and eventually rose to the top.”

“So, by vampire standards, he’s a newcomer to the area?” I asked.

“Yes and no,” Asami said as she tipped her hand back and forth. “Until recently, vampires would often move around a lot to avoid raising suspicion in the human population. They physically age extremely slowly.”

“Not to mention they drink blood,” my sister said flatly.

“So they become quite easy to notice over time,” the researcher continued with a nod. “Du Sang is probably one of the vampires who’s been in LA the longest, even though seventy-five years is not an especially large chunk of his lifespan.”

“What about his actions since then?” I asked. “What’s he done in LA since he moved here?”

“Not a lot,” Asami mused and idly turned a page of the file. “There’s not a lot of discussion about his activities within the magical community. Unlike Celeste, he hasn’t bought any nightclubs or other supernatural-only buildings.”

“So, not a philanthropist,” Carmen said.

“In a word, no,” the dark-haired woman answered, and she pushed her round glasses up her nose as she raised her head from the file to look at me. “Though he may simply be a private individual.”

“Celeste’s a private individual,” I pointed out. “And with all the rumors, not to mention her accusing du Sang of theft… Well. We won’t be going into this all gung-ho and guns blazing, at the very least.”

“Caution is often the wisest route,” Kylah advised. “Though I think we should wait until we see and speak to him for ourselves before passing judgment on the theft.”

“Agreed,” I said with a nod. “On guard, but not outright confrontational.”

The afternoon turned into the evening, and eventually we set aside the complex diagram and the file full of vampire biographies in favor of some food. I ordered some groceries to be delivered, since I had the money to do that now. Once they arrived, I made spaghetti and meatballs, and we sat around the table while filling the room with lively chatter.

Later, though, as Carmen and Kylah were clearing away the dishes, I noticed I’d heard one voice far less over the course of dinner than anyone else’s.

“Artemis,” I said as I turned to the werewolf woman with concern. She wasn’t wearing her normal determined expression, but something sadder, more forlorn. “Are… are you alright?”

“Huh?” she said and blinked at me. “Uh… yeah. I’m fine. Thanks for dinner, tasted great.”

“I’m glad,” I said reflexively. “But you don’t… seem fine. Are you sure everything’s okay?”

“It’s just…” she began and then trailed off. “I mean, I… you… it’s fine. Really. Just… don’t worry about it.”

But I did.

Asami suggested we spend another hour or two looking over everything before bed, but she was voted down in favor of a full night’s sleep-- since we hadn’t gotten one the night before, on account of being woken by Lorelei this morning. She and Kylah retired up to our room, and when they asked if I would be up soon, I hesitated.

“I will in a bit,” I said, and I glanced over at Artemis. “Just… wanna make sure everything’s okay.”

“I thought she seemed a little off during dinner,” Kylah murmured with a small frown. “Just… down, I suppose. But I didn’t want to say anything in front of everyone.”

“Yeah, I think a private talk might be better,” I said, and I leaned forward to kiss her forehead, then Asami’s. “I’ll be up in a sec, don’t you worry about me.”

“Always and forever, love,” the blonde woman told me.

“Let us know if we can do anything to help Artemis,” Asami added.

“Will do,” I promised, and then the pair went upstairs.

Carmen and Kegan went into their own room, and once again, like last night, it was just Artemis and me left alone in the living area to stare out at the cityscape below us.

Artemis was sitting on the couch and leaning forward so her elbows were braced on her knees. But instead of staring out at the city lights, she was staring at the floor.

“Okay,” I said as I sat down next to her. She was wearing a wide-necked t-shirt designed to slip off one shoulder, and I could see the top of her Sagittarius tattoo. “You’re fooling absolutely no one. So, what’s wrong?”

“It’s--”

“Please don’t say it’s nothing,” I cut her off, because I could tell from her tone she’d been planning to say just that. “Please. I can tell something’s up, please just tell me.”

“There’s no point,” she said with a sigh. “Because it’s not like anyone can do anything.”

This confused me a little.

“What do you mean?” I asked. “We might not be unstoppable, but we’re stubborn, and Sami’s a genius.”

“It’s not that,” the werewolf woman told me. “It’s just… today. Learning all this new information about the vampires, about… how much power they wield, how much influence they have… I’m wondering if it was such a smart idea for us to be running around so… so obviously.”

“How do you mean?” I asked with a frown.

“Because we’re telegraphing who we are to anyone and everyone who could try to hurt us,” the werewolf woman said. “I know it’s different for all of you, and I don’t begrudge that for a second, but… Kylah and Kegan aren’t really speaking to their dad, Asami’s father is halfway around the world, and you and Carmen don’t have family outside this group. But I have a human father, who doesn’t have anything to do with the magical world. No one to protect him if a vampire comes knocking.”

“Artemis,” I said gently. “No one’s gonna come after your dad.”

“You don’t know that,” she said without accusation. “You just don’t. No one does. Celeste Malachi knows all our names, first and last. It’s not exactly like we’ve been hiding our identities, though. We’ve done a lot of good, Leo, but we’ve made a lot of enemies, too. Powerful enemies. And if they decide to get to us by going after the people we love, after the people who can’t defend themselves like we can…”

“I get where you’re coming from,” I admitted. “The Phoenix group… well, we know they’re just that vindictive, just that sick. So, let me amend my statement. I can’t promise no one will come after your dad, but I can promise you if someone does, we’ll fight like hell to get him back safe. Like we did for Aidan, like we did for Helen. That’s what we do, isn’t it? Protect people who need a bit of help.”

She managed a smile at that. It was small and wavering, but it was genuine, and it filled me with a careful flicker of hope.

“Yeah,” she murmured. “Yeah, it is.”

I reached to take her hand and squeezed her fingers before I leaned in and kissed her cheek. She leaned into my touch, and when I pulled away, her smile looked a little more sure.

“You’re gonna be okay?” I asked her.

“Yeah,” she said again. “I will. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Always and forever,” I parroted Kylah’s earlier comment, because it fit so well. “We’re a team, remember? A family. Your pack.”

“I know,” she said and squeezed my hand back. “I do know that. Guess I… just have that protective instinct. Especially after Legion.”

“Believe me, I get that,” I said with a sheepish laugh. “The Phoenix group scares me. They do. They’re powerful, and they’ve shown they’ll stop at nothing to get what they want. But that’s why we’re doing this favor for Celeste. She can tell us valuable information, and we even have a proper shot at scouting out du Sang for ourselves. Even if he isn’t the thief, he might know something about Phoenix himself.”

For all I knew, the vampire leader could even be in league with Phoenix, but I told myself not to fall into prejudiced expectations because of Sullivan Scratch. He’d been an asshole, sure, but not because he’d been a vampire. Being a vampire had facilitated his asshole-ness, of course, but it hadn’t been the root cause. I’d seen the same kind of entitlement and greed in ordinary humans.

“Only one way to find out,” Artemis remarked with a careful smile.

“And tomorrow night, one way or another, I suspect we will,” I said. “Now, you should try to get some rest. Do you want me to sleep in your room tonight? Or you can sleep in ours, I know Kylah and Asami wouldn’t mind at all. They’d probably like it.”

“No,” the werewolf woman answered after a few moments’ thought. “No, I… I think I should be alone for tonight. Get my thoughts sorted out, refocus.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“I am,” she said, and she raised a hand to touch my cheek. “Really, I’ll be fine. Right as rain come morning.”

“It’s okay if you’re not,” I assured her. “It’s okay to… not be okay. Wow, that sounded like a poster in the school counselor’s office.”

“It did, a little,” the amber-eyed woman admitted with a small chuckle. “But it is true, and I do know that.”

“Good,” I said firmly, and I kissed her cheek again before I stood up.

The pair of us walked up to the mezzanine hand in hand, and we parted ways at the top of the stairs. I watched until Artemis closed her bedroom door and then went into my own room. Asami and Kylah were already curled together in a lover’s embrace on the huge bed, and I shuffled out of my clothes, slipped under the blankets, and curved my body around Asami’s so she was sandwiched between Kylah and me. The researcher’s skin was warm, and the two women’s breathing was soft and even.

Moments later, I was sound asleep, and when I next opened my eyes, daylight was streaming in through the gauzy curtains. A fabulously bright day had dawned. I looked over to see Kylah sitting on the edge of the bed, with her arms stretched high above her head and her blonde hair mussed by sleep. From this angle, the bright sun caught in her hair and highlighted it like curls of real gold. Through the thin t-shirt she slept in, her figure was silhouetted, and the curve of her waist was a tantalizing shadow against the loose fabric.

She made an appreciative noise and then turned to face Asami and me. The former was still fast asleep, and Kylah and I both took a moment to smile down at her fondly before we locked eyes.

“Good morning,” Kylah said, and she crawled across the bed and carefully maneuvered around Asami to kiss me.

“Good morning,” I murmured back against her lips. “How did you sleep?”

“Deeply and well,” she answered. “You? How was Artemis?”

“She was… a little worried our notoriety might make targets of our loved ones,” I said. “Her dad, especially, since he’s human. But she was okay when she went to sleep, she just wanted a bit of time to herself to organize her thoughts.”

“I get that,” the green-eyed woman muttered. “Kegan and I don’t really speak to our father, but… I would be concerned if I thought Phoenix might try to use him to get to us. Hurt him.”

“You don’t think they will?” I asked, not because I did, but because Artemis had seemed so sure of precisely the opposite.

“He’s a private man, keeps to himself, and he has no involvement in the supernatural world.” The blonde shrugged. “Campbell isn’t a particularly rare name, either, and I doubt anyone who associates with him in everyday life even knows he has children. Well. Older children. He married when Kegan and I were eleven, and he has a son and a daughter with his new wife. Emma and Oliver.”

“Oh,” I said quietly.

How had I never known that? How had she never told us about this? I didn’t think very highly of David Campbell, but I’d never imagined he would’ve effectively abandoned his children, pretended they didn’t exist, and started his life over.

“Does she-- your step-mother, that is-- does she… know? About you two?”

“That we exist? Yes,” Kylah answered. “But not anything else. She’s human, and a non-seer. Our father told her we lived with our mother. She’s kind, though, tried to make us feel welcome on the few occasions we visited. Back when we did visit.”

“Oh,” I said again, and I was at a loss for what else to say. “Kylah, I… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” She smiled softly. “You had nothing to do with it. And I’m happier here than I could’ve ever been in that home. Our father… he struggled. With the magical, with our mother leaving, with raising two non-human children who were so at risk. He… he couldn’t cope. But Renée helped as much as she could, and Asami, too, when she came along. And, of course, you and Carmen and Artemis. The four of you are more family to Kegan and me than either of our parents ever were, and I wouldn’t trade any of you for the world. Certainly not for a nuclear family with a white picket fence.”

“You know that only became presented as the societal ideal in the fifties,” Asami’s sleepy voice came from between us, and we peered down to see her rubbing at her eyes and rolling onto her back to look up at us both. “It’s far more common to have extended family, like grandparents or adult siblings, living in the same home. Not to mention families with one or more-than-two parents.”

“Good morning, my brilliant love,” Kylah said and grinned down at Asami.

“How long have you been awake?” I asked the researcher with a laugh, and she smiled up at us both.

“A little while. I like hearing the pair of you speak. I feel… safe. Comforted. I didn’t realize you didn’t know about Emily and Oliver, Leo. I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize,” I said. “It’s not my place to know or yours to tell, if Kylah doesn’t want that. I just… I didn’t realize just how strained your and Kegan’s relationship with your father was.”

“It’s… not something I like to dwell on,” the blonde woman admitted carefully. “Like I said, you’re more family to me-- and to Kegan-- than we could’ve ever dreamed. But I want you to know, Leo. It’s… it’s a part of my life, my history. I want you to know about me, just like I want to know about you. We’re partners, after all.”

“Absolutely,” I said with a smile. “And anything you two want to know, just ask. I’m an open book.”

“Do you want breakfast?” Asami asked. “Because I want breakfast.”

“I want breakfast, too,” I chuckled.

“Pancakes,” Kylah declared. “Let’s have pancakes.”

So, we had pancakes. I mixed up a large bowl of batter, and by the time I was setting down stacks in front of Kylah and Asami, Carmen, Kegan, and Artemis had all caught a whiff of the situation and came out of their rooms for their own plates.

“I think your cooking is the thing I missed most when you were away,” Carmen said as she dove into a towering monstrosity of maple syrup and butter that maybe, somewhere, had a pancake underneath it. “You were always way better in the kitchen than me.”

“Only because I bothered to learn and practice,” I snorted. “You were too busy taking apart engines and cyber security, Monkey.”

“I like figuring out how things work!” my sister protested through a mouthful. “Machines! Puzzles! In cooking, the recipe’s already laid out for you, you know what to expect. There’s no excitement!”

“You can get a bit creative in cooking,” Kegan pointed out from where he stood next to me at the stove frying bacon. “Get a sense of what flavors work together and all that. It’s only with baking you need to mind the recipe.”

“See? K gets it,” I said and gestured to the blond man with my spatula.

“As delicious as this debate is, we should probably be focusing on things other than Leo’s cooking,” Artemis interjected as she paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. She liked her pancakes with lemon juice and sugar, and I wondered if it was her heightened werewolf sense that made her a bit wary of more artificial flavors. “We have du Sang’s party tonight.”

“Masquerade,” Carmen corrected through a mouthful of pancakes. “I’ve never been to a masquerade before, sounds fancy.”

“I think it sounds a little too similar to the Seelie Court, if I’m being honest,” Kegan said with a dubious expression. “A veneer of decadence and luxury hiding danger and sadism.”

“Not an entirely inaccurate comparison, for sure,” Kylah agreed with a frown. “But needs must. Celeste has information, and du Sang may well, too.”

“I guess we should go over to her house, sorry, her manorrrrr,” Carmen dragged out the word with sarcastic emphasis. “And see what she has to say before we go. That’s what Lorelei told us to do, anyway. Not that I like being bossed around by her.”

“She’s very… to the point,” Kylah said tactfully. “But she clearly has a great deal of respect for Celeste.”

“I didn’t get any bogus vibes off her, so she’s probably just abrasive and not actually, y’know, an evil bitch,” my sister added, if somewhat reluctantly. Then she paused for a second and frowned. “You don’t think she’s gonna quiz us on that file, is she?”

“She may,” Artemis said. “But Kegan and Sami seem to have it near memorized, so we should be alright.”

I had nothing but confidence in both Kegan and Asami-- in my entire team, really-- but I knew this evening would go far beyond our ability to remember tidbits of social information. If du Sang was the thief, he was likely as dangerous as he was powerful. And even if he wasn’t, we would be walking into a den filled with some of the oldest, most powerful vampires in the world.

It would take a lot of luck for everything to end up ‘alright.’


Chapter 6

The six of us crammed into Carmen’s beloved truck with Kegan in the middle of the back seat and Asami perched on his lap, and we pulled up outside Celeste Malachi’s extravagant home in the late afternoon.

“We really, really need to get another car,” Kylah lamented as we all clambered out and stretched.

“I guess, but there’s nothing cool about a seven-seat station wagon,” my sister said. “Besides, this thing is my baby! I can’t tell you how many hours I’ve put into fixing her up. You think a truck runs this flawlessly on its own?”

“Flawless or not, it’s a five-seater, and Sami is the only one of us who can be classified as petite,” Artemis groaned as she arched her back with her palms pressed against her kidneys. “It’d be a squeeze even without her using Kegan as a booster seat.”

“Ugh, fine,” Carmen pouted. “Let’s just go inside and see what this woman wants, anyway. She can’t exactly come out and greet us.”

It was, after all, still broad daylight out.

Unexpectedly, the inside of the manor was not as dark and foreboding as it had been two days ago. Though thick, heavy drapes were drawn across each of the tall windows, there were cheerful lights hanging above us and giving the illusion of sunlight.

“Impressive,” Kylah said, and she craned her neck as we walked into the entrance hall. “That’s not wisplight, and it must not be like my light, either, if a vampire is unharmed. But it feels like sunlight.”

“Could be a light therapy box,” my sister suggested. “I have a friend who suffers from seasonal depression. She has one, and it mimics outdoor light and tricks your brain into thinking it’s real sunlight so you don’t get depressed.”

“Celeste did say her vault was guarded by technology as well as magic,” Kegan said as he also looked up at the lights. “It makes sense she’d be interested in more than just security measures.”

“And who knows,” I added. “Maybe vampires can suffer from seasonal depression, too. They were human, once.”

“That’s the real reason all those vampires in fiction are crazy,” my sister said with a laugh. “They went mad from lack of sunlight.”

“Good evening, Team Rivera.”

We all jumped at the sudden presence of another voice, and we whipped around to see Lorelei Eydis standing behind us, cool as ever. Like before, her glamor flickered a moment before dissolving entirely. I wondered how many times it would take me seeing her before the glamor didn’t show up at all, or if the glamor was because Carmen and I had spent so long in only the human world.

“Team Rivera,” my sister echoed in an approving tone, and she gave Kegan a pointed nudge with her elbow. “That’s the name that’s been flying around LA, is it?”

“Why? Would you prefer something else?” the siren woman asked and raised an eyebrow, though not judgmentally.

“Oh, not at all,” Carmen assured her with a grin. “Now, where’s Madam Malachi?”

“This way,” Lorelei said as she raised an arm and walked off in that direction, which left us to follow behind.

As we walked, I began to wonder what, precisely, Lorelei’s job was. She was more hands on than a secretary or a PA, not to mention more austere. I’d have been inclined to call her a fixer, but so far it didn’t seem she did anything particularly illicit for the Malachis, despite how her skillset would likely suit her to such a role.

Eventually, we came to the same sitting room as we’d arrived in two nights ago. This time, Celeste was fully dressed in an elegant gown of shimmering gold, and her long, dark hair was braided over one shoulder and fastened with a gold ring. The dress was so long that, even with her legs crossed, her feet were entirely hidden, and I wondered if this was deliberate on her part, because I’d noticed that strange scar on her ankle the time before.

Like before, Rafael stood beside her seat, almost like a sentinel. Apparently, he was ever the devoted protector.

“Team Rivera,” Celeste said with a warm smile and gestured for us to sit, so we sat. “I do hope you’re well?”

“Well enough,” I said with a shrug. “Yourself?”

“I’ll be better when I have my property returned to me,” the vampire woman replied. “Do you feel adequately prepared?”

“It doesn’t really matter, since the masquerade is tonight anyway,” I said in a frank tone, and Celeste smiled at me in an amused sort of way.

“True,” she said. “I trust the file was useful, though?”

“Oh, extremely,” Asami said enthusiastically. “Very detailed.”

“Good. I’m glad.” The vampire woman smiled graciously. “Now. There is the matter of your attire. I’m sure you’re aware this is a very formal occasion, and it would arouse suspicion to see guests improperly dressed. Especially guests attending on behalf of myself and Rafael.”

“If I may ask,” I said, and I leaned forward in my seat. “Madam Malachi--”

“Celeste, please,” she corrected me.

“Celeste,” I amended with a nod, “I’d like to know what sort of relationship you and Benjamin du Sang have. Is he a good friend of yours? Do you often mingle socially? Or is this more of a… societal expectation?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lorelei purse her lips a little, like she was displeased I was quizzing her employer about social matters.

“More so the latter than the former,” Celeste told me, and by comparison to Lorelei, she didn’t seem irritated at all. “Benjamin and I are not close. But there are so few creatures with lifespans as long as ours. Humans, werewolves, even half-faeries, are so brief compared to a vampire. It is… unhelpful to let dislike and resentment fester. We are all we have, in a way. And I try not to make enemies if it can be avoided.”

That felt like a very diplomatic answer, something run through a gaggle of lawyers before being presented as an official statement. Not assigning any blame, not taking on any responsibility. I liked Celeste-- or at least, I thought I did, but I didn’t know her very well yet-- but I was growing more and more certain she was hiding something.

Something big.

“At any rate, Benjamin knows I would never insult him by sending envoys who didn’t adhere to his theme,” she added. “He’s always had a flair for the dramatic, and I’ll see it sated.”

“What did you have in mind, then?” Kylah asked, and I wondered if she was thinking of the floaty, diaphanous gowns from the Seelie Court.

Or perhaps the gorier numbers, stitched from butterflies’ wings.

“Well, the masquerade is menagerie themed,” Celeste answered. “So you will be expected to show up dressed as animals.”

I had a sudden vision of the six of us showing up in animal onesies, the types with ears on the hoods and long tails, made from toweling material. That probably wasn’t what Celeste had in mind, though.

“Lorelei, if you would be so kind as to take these young ladies to get dressed,” Celeste told the siren woman. “I’ll join shortly. Leo, Kegan, if the pair of you could follow me, Rafael has found attire that should suffice for you both.”

Obediently, the blond man and I followed the vampire couple down a hallway opposite of where Lorelei was leading the others. I noticed that as we walked Celeste didn’t make a sound. Not the rustling of fabric, nor the creak of floorboards under her feet. It was as though she was gliding across the hardwood, no more substantial than a ghost.

It was more than a little unnerving.

When we reached a certain door, Rafael stepped forward and opened it for Celeste.

“Thank you, my love,” Celeste said as she smiled at him.

He smiled adoringly at his wife, took her hand, and raised it to his lips for a kiss. There was no shred of a doubt the two weren’t absolutely enraptured by one another, which was actually kind of sweet.

“I thought these would be appropriate for the pair of you,” Rafael told Kegan and me when he’d finished admiring his wife, and he picked up a stack of clothes on a nearby table and handed them to us. “Try them on, make sure they’re comfortable.”

“Yessir,” I said with a small smile, because this all felt faintly ridiculous, getting all dressed up in fancy clothing for a reconnaissance job.

But it was required for discretion, so I stepped behind one of the changing screens and stripped down.

There was a mirror behind the screen, which I found a little confusing because I was under the impression vampires didn’t have reflections, but maybe it had been put there for my benefit.

The outfit was a sharply-cut suit with stiff shoulders and crisp lines. There was a charcoal-gray jacket with silver buttons, and it tied around the waist with some kind of silver cord with tassels on the ends. Next were the matching gray pants tucked into sleek black boots and a black cape over my left shoulder. And wrapped in the cape was a black leather mask with ears and silver detailing around the eyes and down a snout. A wolf’s mask. I slipped it onto my face, and when I looked at my reflection in the mirror, I had to admit the effect was striking.

“Will this do?” I asked as I stepped out from behind the screen.

I didn’t like how my view was restricted in the periphery by the eyeholes of the mask, but Celeste was straight ahead, and I saw her look of approval clearly.

“Wonderful,” she told me warmly. “Very dramatic. Kegan?”

“Coming.” The blond man’s voice came from behind another screen, and a moment later he stepped out while slipping on a mask of his own.

His ensemble could’ve come out of the Seelie Court. A smart jacket and fitted pants, similar to myself, but in forest greens and burnished gold, dotted with leaves and patterned with vines. His mask, which looked to be one solid piece of golden metal, had two tall, sprawling antlers protruding from the top, which made the half-faerie man look like some dangerous, untamed god of the wilderness or something. His eyes seemed greener than ever, and obviously not fully human. He also had a cape, but it was green and vine-patterned, rather than plain black, and it hung from both his shoulders rather than covering one arm like mine.

“Very striking.” Celeste nodded approvingly. “The pair of you will do very nicely, no one will be able to tell you aren’t meant to be there. Now, shall we see if the rest of your group lives up to that task?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I was suddenly very curious to see what Kylah, in particular, would be wearing.

If it was anything like Kegan’s outfit, it was sure to be incredible.

“Actually, Leo,” Rafael then said, and he stepped forward. “I was hoping I might have a word with you, in private?”

I glanced at Kegan and then looked back at Rafael.

“Um… sure,” I said with a shrug, and I looked at the blond man again. “I’ll catch up.”

“You got it.” Kegan nodded back, and Celeste led him out of the room, which left me alone with Rafael.

“Please,” the vampire man said when the room was empty, and he gestured to two sitting chairs by the hearth. “Have a seat.”

I sat, but I was careful to move my cape out of the way so I didn’t sit on it and choke myself. It was, as Celeste had said, very dramatic, but not very practical, and I hoped I wouldn’t be expected to move around in it-- running and fighting and stuff like that. Worst come to worst, I supposed I could untie it and leave it on the ground.

“Would you like a drink?” Rafael asked, and he waved a hand toward a small, circular table laden with glass bottles, all partly filled with rich, jewel-colored liquids.

“Only if you’re drinking, too,” I answered and tried for a cordial smile, but it probably came off more like a grimace.

Either way, Rafael seemed amused by my response.

“Do you think I plan to poison you?” he asked me.

“Oh, no, I just want to see if vampires can still consume human food.” I smiled. “Assuming that’s normal booze and not specially distilled blood, or something.”

“Quite normal, I assure you.” Rafael let out a small chuckle. “Vampirism is a… curious thing. I can still eat human food. I occasionally hunger for it, even. But it is no longer essential to my survival.”

“Blood is,” I said with a nod.

“Human blood,” the other man clarified. “A vampire may subsist themselves temporarily on animals-- bears or deer or even vermin-- but not indefinitely. Only human blood will suffice.”

“What about other kinds of blood?” I asked. “Faerie blood is apparently good enough, and half-faerie.”

“If a vampire were to drink pure Fae blood, they would be burned from the inside out,” Rafael said. “A half-fae is acceptable because the other half is human. But other magical creatures, such as lycanthropes and phoenixes, are similarly unsuitable-- though there’s some evidence to suggest if an individual was, say, a phoenix before they were turned, they would be able to consume phoenix blood without issue.”

“Interesting,” I remarked, and I thought of how much Asami would enjoy this conversation. I silently promised her I would try to remember as many details as possible to tell her later.

“It is…” Rafael said, but then he paused before continuing in a delicate tone. “…unhelpful to describe vampirism as a disease. Similarly with lycanthropy, the community is vibrant and proud of its identity. But it is similarly not inaccurate to draw parallels with vampirism and a chronic condition, something to be managed, something requiring… special accommodations. Just as a lycanthrope cannot resist their monthly transformations, so must a vampire consume human blood.”

“Like medication, then,” I said. “Or a dietary requirement.”

“I would argue the former is the closer analogy,” the vampire man told me. “I’m not a scholar, but ever since I woke up in this new body, with my new life, I have been curious about its finer workings. I think there is a property in vampire venom that is ‘kept in line’ by human blood. The state of being a vampire is, I think, inherently unstable. We do not require human food to live because the venom feeds on us, our own bodies, and only a steady supply of uncorrupted human blood prevents the transformation from going further. There are stories, you see, of vampires refusing to drink human blood. They called it mercy, or vanity, or curiosity, but the results were always the same. They did not starve. Instead, they seemed to transform further, and become something… else.”

I shivered.

“Why… why are you telling me all this?” I asked the other man, because as interesting and slightly creepy as this was, I couldn’t see its direct relevance to our masquerade mission.

“You must understand the differences between human society and vampire society,” Rafael said. “Humans have a tendency to see things in extremes. Black or white, good or bad. Such a worldview cannot be applied to the magical world so easily. Magic… it is a force of nature. Like the sun, or the ocean. We dabble in the shallows, making petty tricks of light and illusion, small bouts of healing. But transformative magic, the likes ruling over vampires and lycanthropes, treads deeper. Not by much, perhaps only a few feet, but still deeper. Blood is a powerful force of magic, as I’m sure you know. Great things can be done if you are willing to spill blood. Great, terrible things.”

“I don’t kill innocents,” I said flatly. “Never.”

“I’m not saying you do. Or that you should.” Rafael shook his head. “Life is precious. But that is precisely why it can facilitate such power. Vampires are closer to that kind of magic than humans, they are products of it, or perhaps victims of it. But do you know what it is, to have brushed up against something so elemental? It leaves scars. Echoes. The entire magical world is just a hair out of sync with humanity, and that provides a chasm of differences. You must be willing to bridge the gap, cross it, if you are to succeed. Not just in recovering my wife’s property, but living in this world.”

“I won’t compromise my morals,” I said to him. “Not for anything.”

“You misunderstand me,” the vampire man said. “Do not compromise. Adapt. Listen. You consider yourself a good man, yes? But you have killed. You swear you only kill bad people, but there are some who would argue any killing is bad, be it by a righteous individual, or a government that permits the execution of its citizens.”

“But those weren’t the sort of people who could just be locked up out of the way,” I argued, and I was getting a little irritated now. “They were powerful.”

“Precisely,” Rafael said with a nod. “Whether you realize it or not, the magical world has changed you. You have adapted. You have recognized how the presence of magic changes not just a person, but a society. I only ask that you keep this in mind at the masquerade tonight.”

“Why?” I asked as my irritation turned to confusion. “What do you think we’ll find?”

“My wife’s property, hopefully,” he answered, and for some reason, his tone wasn’t as blasé as the phrase would suggest. “But truthfully, I don’t know what you’ll find. I only ask you to remember good people can do bad things, and bad people can do good things.”

“And which category do you fall into?” I asked, because something in his expression was just… too knowing.

“I honestly have no idea,” Rafael said as he looked me in the eyes. “And some part of me does not care. I have killed innocent people, Leo Rivera. Spilled their blood in the name of protecting that which I love. I am not proud of those actions, but I do not regret them. Were I to be placed in that position again, I would make the same choice. The world is too complicated for black and white, and to fixate on degrees of heroism and moral righteousness is exactly what Phoenix wants. Infighting among ourselves over petty differences while they sweep across the world and devour us, after we break ourselves into small, bite-sized chunks for their convenience. And divided, we will fall.”

I was quiet for a long moment, and I took in what the vampire man had said to me. Not just the warning, but the confession.

“We… must be careful, going forward,” I said at last, and I spoke slowly and chose my words with care. “What… what were you protecting your loved ones from? What danger was so great you chose to take innocent lives?”

Rafael leveled his gaze at me. His apple-green eyes, tinged with yellow, were as striking as ever, and by the light of the fire, they seemed to burn with flames of their own.

“I like you, Leo Rivera,” he said finally. “I believe you are a good man. I know you’ve had to make difficult choices in the past, and I don’t begrudge you them, but I know they were there. I can see it in your eyes. It’s strange, to see a human with eyes like yours. You know death well, don’t you? You’re old friends.”

“I served,” I said, and my voice came thicker than I’d been expecting. Old emotions rose up, memories of days I didn’t like to dwell upon, would prefer to forget entirely. Even if that was a coward’s choice.

“Ah,” Rafael said with a nod. “I’m sure you came across a wealth of difficult choices in that time. You might even understand my answer to your question, if I gave it. But I won’t. Because I like you, and if I did answer your question, I might later be forced to add your name to my list of sins.”

A small chill ran through me. He didn’t say it like a threat. His tone was matter-of-fact, maybe even bordering on sad.

“Do I need to be afraid of you?” I asked as I held his gaze steadily.

Was this a long-winded warning for some kind of attack? Something to give me a fighting chance, based on a strange old code of honor?

“I have no intentions of harming you, Leo,” the vampire man said to me. “And I hope I don’t ever have to. I swear it on my wife. Despite my past, I have never relished causing suffering.”

“And what about my friends?”

“None of them,” he swore to me. “I do not wish to harm any of you. So, at last, we come to the core of why I wished to speak with you: do not pry too deeply into this world of ours, we vampires, we children of the night. Do not peer too closely at our masks, lest you find the edges and tear them off to reveal the truth. It would do more harm than good. To myself. To my wife. To you and yours.”

It was odd. I’d never received a warning like this, one where the person delivering it seemed almost to be begging me, as much for my sake as his own. Celeste’s secret, whatever it was, had to be truly terrible, so completely destructive to her and Rafael, to have him pleading with me like this.

And yet… I sensed no ill will. I didn’t have Carmen’s empathic abilities, maybe, but I didn’t feel like I was being played with. On the contrary, I felt as though Rafael was being as forthright as he was able.

“Alright, then,” I said, and I slowly stood from my seat. “To the best of my ability, anyway, I won’t try to… to unmask you. It seems rude, at a masquerade, when everyone worked so hard on them.”

Rafael’s mouth twisted in a tiny smile at the joke, and the pair of us, despite the world of differences between us, shared a moment of solidarity in the humor. Then I turned to leave, until Rafael’s voice stopped me.

“All else aside,” he said, and his voice carried through the otherwise quiet room. “Good luck at the masquerade. Truly.”


Chapter 7

I retraced my steps down the corridors Celeste had taken Kegan and me to get changed, and soon enough I came back into the main room, where the blond man had regrouped with his sister and the others.

After my conversation with Rafael, I’d half-forgotten we were all putting on disguises for a masquerade, so when I came into the room and saw Carmen, Artemis, Asami, and Kylah decked out in their finery, I had to stop for moment and just stare.

I’d sort of expected Kylah’s ensemble to be similar to Kegan’s, in color if not in shape, but she instead wore an off-the-shoulder gown of shimmering blue and turquoise, accented with flashes of gold. The skirt reached the floor, fanned out, and dragged slightly behind her. Then I saw her mask, a sequined thing covering only the top half of her face, with the top edge dotted with feathers, and I recognized the pattern in the dress’ short train. Peacock feathers.

Next to her, Asami’s costume was also clearly bird-themed, as her keyhole halter dress was made from hundreds-- no, thousands-- of tiny black feathers stitched together. Much like her dark hair, they had a glossy sheen, so they looked blue or green whenever they caught the light. A dramatic feathered mask covered her eyes and swept back over her ears with more of the black feathers, and I realized she was a raven.

Artemis and Carmen, however, were not birds. The werewolf woman was not, like myself, dressed as a wolf, but in a gold strapless gown patterned with splotches of black. Heavy golden jewelry adorned her wrists and throat, and a mask made of what looked like a single piece of hammered gold, inlaid with shards of onyx, made it clear she was a leopard.

My sister, meanwhile, wore a red one-shouldered gown. I couldn’t initially identify what animal she was supposed to be until she turned to look at me, and I saw not only the skirt’s white underlayer through a slit in the red, but a white-and-red lacquer fox’s mask with gold detailing.

“Leo!” Artemis was the first to speak, and she looked me up and down with approval. Her mask had large eyeholes, and even from a short distance I could see the dramatic gold-and-black eye makeup lining her amber eyes. Between all the gold and the leopard theming, she looked like some kind of Egyptian goddess. “You look very… striking.”

“You’re okay with it?” I asked, and I suddenly wondered if my dressing as a wolf was somehow offensive to Artemis, like I was making a costume out of her culture, but the dark-skinned woman just smiled.

“I’m a lycanthrope, not an actual wolf,” she said. “It’s fine. You look good! Great, even.”

“Very handsome,” Kylah agreed.

Standing next to Asami as she was now, with the two women’s arms around each other’s waists, they made a rather odd couple, one all in black and the other bursting with exotic color. But both were absolutely stunning.

“Thanks,” I said, and I was thankful my mask covered enough of my cheeks to hopefully hide my blush. “And you all look… wow. I don’t even have the words.”

“I admit, the six of you look very convincing,” Lorelei said, and her expression looked dangerously close to approving as she eyed us all.

“Positively exquisite,” Celeste agreed warmly. “All of you.”

“I’m glad,” Kegan said as he looked down at himself, and then he turned to try and look over his shoulder. “I’m not sure about the purpose of this bit, though.”

He gestured to how the right side of his cape, about halfway down, was hitched up and pinned to his belt.

“It’s pure fashion, Kegan,” the vampire woman assured him. “A little point of style. At events such as this, gentlemen wear capes, and since this is a masquerade, it’s a bit boring to simply have them hanging down your back. Like this, it’s a little more interesting to look at. You want to avoid too many horizontal lines-- not very visually interesting.”

Admittedly, I was a little surprised to hear someone as old and dignified as Celeste talking about fashion, but I supposed it did make sense. Vampires like her were synonymous with class and sophistication, so she probably knew everything there was to know about high fashion, and probably things like fine wine and dining.

Still, I couldn’t fully suppress a chuckle as Kegan kept looking back at his asymmetrical cape with a dubious expression.

My sister finally approached me and walked a slow, scrutinizing circle around me as though looking for faults with the outfit. Or with how I was wearing it, most likely. But she evidently found none, because she said nothing and just stepped back.

“Sufficient?” I asked her sarcastically.

“As much as it can be, on you,” she shot back.

“I’m surprised they didn’t dress you up like a monkey,” I teased her, and I tugged on a lock of her dark hair, which was now loose instead of thrown back in a messy ponytail.

“I’m surprised they didn’t dress you up like the back end of a horse,” Carmen retorted as she batted my hand away, but she was laughing as she spoke.

“Will it not be a bit suspicious that only you and Rafael were invited, but you’re sending six people in your place?” Asami asked Celeste, but the vampire woman shook her head.

“Lorelei has secured additional invitations,” she said. “Only two of you will be going in place of Rafael and myself.”

“Kegan and Asami,” I said at once, and when everyone turned to look at me, I shrugged. “They know the most information about the other guests, they’re the ones who remembered it best. They should be the ones posing as envoys.”

“That does seem the most logical,” Celeste agreed. “You two are likely to be subject to more questions.”

“That’s fine with me,” Asami said, and her eyes were determined behind her feathered mask. Her long dark hair had been styled into soft waves that tumbled over her shoulders, but like with Carmen, I wasn’t used to seeing her hair loose, and the difference was quite striking. “Kegan?”

“Sure.” The blond man shrugged. “We’ll be going there, anyway. Doesn’t make a lot of difference to me.”

But I could see the tension in the line of his shoulders, how they were raised just slightly higher than normal. He was dreading this, a grand party filled with strangers-- many of whom might be violent, or worse-- where he would be expected to make small talk and rub elbows with dozens of people. Probably his personal idea of hell. There was no doubt in my mind Kegan would much rather go back to our townhouse, sit himself down in front of Asami’s diagram, and memorize instead of having to put any of its knowledge to practical use.

“In that case, you’ll be needing this,” Celeste said, and she passed Asami a charcoal-gray envelope with a shimmering gold wax seal.

It had been broken, so I couldn’t make out the symbol on the seal, but Asami opened the envelope, pulled out a creamy white card, and read aloud.

Monsieur Benjamin du Sang, Head of the Californian Vampire Clan, cordially invites Madam Celeste Malachi-Dianne and her husband Master Rafael Malachi, to his 550th birthday masquerade, to be hosted at his home on the 5th of August 2023, beginning at sundown.

“Very fancy,” the researcher remarked once she’d finished, and she turned to look at Celeste.

“Benjamin enjoys a certain panache,” the vampire woman agreed. “Nonetheless, show this at the door and simply explain I have sent you and Kegan in my stead. Be as flattering in the apologies as possible, a soothed ego will be easier to investigate.”

“And the rest of us?” Artemis asked.

“You’ll need these,” Lorelei said as she stepped forward, and she handed Artemis and I each a pair of identical envelopes, only these ones were unopened.

Up close, I could see the gold seal was stamped with an elaborate coat of arms.

“The crest of the House of du Sang,” the siren woman explained when she saw me trying to make it out. It was difficult both because of the seal’s size relative to its detail, and because it was entirely one color. “Established in 1473, when du Sang became a vampire.”

“What does the Malachi crest look like?” I asked Celeste as I ran my finger under the flap of the envelope and managed to pop the seal off the paper without damaging it.

In answer, Celeste gestured to a handsomely carved image above the room’s fireplace, an enormous mahogany relief showing a wedge shield shape split into four sections. Clockwise from top left were, respectively, a crescent moon surrounded by stars, a fleur de lis, a harp, and a heart with a flame coming out of the top. Carved into the wooden banner fluttering beneath the shield were the words Non Est Ad Terris Mollis e Caelus Via.

“The trip from the heavens to the Earth is not easy,” Asami translated, and her tone was thoughtful. She was a whiz with languages, but especially dead ones. She could read Latin, Ancient Greek, and even Sumerian Cuneiform. “Interesting.”

“Too many forget their origins,” Celeste explained. “Forget they are mortal, all other abilities aside. When I came here, I swore I would not forget my beginning. I would not rise above my roots and allow pride to blind me.”

“Admirable,” Artemis said with a nod.

She, too, had opened her envelope, and she and I slid out the creamy white cards to read the flawlessly elegant calligraphy. Aside from saying ‘one esteemed guest and a plus-one’ instead of Celeste and Rafael’s names, it was identical to what Asami had read aloud.

“No names,” I said. “Won’t that be suspicious?”

“Not outwardly,” Asami said. “Functions like this will often have extra invitations. Usually it… it’s a way to bring humans in, so they can be fed upon.”

I balked.

“Isn’t that illegal?” I asked.

“Not the invitation itself,” Celeste said with a sigh. “Benjamin would’ve had extras made up so his guests could… bring their own entertainment, if they so wished. It’s possible some might be lured under false pretenses, I can’t promise otherwise, but most will be loyal servants to vampire masters, people who know exactly what is going on.”

“Prisoners.” I frowned.

“On the contrary, willing participants,” the vampire woman corrected. “Many humans envy old and powerful vampires-- their wealth, their beauty, their status. And there is nothing forbidding a vampire from feeding off and even turning a human, if they consent. Some humans decide to indenture themselves in the hopes of being turned one day. And if a vampire in attendance tonight has a particular favorite to feed off of, that favorite will need an invitation of their own.”

“That’s sick,” I said flatly.

“They’re doing it of their own volition, Pip,” my sister interjected, but she didn’t look any happier about it than I felt. “You can’t force someone to not do something stupid. If they want to be a vampire, who are we to stop them?”

“Freedom is the ability to make bad decisions,” Kylah sighed and looked down at the invitation with some distaste.

I couldn’t help but think about my conversation with Rafael only minutes ago, how he’d all but begged me to remember the supernatural world didn’t-- couldn’t-- operate in black and white.

The human world couldn’t either, really. It was foolish to think otherwise. But it still made me uncomfortable to think a vampire might be luring a completely innocent human into a fancy party with the hopes of sucking them dry.

“And no one will be suspicious we’re turning up without a specific vampire master?” I asked.

“People will think you’ve either been indirectly lured by another guest or hired by du Sang to provide extra entertainment,” Celeste said. “I wouldn’t worry, though, very few vampires engage in forced feeding. It’s considered extremely impolite these days.”

“Saved from exsanguination by stuffy social rules, yippee,” my sister muttered under her breath.

“A lot of vampires take issue with how human media portrays them as mindless, blood-sucking monsters,” Asami explained as she turned to me. “Similar to werewolves. So, in the actual magical community, vampires have tried to rehabilitate their image, which includes demonstrating they’re actually in good control of their desire for blood. You wouldn’t pounce on, say, a pizza and rip it to pieces with your bare teeth just because you were hungry, you’d eat it normally.”

“Of course, for vampires who don’t feed enough, there might be a certain… overzealousness,” Celeste added, and I thought of what Rafael had said, his theory that a vampire who didn’t drink enough human blood would transform into something… else. “Just as you might eat much more quickly if you haven’t eaten in days.”

“Right…” Carmen said slowly, and she was still looking extremely unconvinced.

“But the guests at du Sang’s event will have plenty of access to human blood, so there won’t be any of that… messiness,” the vampire woman assured us.

Or attempted to, because none of what she said was particularly reassuring.

Either way, we’d agreed to help Celeste out, and since this masquerade afforded us a unique opportunity to speak with du Sang face to face, we couldn’t suddenly decide not to go.

The six of us, now dressed in finery, were escorted by Lorelei into the black limousine, and with the low purr of a vehicle in excellent condition, we were off.

Between the tinted windows and the fact the sun had only just set, it was difficult to see outside, and it was made all the more difficult for how we all glittered. It wasn’t just the flashiness of the costumes, but the quality, too. It was obvious none of the women’s dresses had been pulled off the rack from a department store, even an expensive one. Similarly, mine and Kegan’s suits weren’t just well-fitting, they’d been tailored to perfection.

I wondered how Celeste had managed it, and in such a short time. Did she just have an excellent eye for measurements?

Soon enough, the limousine pulled up to a house that, impossibly, seemed even larger and grander than Celeste’s. It was certainly more opulent and decked out with lights and decorations that gave it a certain Great Gatsby feel. A glittering, ridiculously-over-the-top party born from a complete lack of care about the budget-- the complete lack of a budget, full stop.

“Whoa,” my sister muttered, and her eyes were wide behind her fox mask.

I had to agree.

I opened the car door, stepped out, and offered my arm to help out first Carmen, then Artemis, while Kegan did the same on the other side with Asami and his sister. As beautiful as the women’s dresses were, none of them were really designed for easily moving about, and I hoped no fights would break out this evening.

But at a vampire party, who was to say?

“So, Sami and Kegan are taking the Malachi invitation,” I said.

“And extending our most fervent apologies,” the researcher added with a smile, and she linked her arm with the blond man, who managed a slightly uncomfortable smile in return.

“That leaves Kylah, Artemis, Carmen, and myself,” I said. “How should we pair off?”

“I’ll go with Carmen, and you go with Artemis,” Kylah said. “I don’t think it would be wise for a werewolf and a half-faerie to be wandering around a vampire party alone.”

“Oh, good point,” my sister said with a grimace, and I had to agree.

The kinds of stuffy and proud vampires here might have a problem with a werewolf in their midst, and a half-faerie like Kylah might attract unwanted attention if she didn’t have a human beside her. Someone on her side, as it were.

“Take this, then,” Artemis said, and she handed her invitation to Kylah and wrapped a hand around my outstretched elbow. “Should we go in separately?”

“Might be better, to avoid suspicion,” I said. “We’ll regroup once inside, decide how to speak to the other guests, who’s acting shifty and all that.”

“Roger that,” my sister said with a nod, and then she nudged Kegan gently. “You two go in first, really lay the apologies on thick.”

“You got it,” Asami said, and Kegan nodded but said nothing.

Kylah squeezed his free arm, and Carmen gave him a kiss for good luck. Then the rest of us watched him and Asami head toward the grand front entrance of the house while following the gentle flow of other guests.

As they went, I couldn’t help but find the height difference amusing. Kegan was taller than me, and Asami was by far the shortest of the group. She was an entire foot shorter than the blond man, and the top of her head only came to his shoulder.

“What an odd couple,” Kylah said and was clearly also a little amused. “A stag and a raven.”

“The fox-and-peacock and wolf-and-leopard pairs aren’t much better,” my sister noted. “At least a wolf and a leopard are both predator animals, I guess, so it kind of makes sense to match them up.”

“I just hope Kegan isn’t overwhelmed in there,” I said as I pursed my lips. “He might’ve memorized the most stuff about the guests, but parties aren’t his thing, are they?”

“No,” Kylah agreed, and she worried her bottom lip a little. “But he’ll be okay, I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t have agreed otherwise. And we’ll be in there to help, soon enough.”

“Speaking of which, I think enough people have joined the entry line after them for one of us to go,” Artemis said.

“You two go first,” I said as I turned to Carmen and Kylah. “Artemis and I will head up the rear.”

“You sure, Pip?” my sister asked.

“We’ll see you inside, Monkey, don’t you worry.” I nodded and kissed Kylah’s cheek, and then the pair of them headed off.

“I have no idea what to expect of tonight,” Artemis told me once Kylah and Carmen were out of earshot. “Are you sure it’s a good idea I should go in?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “It’d be a shame not to show off such a lovely outfit.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, and her tone was light but clearly wanting me to be more serious. “I’m a lycanthrope. They’re vampires. Powerful vampires. I… I probably won’t be welcome. That might make things more difficult.”

“Well, we’ve never been a group to go the easy way,” I pointed out. “Else we’d all still be back with the Order. And besides, you’re our best fighter. I might be well-trained, and Kylah’s handy with her knives, but neither of us can rip a man’s head off with our bare hands.”

“Skill issue,” the amber-eyed woman drawled, and I chuckled. “Do you think that’s long enough?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I said.

The guests were arriving thick and fast now, and there were now several pairs and individuals between us and Kylah and Carmen up ahead. There were also more guests than I’d anticipated in general. I’d known this was going to be a big party, but I’d assumed the classism of Benjamin du Sang being so high status would mean fewer attendees.

Clearly, I’d been mistaken.

Artemis and I handed over the invitation to the large, burly man at the front door. He didn’t ask for our names, he didn’t ask for any details, he just skimmed over the invitation, nodded, handed it back, and told us to enjoy our evening.

It felt almost uncomfortably easy.

Once inside, Artemis and I both gasped, because however grand the outside of the manor had seemed, the inside was even more so. Everything was white marble threaded with gold, thick columns and vaulted ceilings with enormous crystal chandeliers, all draped in golden decorations and twinkling lights. Huge oil paintings hung from the walls alongside rich tapestries, and all of it felt so dangerously alluring, so inviting.

We were walking into a vampire’s den, and the road was paved with gold.

Once we finally tore our eyes away from the décor, we looked at the guests. Even despite our costumes, we seemed drab by comparison. Women were draped in jewels, and men wore impeccably cut suits with brocade and dramatic capes. There were masks of birds, mammals, even a few reptiles and fish, hammered out of sheets of metal or studded with jewels. One woman’s mask, a butterfly, was seemingly made out of shards of colored glass.

“This is beautiful,” I murmured.

“This is a trap,” Artemis said, and I couldn’t help but agree.

Though the aesthetic differences were many, there was an undeniable similarity between this and the Seelie Court, and this place was just as dangerous.

“There,” the werewolf woman then said, and she pointed to where the other four were standing.

Amid all the bright colors, Asami was actually quite easy to spot since her outfit was uniformly black, so Artemis and I hurried over to regroup.

“It’s weird in here, right?” my sister muttered when we joined them. She had her hands around Kegan’s upper arm, and I wasn’t sure if that was for her benefit or his. “Like, it’s trippy as hell.”

“Definitely strange,” Kylah agreed quietly. “Hedonistic, carefree. Very Fae.”

“So we conduct ourselves with the same caution,” I said. “We still need to split up to question everyone, but we stay in our pairs. I think Kylah was right. We should keep one human to each pair, make sure no one is too incentivized to go after…”

“Less desirable species,” Artemis finished without a shade of embarrassment.

On the contrary, she said it like a challenge, like she was daring someone to rise to her.

“Sounds good,” my sister said, and she turned to Asami. “I guess we’re trading dates for the evening.”

“I guess so!” the researcher replied with a laugh. “I think we should do a tour of this main ballroom before we explore any other parts of the manor. Three pairs will cover ground more quickly than one group of six.”

“Stay in this main room, got it,” I said with a nod. “Meet back here in half an hour?”

“There’s got to be two hundred guests here,” my sister sighed. “It’s gonna be a busy half hour.”

“Then let’s get to it,” Kylah said as she linked her arm with Carmen, and the pair of them walked off.

A moment later, Asami and Kegan did the same.

“A turn of the room then, my love?” I offered my hand to Artemis with a flourish, and she laughed.

It wasn’t often I heard the amber-eyed woman laugh like that. It was almost a giggle, so I cherished it when she did.

We set off around the glittering ballroom, and even though I wasn’t Kegan, I felt a little overwhelmed by all the people and color. I could only hope Asami, who was soothing and level-headed, would be able to keep him feeling steady, but I was confident in her abilities.

Servers-- I gauged from their auras they were human, once a couple got close enough for me to pick them out from everyone else’s-- milled about the room in white shirts and bow ties while carrying trays of filled glasses. Some were filled with pale gold liquid, presumably champagne, but others were filled with a liquid too dark and too thick to be red wine.

I picked up a pair of champagne flutes to look the part, but I didn’t intend to drink it. None of us could afford to dull our senses or instincts, and if this place was anything like the Seelie Court, there would be more than ordinary champagne in those glasses.

“I learned my lesson about consuming unknown substances,” the werewolf woman said as she daintily tapped her glass against mine in a toast, though neither of us drank. “I can’t imagine the consequences here would be any nicer than being trapped with the Fae Queen.”

I shuddered at the memory. Artemis had been tricked into consuming a tiny morsel of faerie food, thereby trapping herself in the Fae Realm until the Queen deigned to release her. The Queen’s price had been a kiss-- from me. After I’d refused her offer to become one of the concubines draped over her throne with an eerily spaced-out expression for the rest of time, the Queen sought to sabotage the relationships I’d chosen over her. Specifically, my relationship with Asami and Kylah, by showing them how Artemis and I had fallen for one another.

The kiss was wonderful, but complex. However, the Queen hadn’t been allowed to relish in any kind of victory, because when the six of us returned home, I’d spoken with Asami and Kylah, and they’d both assured me nothing was wrong. Somehow, they’d only seen it as a sign of my big heart, and since they both thought Artemis was great, there wasn’t an issue.

“The Fae Queen wasn’t counting on humanity,” the amber-eyed woman said to me now. “Not yours, or Sami and Kylah’s. Love, real love, trumps any kind of jealousy or hate. And I don’t think there’s a force on this earth that could make you stop adoring them both so much. You’re besotted.”

“They’re wonderful,” I said with a smile, and then I kissed her cheek. “As are you. How could I not fall in love with you all?”

“I love them, too-- albeit in a different way,” she replied and smiled back. “And the Fae Queen never even considered that. It might be strange, but it works.”

“That should be our motto,” I laughed.

“Excuse me,” a voice suddenly said, and Artemis and I turned to see another couple standing next to us.

These two were obviously both vampires, with white skin and whiter hair. The man was paler, almost sickly, and his short curls had a touch of silver to them, all of which made his red eyes stand out starkly. The woman, meanwhile, had a more human-looking skin tone, but her hair was pure white, and her eyes, weirdly, were purple. I wondered if the pair of them had been born with these oddly-colored eyes, if they were a quirk of genetics from a distant fae ancestor, or if vampires’ eyes changed colors when they were turned.

“I’m looking for Celeste Malachi,” the woman said. “Have you seen her this evening? I was hoping to catch her.”

She had a strange lilt in her voice. Irish, if I’d had to guess. I wondered if she’d been born in Ireland and had come to the USA, like du Sang from France, or if her parents, whenever they’d lived, had been Irish immigrants.

“I’m afraid Madam Malachi and her husband aren’t in attendance this evening,” I said as I mustered up all of my formal speaking ability-- which, to be fair, wasn’t much “From my understanding, a personal matter has come up. But they wanted to extend their deepest apologies to Monsieur du Sang and everyone else in attendance.”

“Oh, that is a shame,” the vampire woman said, and her lovely face frowned slightly.

She was fascinating to look at. Her skin was smooth and flawless as a photocopied skincare ad. It was kind of creepy, honestly. I turned my attention to her costume, which I now realized was practically a photo negative of Asami’s. The woman wore a gown consisting of innumerable tiny white feathers, complete with opera gloves. This, in combination with her mask, which covered the top half of her face with clear gems and white feathers and was decorated with dramatic black markings, left only one animal in answer.

“Is everything alright?” the swan-woman then asked me.

“Quite alright,” I assured her politely. “Madam Malachi just… felt a grand event like this would be a bit too much. But she’s perfectly well. Just… busy.”

“Understandable,” the vampire man said and sounded a little bored. He was in a stiff white suit whose epaulets were decorated with equally stiff pale feathers. A copper chain linked the two across his collar, and rather than a cape, his suit jacket fanned out into a brown-and-white feathered tail at the back. Even without his mask, which featured a sharp, copper beak, it was obvious he was dressed as an owl. “A du Sang celebration is best described as an ordeal.”

“Altair,” the swan-woman said disapprovingly, and she touched the back of her hand to his chest, like a gentle swat.

“Altair,” I repeated. That had been but one of the names in Lorelei’s file, on the guest list. “Altair Sarin?”

“I see my reputation precedes me,” the owl-man said with some satisfaction, and he smiled genially.

“And you must be Liara Astarte,” Artemis added as she caught on to my thoughts. “I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you-- the costumes.”

“Quite alright, but you have us at a disadvantage,” Liara said warmly, which surprised me.

Surely she could tell Artemis was a werewolf? But perhaps not. Or maybe she just didn’t care.

“Artemis,” the werewolf woman supplied, though she didn’t give a last name, and I felt that wise. “And this is my partner, Leo.”

“Pleasure,” I said, and I ducked my head to Liara and Altair. “You’re friends of du Sang’s, aren’t you?”

“Associates might be the better term,” Altair said, with a hint of wryness to his tone. “Not all of us are as fortunate as Celeste tonight.”

“Ignore my husband,” Liara drawled, somewhere between amused and exasperated. “He makes no secrets of any of his opinions.”

“Admirable, if possibly dangerous,” Artemis said, which made the vampire man smile widely.

Wide enough to make his fanged canines visible.

“What did you mean earlier?” I then asked the vampire man. “About these events being ordeals?”

Altair raised an eyebrow and seemed amused again. I got the impression he was amused about a lot of things.

“You’re human, and your lovely partner is… also not a vampire,” he said delicately, and I realized they had both taken note of Artemis’ species. “I presume this is your first foray into du Sang’s festivities?”

“Something like that,” I murmured.

“Let’s just say these events often have an… intensity that exceeds our personal appetites,” Liara said. “These events are not for the faint-hearted. But it would be impolite to refuse attendance altogether. Are you sure Celeste is alright? I saw her at her Lughnasadh ball only a few days ago.”

“She’s perfectly fine,” Artemis promised the vampire woman. “Just… caught up with other things. That’s why she sent us.”

“A curious choice of envoy, a wolf,” Altair remarked without malice, and after a deliberate pause, he continued. “And a leopard.”

“She has a menagerie of allies,” I joked, and the vampire man smiled again.

I couldn’t decide if I should feel like I was being sized up for dinner or if I was being generously let in on a joke.

I thought of what Liara had said about du Sang’s parties, and I wondered if it had been such a good idea to come here unarmed. But it wasn’t like we could’ve taken weapons with us, anyway, and I wasn’t sure how useful they would even be against this many potential adversaries. The theme of the night would have to be discretion and surveillance, at least until we all got somewhere less crowded.

Maybe, if we were lucky, we could corner du Sang alone.

“Variety is the spice of life,” Liara said with a small laugh, and with her, I didn’t have that uncertainty, I was definitely being inaugurated into some circle, some private in-joke. “Of course, there are some in our community who take the phrasing a bit far.”

I noted the slight hint of distaste in her voice and panicked a little.

“Celeste?” I asked, and her curiously purple eyes widened.

“Gods, no, not Celeste. People like Sullivan. I don’t know if you knew him-- Sullivan Scratch. Rather an unpleasant man, if I’m honest. Had some funny ideas about vampires’ place in the world.”

“I admire ambition, but it should be tempered with awareness of one’s own surroundings,” Altair agreed. “And Sullivan was sorely lacking in the latter.”

“I heard about him,” I half-lied. “He was kidnapping half-faeries.”

“Reprehensible,” Liara said flatly. “No wonder that awful Phoenix group were sniffing around him. They never touch anything that isn’t already poisoned.”

“Aberrations, the lot of them.” Altair nodded.

“Oh,” Artemis said. “I thought many vampires would agree with Scratch’s positions. He wanted vampire supremacy, did he not?”

“My dear,” Altair said, almost like a teacher explaining something to a child. “You are a supernatural. Do you believe supernaturals should rise up above humanity and scour them from the earth? Enslave them?”

“Gods, no,” the amber-eyed woman said at once.

“Then why should we feel the same?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “About non-supernaturals, or all non-vampires. I might be a hollow old corpse, but I’m not heartless.”

Despite myself, I chuckled, and a moment of unease overtook me until I saw Altair smiling approvingly.

“Don’t listen to him,” Liara said in a fond tone. “He’s got plenty of heart. I wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.”

“How long have you been married?” Artemis asked them.

“Three-hundred years,” the purple-eyed woman answered with a smile, but it quickly dimmed. “And in all that time, I’ve never seen a group quite so awful as Phoenix. Everything wonderful and unique about magic… they just want to stamp all over it.”

I was surprised, but nonetheless very pleased, to see other vampires expressing dislike of Phoenix.

The four of us continued talking politely for another few minutes before Altair finally took Liara’s hand, and the pair floated off to speak to someone else, at which point Artemis turned to me.

“They were… nice,” she said blankly. “Like, actually nice.”

“Yeah, I was a little surprised, too,” I said as I noted her stunned tone. “It’s a relief to know not everyone here is supportive of Scratch’s ideas. And Phoenix’s.”

“Not just that.” The amber-eyed woman shook her head. “Neither of them mentioned I was a werewolf. Not explicitly, anyway. And we were close enough, they definitely would’ve been able to tell.”

“Were you expecting them to scream in disgust or something?” I asked.

“No,” she scoffed. “But to make a catty comment or two? Call me a mutt or ask why I was here? Absolutely. And mark my words, before the evening is out, someone will.”

“That’s good, though,” I said. “Interspecies solidarity. We’ll need it against Phoenix.”

“We will,” Artemis agreed. “But still, it was a nice surprise. And I don’t get the impression either of them is involved with Phoenix.”

“Me, neither,” I agreed. I didn’t think real Phoenix supporters would have been so convincing, they would’ve laid it on thicker or played their beliefs ambiguously. “Though I’m not Carmen. She might pick up on something the rest of us miss.”

“Maybe,” the werewolf woman said with a nod. “But we only have one of her among the six of us. So, who should we speak to next?”

I cast my gaze around the room and looked for someone, anyone of interest, and I was surprised to see someone familiar.

“How about her?” I suggested, and I raised my hand to point at Renée Beckett.


Chapter 8

“Councilwoman,” I said politely as Artemis and I came to stand beside Renée.

She jumped a little, like she hadn’t seen us coming. Maybe she’d been lost in thought.

“Oh!” she gasped and turned to face us fully. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you-- Leo?”

Her polite tone of apology was abruptly surprised, and she stared.

“And Artemis,” she added as she recognized the werewolf woman.

Renée’s dark eyes were wide behind her mask. She appeared to be dressed as a deer, judging by the fawn-colored fabric, the little ears on the sides, and the white spots, too. Unlike every other time I’d seen her, her jet-black, gray-streaked hair was not pulled back into a ruthlessly chic knot, but had instead been braided and threaded with gold cuffs-- and then pulled back into a ruthlessly chic knot.

All of this to say, it was a decent costume, clearly intended for a glamorous evening like this, but it was also obvious the Councilwoman didn’t really want to be here.

Which made it all the stranger-- why was she?

“What are you both doing here?” Renée asked as she looked between Artemis and me. “Is something wrong?”

“Not at all,” I promised her. “We’re here on behalf of a… friend. She needed a favor, and we needed an excuse to get near the upper crust of the Californian Clan.”

“What about you?” Artemis then asked.

“Much the same as you, it would seem,” the older woman said with a sigh, and then she lowered her voice to almost a whisper before she continued. “Phoenix has benefactors, funding, and whoever those people are, they have very deep pockets. I have my suspicions about some of these guests, and as a Councilwoman, well, I was extended an invitation to this event. It was purely a formality on du Sang’s part, I don’t think for a moment he ever expected me to show, but like you say, it’s an excuse to get in the door. Are the others here?”

“They are,” I said. “Carmen and Kylah paired off somewhere, so did Kegan and Asami. They’re about. You haven’t seen them yet? Kegan’s costume sure is something.”

Renée’s lips twitched in a small smile.

“I do hope the six of you aren’t biting off more than you can chew,” she said. “The Order can’t help if you get in too deep.”

“We know,” I said. “And we won’t. We’re being careful. Tonight is mostly about reconnaissance.”

“Very well,” she said with a nod, but then, as I remembered something, I frowned a little.

“Hang on,” I said. “Isn’t the Order forbidden from investigating Phoenix right now?”

“I forbade my Eyes from investigating it,” Renée corrected me, and her tone held a hint of that headmistress sternness. “I’ve already lost more than a dozen good people to that wretched group. But there’s nothing stopping me from doing some reconnaissance of my own. Or rather, there’s nothing stopping me from accepting an invitation to an extravagant masquerade.”

“I suppose not,” I admitted. “Good luck with your… mingling.”

“Thank you,” Renée replied, and she inclined her head in gratitude. “And good luck to you as well.”

“I’ll save you a dance later,” I added, only half joking.

“I should hope to be gone long before the ‘entertainment’ begins,” the dark-skinned woman said to me, and something about the way she said ‘entertainment’ gave me pause. “And I would advise the same of the six of you.”

Renée was halfway through turning to leave when a grand fanfare blared through the ballroom, as sudden as it was loud. At my side, I felt Artemis wince with the volume of it and remembered her hearing was far more sensitive than my own.

“What was that?” I asked Renée.

“Something that overdramatic?” she said flatly. “Only one man could warrant such a display at this event.”

Almost as if on cue, the huge pair of scarlet curtains on the equally huge balcony parted to reveal a single man. He stepped forward from behind the curtain line until he was at the balcony rail, and he gazed down at us all before raising his hands and spreading them wide.

“Welcome!” he declared to the hundreds of guests in the room. “Welcome, all of you, esteemed guests, dear friends, delectable associates, to my home.”

Ah, of course. Only one man would have cause for such an overblown entrance. This was Benjamin du Sang.

Despite his name and his origins, his voice held no trace of a French accent. It sounded a little transatlantic, I supposed, but otherwise quite neutral. I couldn’t really see him from my position, so much lower down and a hallway across the room, but I could see his costume. A black cape with a deep red lining, and a glossy black mask with two protrusions curling upwards. Bat ears, maybe, or demon horns. It seemed unexpectedly humorous, all things considered.

“I thank you all for making the journey here,” he continued, and he grinned down at the assembled crowds with such impressively white teeth, I could see them even from where I was standing. “To celebrate this, the 550th anniversary of my undeath!”

“Wait,” I muttered to Artemis. “He’s not counting the years he was human?”

“Few vampires do,” the werewolf woman replied. “He became a whole other species, with new things to learn. His human life basically doesn’t matter. Certainly not now, after over five centuries.”

“Eat, drink, and be merry, my friends,” du Sang continued genially. “Rest assured, the entertainment will begin shortly.”

There it was again, the way he said ‘entertainment.’ The way Renée had said it only moments before.

Something was up, something bad. But considering we were in a den of vampires, ‘something bad’ was practically a given.

I turned to Renée, whose expression of unease was obvious even behind her doe mask.

“Should we be worried?” I asked her.

Surely she, in all her years as the Head of a Sanctuary, would know what to do.

“I would caution against the six of you staying here too long,” she answered. “Make your rounds and do what you need to do, but leave soon.”

“We can’t do that, Renée,” Artemis said, and she sounded almost apologetic. “We have a job to do.”

“I know,” the older woman said, and her tone was halfway between sad and proud. “But be careful. Vampires are the children of the night, and darkness emboldens them. Especially a night like this, they’ll be expecting to be able to indulge their more outlandish tastes. And it’s very difficult to prosecute a nonconsensual feeding.”

“He said, she said,” I muttered, and Renée nodded grimly.

“Not to mention, mild hypnosis,” she added. “You’re all adults, but I ask you, be careful.”

“We will,” I promised as I reached out and touched her arm. “We all will. Artemis and I will tell the others. But we can’t promise to leave early. The later we stay, the better chance we’ll have of getting more information out of these people.”

Renée opened her mouth, maybe to wish us luck, maybe to try to warn us again, but she was cut off by another voice.

“Leo! Artemis!”

We all turned to see Carmen, Asami, and the Campbells pushing through the crowds toward us. I realized then they must have seen du Sang’s entrance and decided it was wise for all of us to stick together for a bit, and I had to agree.

Once the four of them got close enough to see and then to recognize Renée, they all stopped.

“What are you doing here?” Kegan asked since he was the first to recover from the surprise.

“Duty calls,” the older woman said with an almost wry sigh. “And tonight presents unique opportunities to gather information, as I’m sure you all know.”

Kegan, unlike the rest of us, at least had the good grace to look a bit sheepish for a moment.

“We’ll be careful,” Kylah assured her, and there was a fraction of a second in how she looked at Renée and Renée looked at her where it was more obvious than ever just how much of a parent the older woman had been to the Campbells.

They didn’t look anything alike, but that didn’t matter. The way they interacted told any onlookers they were, in their own way, a family.

“I hope so,” Renée answered. “I--”

We never found out what she was going to say next, though, because Benjamin du Sang’s voice again boomed out over the ballroom.

“Esteemed guests, dear friends!” he declared. “I invite you now to take your places, for the entertainment is about to begin!”

I had about three seconds to wonder what sort of entertainment a vampire masquerade would entail-- hiring a band and busting out some courtly dances seemed a bit tame-- when the floor began to move beneath my feet.

I panicked for a moment, but only a moment, because I quickly realized no one else was panicking. None of the other guests were screaming and pushing at one another. Instead, they were calmly walking off to the sides and parting the crowd in the center to leave a large gap in the center of the room.

Where, I soon noticed, the floor was splitting in two.

“What by the gods--?” Artemis’ voice was so low I would’ve missed it if she hadn’t been standing right next to me, and her hands wrapped tight around my elbow, probably more from shock than fear of losing her balance. She wasn’t easily moved against her will.

“I’m sure you all know by now, men of du Sang’s age and standing often have… outlandish ideas of fun,” Renée said to us quietly, and when I managed to tear my gaze away from the splitting floor to glance at the older woman, her dark eyes were grimly focused behind her doe’s mask.

When I looked back, I saw the floor had stopped moving, and where there had once been a white marble dance floor, veined with gold and polished to a reflective shine, there was now a circular pit, about eight feet deep and fifteen feet wide. The walls and floor were made of the same polished stone, and on opposite sides were a pair of wooden doors.

“What is this?” I muttered, but I wasn’t really expecting an answer.

Then, as if in response to my question, or perhaps the universe just wanted to confuse me further, both sets of doors opened, and two young men staggered out into the pit.

Despite the soft lighting of the ballroom, with the twinkling lights all in warm yellows, the men seemed to be harshly lit. One was blond, the other was brown-haired, but both had sallow, almost yellowish skin. Their eyes were sunken, they looked as if they hadn’t slept in days, and in stark contrast to the gorgeously-dressed guests above them, their clothes were ragged and stained with dirt.

There was something about their faces, too. Despite the hundreds of people in the ballroom above them, neither man seemed really aware of the crowd, or even of one another. The way they moved was uneven, as if they were used to smaller bodies, but they were shaking, too, and their expressions were unsettlingly slack and faraway. They looked drunk. They looked high. They looked like drug addicts going through withdrawal.

I felt the shift of people as the guests tried to inch closer to the pit’s edge to get a proper look at the newcomers. I was jostled from behind and forced a few inches closer to the lip. There was no raised edge, no guardrail, to stop someone from getting shoved in, and there was a murmur of interest and excitement from the guests, soft ‘oohs’ and noises of interest.

Just who were these two men? Prisoners of du Sang’s? Snacks for the guests? There were so many auras around us, and I was too far away from the men to pick theirs out clearly, so I had no idea what they were.

Then something cut through the mutters of intrigue from the crowd. It wasn’t loud, but I picked it out for one reason.

Unlike everything else I’d heard, it was a noise of disgust.

I turned around to identify where it had come from and locked eyes with Liara Astarte, who was about six feet behind me. She was also six feet away from the lip of the pit, but evidently she’d seen its contents clearly, and her expression was appalled. Even under my wolf mask, she must have seen my confusion, because she took her hand from her mouth and mouthed a single word to me.

Turned.

Then it all clicked.

These two men were vampires, newly-made. Had they been turned for the express purpose of this evening? And if so, why? Vampires didn’t feed on other vampires-- they needed specifically human blood. Rafael had explained to me the reasoning for his theory: only human blood could satisfy a vampire, possibly because it staved off further transformation into something entirely unlike a person of any kind.

“Look at them,” a voice came from somewhere behind me, but it wasn’t one I recognized. It was threaded with a mixture of mild interest and disapproval. “They must have only just climbed out of their graves, they’re covered in dirt.”

“Their clothes are rags,” another voice agreed, a woman’s this time, and she was more disapproving than the first. “He could’ve at least hosed them down first. Put them in something presentable.”

“May I introduce you all to our handsome volunteers,” du Sang called from his perch on the balcony above, and from that vantage, he had almost a bird’s-eye view of the pit below. “Nathan, Peter, give our glittering guests a wave.”

When du Sang said their names, both men-- first the brown-haired one, who was presumably Nathan, then the blond, who must’ve been Peter-- stared up owlishly at du Sang. There was a hunger in their expressions. Not for food, or even for violence, but for du Sang. Somehow, he was the object of whatever strange obsession had gripped them.

Was this what it was like when a human became a vampire? Had Celeste, Rafael, Liara, and Altair all looked like this once? Had Benjamin du Sang, who now sat as the purveyor of all this luxury and opulence, once been this shaking, hungry-eyed mess of a person, who seemed more worthy of my pity than my fear?

At du Sang’s request, the two newly-minted vampires each raised a hand and gave a slow, vacant wave. Neither of their gazes left du Sang. I was pretty sure they weren’t even blinking.

“Nathan and Peter have been faithful servants of mine for over ten years,” du Sang informed us all in a solemn tone that didn’t seem fully sincere, and I wondered if the fake-sincerity was part of the joke to these people. “Each of them came to me with a single request, that I bestow upon them an eternal life of youth and strength, a life they craved. Two nights ago, I fulfilled that request for each of them. I drained every last drop of human blood from their bodies, I fed them each a few drops of my own blood, and I buried them in the graves they had dug for themselves. And tonight, as the sun set and the moon rose, so did they, no longer humans, but children of the night!”

So. That was how you became a vampire.

“Is the burial really necessary?” I asked in a whisper.

“I think so,” Kylah replied, with her voice just as hushed. “It’s almost like a rebirth, the way a baby comes out of their mother’s womb. If a new vampire doesn’t claw their way out of their grave, they’re stuck in this… stasis, I think Sami calls it. And if they’re left like that, they become ghouls.”

I’d heard a little about ghouls. As magical creatures went, they were rare, because they weren’t sentient, not like a werewolf or a phoenix or a vampire. They ate human flesh and were similar to zombies, and I’d yet to encounter one in real life for myself.

From what I knew, though, this was a good thing.

“They look sick,” I then said to Kylah as I nodded to the two men in the pit. “Are you sure they’re not becoming ghouls?”

“Trust me,” the blonde woman said grimly. “You’d know if they were.”

“Before I release Nathan and Peter from their indentures,” du Sang then continued. “I have asked one final request of them both. I’m sure all of you remember those first few nights after your own undeaths. Or, for those of you who haven’t experienced such a rapture, you’ve heard the stories. The unbridled strength, the way the world seemed to shimmer, the richness of every scent, every creature with a beating heart.”

I could feel the air shifting in the room as du Sang spoke, and even without looking at the guests faces, I knew they agreed. Something about that time had been, well, rapturous to them, intense and invigorating and impossible to recreate.

“Nathan and Peter, here, are only freshly transformed,” the vampire man went on. “They still have human cells, human tissues, and my venom still feeds on it as they complete their transformation. For the next few nights, while they still straddle the line between human and vampire, they will be stronger and swifter than they ever have been, or ever will be.”

“Shit,” Artemis murmured at my side, at the exact same moment I heard Kylah whisper, “No…”

I only had a second to be confused before du Sang answered my silent question.

“Which is why tonight, esteemed guests, for your enjoyment, these two fine young men, loyal servants of mine, will engage in a fight the likes of which many of us have not seen for centuries.”

“They’re going to fight?” I didn’t direct my question to anyone specific, and my eyes widened. “Those two are going to fight? They look barely able to stand.”

“Trust me,” Artemis said, and her voice was tight and uneasy. “That’s not the problem here.”

“Nathan! Peter!” du Sang called out. “Show our guests what I have gifted to you both!”

And then it happened.

I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing. It was like the world was on fast-forward, like I was sliding between one moment and the next with all the in-between frames just spliced out of the recording. The two men who’d been standing in place, shivering and shaking and staring dazedly up at du Sang, were now clawing at one another, snarling as they tried to sink newly-fanged teeth into one another’s flesh, raking broken, dirt-caked nails across each other’s arms, necks, faces. They were a blur of movement, staggering around despite their speed, maybe even because of their speed, because they weren’t yet used to what their bodies could now do. They slammed against the walls of the pit, and it was then I understood why it had been constructed this way.

Anything softer than metal would break under the force of their brawling. Any sharp corners would risk splitting open their skulls.

“Renée, can’t you stop this?”

Carmen’s voice reached my ears, but somehow I couldn’t turn my eyes away from the fight. Maybe it was just the speed of it, I really would miss something if I looked away. If I even blinked.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t,” the older woman answered, and I heard genuine regret in her voice. “From what du Sang says, they came to him willingly, they wanted to be transformed. Many human servants of vampires are fanatics, desperate for the immortality and beauty a vampire like du Sang embodies.”

“But he’s making them fight,” my sister pleaded. “They’re going to get hurt.”

“As their sire, du Sang is within his rights to make requests of them,” Renée said, and her tone was becoming bitter. “He is father and teacher and lord to them now. They are bound to him by an older magic than any of us could hope to comprehend.”

“But…” Carmen started again, but she trailed off when she was unable to find an argument.

I understood her concern. Nothing about this seemed natural. Nathan and Peter were fighting each other so brutally, so viciously.

And it was still so fast. One second, Nathan had Peter pressed against the fall and was shoving Peter’s face into the stone. The next, Peter had Nathan pinned to the floor, with a hand grabbing Nathan’s face and raising his head and smashing it back against the ground. Then Nathan somehow got the upper hand and shoved Peter back. He pounced toward the blond man and raked his hand across Peter’s face, and with the letting of blood, the frenzy seemed to hit a new pitch, not just for the two fighters but for the onlookers.

The scent of new vampire blood filled the air, and I heard several people inhaling deeply through their noses.

“Nothing like first blood,” one woman declared, and there were murmurs of agreement from all sides.

Peter shrieked as Nathan scratched his face, and the blond reached out to grab Nathan by the lapels of his tattered shirt. He snarled in Nathan’s face-- no words, just the wordless, raw noise of something more animal than human.

Nathan raised his arms, though whether to attack Peter or touch the blood on his face, I wasn’t sure. But somehow everything seemed to slow for a second, and I saw what happened next with horrible clarity.

Peter easily avoided Nathan’s arms as he pulled the brown-haired man closer, and with the chilling noise of something sharp piercing flesh, the blond man sank his fangs into Nathan’s throat and tore it from his neck.

A great spatter of blood painted the marble walls of the pit, and for a moment, there was no sound. Peter had his mouth full, with bits of Nathan’s ruined windpipe hanging from his mouth, and the only noise in the hall was the wheezing, gurgling sounds from Nathan as he tried to scream and drowned in his own blood.

The noise did not go on for very long.

When it-- he-- stopped, Peter spat Nathan’s throat out and wiped his mouth roughly. He was looking dazed again, hungry and distant. I realized Nathan was too much vampire for Peter to have an interest in feeding from his corpse.

“Well,” a vampire man said from somewhere in the crowd, and he sounded a little disappointed. “That was over quickly.”

“Oh, my god.” Kylah had her hands pressed over her mouth, and her eyes were wide with horror. “Oh, my god. He just… he just… And they don’t even care.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but I just didn’t have the words, so instead I raised an arm and hugged Kylah to me. She turned into my right side, and her face burrowed into the crook of my shoulder. The feathers on her mask tickled the side of my face, but I didn’t even feel the slightest urge to laugh.

I couldn’t stop staring at Peter’s face, how unbothered he seemed. How… unaware.

There was so much new sensation coursing through his body, did he even know what he’d just done? Had he known Nathan well before they’d been turned? Had they been friends? Lovers? Had du Sang intended for their fight to be deadly?

“I suppose we should commend the ferocity of our victor,” du Sang then said from above. He was leaning against the balcony rail and seemed faintly amused. “It seems I underestimated you, dear Peter. You were such a meek thing before. I rather admit, I had expected more from Nathan. But you proved him wrong! Proved me wrong! How do you feel now?”

“Powerful,” Peter said. His answer was unexpectedly steady. It was like he was blurred around the edges, but du Sang’s voice, his attention, brought Peter into focus. “Hungry.”

“I bet you are,” du Sang said wryly. “And that fight did end so very quickly. I don’t think any of us have been sated. We’re all well aware of the thrill of new blood.”

A chorus of good-natured agreement and even some booing rose up from the crowd, and du Sang chuckled like an indulgent parent.

“No, indeed,” he agreed firmly. “I think we might have to seek you a new challenger! Now, which among you, esteemed guests, dear friends, would like to try yourselves against our newborn friend? Which of you would like to truly welcome him into our community?”

No one spoke.

Of course they didn’t, I realized. That was how all of these people worked, all of the people who’d been excited by the pit, who’d complained the fight was over too quickly. None of them were willing to risk even so much as staining their clothes. They were content to watch from the sidelines and let other people do the dirty work, the suffering, the dying.

“No volunteers?” du Sang sounded amused, and maybe a little disappointed, but not at all surprised. “Very well. I shall have to nominate one of you. How about…”

He pointed.

He pointed toward where we were standing. With his gaze now focused on us, I could see his eyes behind the black sheen of his bat/demon mask. They were, like Altair’s, a deep, rich scarlet. And yet, despite the color, they seemed entirely different.

I watched his mouth form a single word, since the mask only covered the top half of his face.

“…you,” he finished.

And he wasn’t pointing at me, but at Artemis, who stared back at him. Her hands were still tight on my arm, but her gaze was unflinching.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice you the second you entered my home,” du Sang told her, and a nasty edge was entering his tone now. Or perhaps it had always been there, but I was only just now hearing it. “I don’t know who sent you, what kind of poor joke they thought they were playing, sending one of your kind into my home, taking advantage of my hospitality.”

“I came here of my own accord,” Artemis replied with barely-controlled anger in her tone. I felt her grip on my elbow relax and then let go entirely, and she stood with her hands by her sides, clearly not about to back down. “And I’ve yet to see any hospitality from here. Lording above your guests as if you think yourself better than them. Forcing your own men to fight to the death for your entertainment. Embarrassing.”

“You are displeased?” du Sang asked, and his tone became sickly-sweet. “Why don’t you show us how a real fight should go, then?”

This made me feel even more uneasy than before. I wanted to reach out and tell Artemis to back down, but I was afraid of making it worse. And, honestly, I was kind of enjoying watching her stand up to him.

“I don’t fight like this,” the amber-eyed woman told him.

“What, vampires?” du Sang smirked with amusement. “That’s because you know you cannot win.”

“Oh, I can win, but I don’t fight innocents,” Artemis said flatly.

“Peter here just tore out the throat of his best friend,” du Sang answered immediately, and I almost flinched at how casually he said it. “They came to me together, you know. Best friends since they were eleven, they told me. And now he has bits of Nathan’s throat between his teeth.”

Artemis narrowed her eyes, and the amber was glinting like tiny flames. I saw a muscle in her jaw twitch as she clenched her teeth, and she was clearly weighing up her options. Tonight had been about reconnaissance, and we needed to stay in here. A fight wasn’t the way to do that, but if she refused, she would be kicked out, or maybe worse.

She said nothing for a long moment, such a long moment that du Sang, clearly now vying for a more interesting brawl, decided to sweeten the deal.

“Win, and I will permit you and your associates to remain here for the rest of the party,” he said as his red eyes roared over me, Kylah, Asami, Kegan, and Carmen. How had he clocked all six of us so quickly? Were we that obvious? “Since you all went to the foolish trouble of sneaking in. And despite their questionable choice of friend, I cannot fault their taste for social events.”

“Fine,” Artemis said at once. “Deal.”

“Wait--” I began, and I reached out a hand to try and stop her, but Artemis was already climbing down into the pit.

I knew why she’d done it. We needed access to this party to figure out who had taken Celeste’s property, to speak to du Sang about Phoenix, and see if there was anyone else suspicious in these rich, long-lived circles.

And, from what I’d seen so far, there was definitely a lot to be suspicious of.

But that didn’t mean I wanted Artemis risking herself against this madman. I knew she was strong and fast, but Peter was strong and fast, too, and there was a recklessness, a wildness, a sheer bloodlust in his eyes that made me a lot less sure of Artemis’ victory.

And I evidently wasn’t the only one, because Asami turned to me suddenly.

“He’ll kill her,” she said in distress. She was looking nervously between the pit and me, and her hands were pressed against my chest while her eyes were wide and scared. “Leo, he’s still turning, he might not be trained, but he-- he’ll be stronger than her, he will. And he’ll kill her.”

“But she’s--” I began, but I couldn’t finish. I had my own doubts, after all.

“Sami’s right,” Kylah said. She’d pulled her head from my shoulder now. Her eyes were dry, she hadn’t cried, and though she looked slightly shaken, her expression was firm. “She’s strong, god knows she is, but Peter has nothing to lose, and he won’t be convinced to stop. Either she kills him or he kills her.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but du Sang’s voice cut me off as he spoke to Artemis, who had lowered herself into the pit.

“Your name, little wolf,” du Sang said. “So I know what to tell Ms. Ylva.”

Once again, the werewolf woman didn’t so much as flinch. She reached up, placed her leopard mask on the lip of the ballroom floor, and turned to face Peter head-on.

“Artemis,” she announced, and du Sang’s smile was slow and predatory.

“Well, then, Artemis,” he said, and his voice hissed slightly on the ‘s’ as he raised his arms high. “Fight for your life.”

Peter charged toward the amber-eyed woman, and without pausing to think, I leapt into the pit behind her.


Chapter 9

The smooth marble floor of the pit, while stylish, had no give, and even though I landed in a crouch to lessen the force of my impact, I still felt the residual energy run up my ankles, through my knees, and into my abdomen.

Peter stopped for a second when he saw me, and he was clearly confused by someone else willingly lowering themselves into this sleek prison. At this level, the hue of Nathan’s blood seemed brighter, and the metallic smell was stronger. I glanced over at Artemis and saw her nose was wrinkled, and I wondered for a moment if it was because of the blood alone, or if she could pick up something deeper, something vampiric, in its scent.

It was really only a glance, though, because in that one second where Peter stopped to size up his new opponent, he must have realized I was human, because he suddenly changed course and charged right at me.

“Leo!” Carmen’s voice rang out clearly over the excited murmurs of the crowd, and I spared half a second’s thought to worry she might jump in after me.

But Kegan and the others would know to stop her. They would know her human blood would make her just as much of a target. Artemis was strong, and I was quick, as well as imbued with the ability to boost and dampen auras.

So, even if Peter was a fledgling vampire, half-mad with bloodlust and overwhelmed with the new sensations his heightened senses gave him, I was sure my death would not come at his hands. Certainly not with Artemis at my side.

We had this.

Even so, when I ducked out of the way to avoid Peter’s outstretched hand, I felt his fingertips brush against my hair before they slammed into the marble wall. I felt the tiniest flake of stone bounce off my cheek and knew the force of Peter’s charge had cracked it, but my body was ahead of my mind, and I was already moving.

“Another challenger?” du Sang’s voice rose loud and amused over the chatter of the other spectators.

Peter hesitated for a second at the sound of his master’s voice, and I used that second to untie the silver cord fastening my dark, heavy cape in place. It would only serve as another thing for Peter to grab me by, and even though I wasn’t left-handed, I wanted both my arms free to move.

“What your kind lack in strength and speed, you make up for in recklessness,” du Sang continued in a drawling voice. “Shorter lifespans, I suppose. And about to be even shorter.”

I ignored the vampire as I ran toward Artemis. Despite the small confines of this space, I was sprinting at full speed, because anything less and Peter would be on me in a second. Between my momentum and the smooth marble floor, I skidded right past the werewolf woman and almost slammed into the opposite wall, but I regained my footing and turned back to face her just as she and Peter pounced on one another.

Or, maybe more accurately, Peter had been going for me, but Artemis intercepted him. Either way, the pair of them were brawling on the floor, scratching with fingernails turned claws, and trying to sink fangs into exposed flesh. I had no idea if a werewolf could be turned into a vampire or vice-versa, but I knew I didn’t want to find out like this.

So, for better or for worse, I dove in and joined the fight.

Artemis was only barely holding her own against Peter, but with my addition, we gained the upper hand-- though only barely. We were bound by self-preservation, and by a desire to protect one another, but Peter had nothing to lose. He didn’t even seem to particularly care if he injured himself in his quest for my fresh, human blood.

“I… can… smell… you…” Peter hissed at us, at me really, through gritted teeth.

His fangs were bared, and I was getting a much closer look at them than I’d ever wanted. There was still a smear of blood around his mouth from where he’d torn out Nathan’s throat.

Underneath that gore, however, I saw something else. Peter’s lower lip was scratched in multiple places, and when his tongue darted out, like a snake trying to taste the air, I saw the pink muscle was also scratched. After a moment, I realized this was because Peter wasn’t used to his new fangs yet, and he kept cutting himself on their sharp points.

It made me sad, for a moment. Sad for the young man he’d been before du Sang sank his claws in-- or rather, sank his fangs. Who had Peter been before he’d been turned? Who had he been before he’d known of du Sang and the magical world? Or had he always known, always been obsessed? Would Carmen or I have ended up in his place if our parents hadn’t died in that house fire? Would one or both of us have been seduced by the promise of eternal youth and beauty? Of power? Of wealth?

“I can smell…” Peter hissed again, and his eyes were mad and desperate with bloodlust.

“Smelling is all you’ll be doing,” I warned him. “Back off, before we make you.”

“As if you could make me,” the blond man snarled back as Artemis and I struggled to keep him off our necks. “As if you could overpower me.”

“We can,” Artemis told him, and her tone was almost sad. “I don’t want to have to, but we can. And we will.”

I wondered if she’d been asking herself the same questions as I had, about who Peter was before du Sang twisted him up.

“I need it,” Peter wheezed in a rasping, reedy voice. “Need it. Hungry. So hungry.”

I glanced at Artemis for only a second, and for even less than that we locked eyes, but that was all we needed. Then we simultaneously shoved Peter back, and he staggered away from us. He regained his balance quickly, though, and set his sights once again on me. I was tackled to the floor, and I scrabbled against the vampire man as I tried to drown out the noises of the other guests jeering and cheering like they were watching a dogfight.

Which, as far as they were concerned, they were.

I had one hand pressed against Peter’s face to try and turn his head away from my throat, and my other hand was braced against his neck while my feet tried to get purchase underneath his stomach. I’d just managed to kick him back when Artemis wrenched him off, and it was probably only the combination of our efforts that actually dislodged the man from my body. I felt his fingernails-- normal, human fingernails, filed, short, and now caked with grave dirt-- rake across the sleeves of my costume, and I forced myself not to think about what would’ve happened if my arms were bare.

“Let go of me!” Peter shrieked, and he was both enraged and yet somehow also pitiful. “I need to-- I need it! Let go of me!”

“Stand down,” the werewolf woman ordered, and her eyes glittered dangerously.

Her tone was as commanding as a siren’s, but it was useless against the simple, pure desperation of a half-mad starving man.

“I need it!” Peter snarled at her, and somehow-- it happened so fast I couldn’t make sense of it-- he broke free of her grip and ran at me again.

I’d done it before enough times that it came quickly to me now. I felt a power rush through my limbs as I called on my magical affinity to boost my own aura and increase my strength. Then Peter launched himself at me, and I swung out with my fist, caught him square in the cheek, and knocked his head sideways. His body soon followed his head’s momentum, and he spun a quarter turn before crashing to the ground right in front of me.

He wasted no time in going for me again, though, so I rushed to grab his limbs and pinned him so I was the one on top weighing him down. Artemis followed shortly after by grabbing Peter’s shoulders, and he thrashed and howled as he tried to fight us off.

“Stand down,” I said in as forceful a tone as I could muster. “You’re more than your urges.”

But was he? Was it even accurate to call this an urge? The blond man was still shivering and trembling, like an addict going through withdrawal, and maybe this was more like addiction than desire. He was physically unable to resist without proper help.

“I need it!” Peter wailed.

It hurt to watch him like this, but what else was there for us to do besides fight him? I certainly wasn’t going to let him tear out my throat like he’d done to Nathan. What choice did that leave us?

“Please,” I said, and I was almost pleading with the man now. “Please, stop this. We can help you.”

“No!” Peter snarled savagely. “No! I need it! I can-- I can smell it! I can smell you!”

And with some fresh surge of rabid energy, he broke free of Artemis’ grip. He lurched upward and flipped us both over so I was beneath him, but I reacted on instinct and used our momentum to roll sideways so I was once again on top.

We brawled with claw-like hands and clenched fists and gnashing teeth and elbows shoved into stomachs. With Artemis helping, I could just about hold my own, but it was clear no amount of fighting would exhaust or deter Peter.

“Stop this, stop this!” I shouted as I grabbed his wrists.

I forced his hands away from my face and tried to wedge my elbow against his windpipe to knock him out or something, but I didn’t even know if vampires could be knocked out.

“I can smell you!” Peter shrieked around his gnashing fangs that were desperate to sink into my flesh. “I. Can. Taste. You!”

I could see it in his eyes. Whoever Peter had been before he’d clawed his way from his own grave was gone. All that remained was this twisted, maddened version. I didn’t know if this was deliberate on the part of du Sang, or if something had gone wrong, but I was sure this wasn’t who Peter had been as a human. Surely, he wouldn’t have torn out another man’s throat, a man he’d known and might have even considered a friend, without so much as a flicker of remorse.

“I’m sorry,” I said to him, because it was all I could do.

Then I looked up at Artemis, who was struggling to hold Peter by the neck, and I nodded grimly.

She met my eyes with a somber expression and nodded back.

And a moment later, she snapped Peter’s neck.

Contrary to what pop culture would have you believe, snapping a neck didn’t necessarily kill someone instantaneously. It could, but not always. And this situation, controlled and more like an act of mercy than one of triumph, was not one of those times.

Realization dawned in Peter’s eyes as his arms fell limply to the ground, and he stopped struggling underneath me. He stared up owlishly, and a horrible clarity seemed to wipe away the maddened fog.

“Oh,” he breathed. It was a rasping noise. His lungs were paralyzed now, and it was probably only a quirk of vampirism that allowed him to speak at all.

But he was still human enough, and I trusted Artemis to know what would and wouldn’t kill a vampire, so a broken neck could have only one outcome.

“Oh,” Peter said again, and the word was so faint I had to lean in close to hear him. He couldn’t hurt me now, and it seemed wrong, somehow, to let his last words go ignored. “I… I never thought it would… be like this. He… he never said…”

The light faded out from his eyes before he finished.

There were a few moments of pregnant silence, then, as the assembled guests above us realized what had happened, boos and jeers began to fill the air. I looked up to see most of the faces twisted with disappointment and disgust, and the crowd was clearly annoyed by the show being over so quickly, and with its outcome.

Among them, however, I picked out a handful of grimly pleased or quietly relieved faces, including the white-haired heads of Altair Sarin and Liara Astarte.

“May your next life be peaceful,” Artemis muttered as she reached out to close Peter’s eyes.

This didn’t feel like a victory. This didn’t feel like we’d brought a murderer to justice. I knew who the real killer was, and he had never set foot in this pit.

I looked up beyond the other guests to lock eyes with du Sang. The top half of his face was still hidden behind the glossy black mask, but I met his gaze all the same, and it was as though some understanding passed between the pair of us.

This was only the beginning of our business, and we had much more to settle.

“Impressive,” du Sang said, and he voice dripped with the sort of sarcasm that sounds polite if you’re not paying attention. “Congratulations on your victory. Fighting a newborn is no small feat. Though… it is a shame Peter and Nathan’s second lives weren’t more… prolonged.”

The longevity-- or lack thereof-- of his thralls was no fault but his own, and we both knew it. But it seemed the majority of the guests were in agreement with du Sang, as if Peter and Nathan had volunteered themselves for the slaughter, or had simply been careless.

Perhaps, in the guests’ eyes, that was really how it looked.

“Nonetheless, congratulations,” du Sang continued from above. “Never let it be said I’m not a gracious host. Avail yourself of my festivities, enjoy the celebration!”

I ignored the man’s veiled taunt and crossed the pit to retrieve my black cape. Rather than putting it on, though, I walked over to Nathan’s bloodied remains and knelt down to drape the fabric over the top half of his body. It wasn’t enough, it wasn’t nearly enough, but it was better than nothing.

“May your next life be peaceful,” I parroted Artemis’ words as I rose to my feet.

I wondered if they were a common send-off in the magical world, or unique to werewolves, or even just unique to her.

Carmen was crouched down in her fine dress at the edge of the pit, and she was reaching out to Artemis and me. With Kegan and Kylah’s help, she pulled first the werewolf woman, then me, from the marble pit, just as the ballroom floor began to slide back into place. When the seam finally closed, there was no evidence of the grisly scenes we’d all just witnessed, save for how Artemis and I looked disheveled.

“Get her to safety,” I said to the Campbells, with my hand at the small of Artemis’ back. “Stick to the edge of the ballroom, try not to attract attention.”

Artemis and Kylah exchanged a look. I knew neither of them liked it when I said things like this, but I was acutely aware they were competent. I just didn’t fancy their chances-- any of our chances-- if du Sang decided to try anything else. He’d all but thrown Artemis into that pit with Peter, so what would he do if we really antagonized him? The best option was to lie low and try not to cause too much fuss.

Especially since we were meant to be here on a recon mission.

“Come on,” Kylah said, and she linked one arm with Artemis’ and another with Kegan’s.

“It’s annoying when he gets all ‘protective soldier’ on us,” the werewolf woman said, but she sounded more amused than anything else. “It’s even more annoying when he has a decent reason.”

“Oh, tell me about it,” the blonde woman giggled, and the three non-human members of our party sank into the crowd and left Carmen, Asami, and me behind.

“Okay, so what do we do now?” my sister asked as she turned to me. “Splitting up doesn’t seem like a great idea, not in these groups.”

“I agree,” Asami said. “Our original pairs seemed safer.”

“They did,” I said with a nod, and I looked around the ballroom to try and get a feel for how the crowd moved and behaved.

It was a difficult thing to read, but useful if you could understand it. One person in the right place at the right time could cause a stampede, and I wanted to get a feel for how vampires would move and interact.

As it was, the mood in the room had shifted. That edged, cold bloodlust, so uncomfortably similar to the darker sides of the Seelie Court, had vanished, and now the guests were milling about, chatting, and drinking, as if this was just some kind of charity ball or socialite party. The transformation was more than a little uncomfortable.

But I’d long since learned the magical world was all about illusions and masks and layering them upon one another.

“Right now, though, I want Artemis far away from the people who were standing at the edge of that pit,” I continued. “People who have a problem with a werewolf or wanted to see a bloody fight.”

“Those poor men,” Asami sighed. “What did du Sang do to them? How did he twist them up like that?”

“So that’s not what all fledglings are like?” my sister asked.

“Absolutely not,” Asami said firmly. “There’s an adjustment period, sure, and it apparently takes a bit of getting used to-- the heightened senses, especially when it comes to scenting blood. But that was… they seemed starved.”

“What do you mean?” I frowned.

“A vampire sire-- a good one, anyway-- should have some fresh blood available for the newly-turned,” the dark-eyed woman explained. “Something to take the edge off their hunger while they adjust. The hunger can overwhelm them, madden them. And, well…”

“They definitely looked maddened,” my sister said with a grim expression. “How could he do such a thing?”

“You saw why, Monkey,” I said as I clenched my jaw. “Entertainment. For all their finery, these people were crowding around the edge of the pit. It excited them.”

“Not all of them,” a voice said.

I turned to see Liara Astarte at my side, accompanied by her husband, and both were wearing expressions of faint disgust.

“And yes, a good sire would have fed them when they climbed out of their graves,” Liara added. “Neglecting fledglings is typically seen as improper, but, well…”

“Privilege hath its perks,” Asami suggested.

“Precisely.” The white-haired woman gave a nod.

She was standing close enough to me that I could smell her, like white lilies and clean sheets. Somehow I knew it wasn’t perfume but her, and it was a strangely inhuman smell, because there was nothing else. No scent of a body, of sweat or pheromones or the things living creatures normally smelled of.

“I would like to sincerely congratulate you, though,” Liara continued as she turned to me. “Benjamin was correct, fledglings make formidable adversaries. A shame, though, that the two of them weren’t given a worthier sire.”

“Are either of you sires?” Carmen then asked.

It was clearly a question born of curiosity, but I panicked for a moment, because that seemed particularly personal.

But, if either Liara or Altair found it improper or overly-familiar, they had the good grace to hide it, and they both smiled.

“Altair is my sire,” Liara answered as she pressed a hand to his chest, and she tipped her head to lean it on his shoulder. “He was turned only two years before he met me. I was a seer, and the moment I saw him, I thought he was the most beautiful creature I’d ever witnessed.”

“The feeling was mutual,” Altair interjected with a besotted smile aimed at his wife.

“Three years after we met, Altair turned me,” Liara went on. “Shortly after that, we married.”

“And you’ve spent the past three centuries in marital bliss,” I remarked. “Congratulations.”

“Eternity is far less intimidating if you have someone to share it with,” Altair advised me, though his gaze was still fixed on the purple-eyed woman. “I think I would’ve gone quite mad if I’d been forced to brave it alone. She saved me.”

“That’s very sweet,” Asami told them both, and her tone was earnest. “I… I just wish Peter and Nathan could have found that sort of peace.”

“May their next lives be more peaceful,” the vampire man said.

Evidently, Artemis’ words were a common turn of phrase in the magical community.

“Indeed,” Liara agreed. “And may the rest of your group’s evening be similarly so.”

“Thank you,” I said to the vampire woman, and she flashed me a smile with just the barest hint of visible fang.

“If I may be so bold,” she then said. “What exactly has your group come here for?”

“Beg your pardon?” I blinked at the woman, and panic began to surge in my chest.

“Calm yourself,” she said with another smile, and I wondered if she’d been able to sense my worry because she was good at reading people or if, as a vampire, she could hear my pulse. “I mean no harm to you and yours. But I also know Celeste Malachi well, and she’s never mentioned any of you. She’s quite… particular about those she keeps in her service.”

“You mean Lorelei Eydis?” my sister suggested.

“Her most trusted aide,” the purple-eyed woman confirmed with a nod. “But the six of you, I’ve never heard of you before. So, what is it you really want?”

“I don’t think we’re at liberty to disclose that information,” I said carefully. “With respect.”

“Oh, no?” Altair asked, and there was an amused glint in his eyes. “Not even if we make a game of it? A question for a question?”

Asami, Carmen, and I exchanged a look. Surely, if Liara and Altair were as close to Celeste as they claimed, they couldn’t be the thieves? Lorelei’s file hadn’t mentioned anything suspicious about them, and they seemed trustworthy.

Even so, I knew it would be unwise to reveal too much.

“Alright, a question for a question,” I agreed. “You first.”

“Your purpose here tonight,” Liara said readily before she took a dainty sip from a flute of blood.

I tried not to let it unsettle me and mostly succeeded.

“Madam Malachi sadly had some personal property taken on the night of her Lughnasadh ball,” I said. “We’re interviewing guests who attended to identify the thief. Or thieves.”

“Oh, how sad,” the vampire woman tutted, and she seemed genuinely upset. “I can’t say I heard anything about a robbery. Altair?”

“Nothing.” Her husband shook his head. “Apologies. Now, your question?”

“Du Sang,” I said at once. “You two… you clearly aren’t close to him. But you’re here. Why?”

“Because he has power,” Altair answered with a shrug.

Worry must have flashed across my face then, because he laughed.

“Oh, no, not like that,” he went on. “I might have once hungered for influence, but it’s far more trouble than it’s worth. But as well as there being a certain obligation to attend, if we wish to retain our favor within the general community, Benjamin’s power is a shield for us. We are safeguarded by his influence. Some of our kind are not so lucky.”

“I don’t know if you heard, but a young vampire named Eddie Jacobs was murdered a few weeks back,” Liara said with a sigh.

“We did hear,” Asami told her. “We were the ones who handled his case and saw the perpetrator brought to justice.”

Realization sparkled in Liara’s purple eyes.

“Aha,” she murmured. “My love, I do believe we’re in the presence of ‘Team Rivera’, as they’ve come to be known.”

“You know of us?” My sister grinned and elbowed me. “We’re getting a reputation, Pip!”

“I suppose we owe you thanks, then,” Altair said as he met my gaze. “Eddie was a sweet young man. He didn’t deserve what happened to him. A true tragedy.”

“But an indication of where the magical community may be headed, thanks to the likes of Sullivan Scratch,” Liara added with some distaste, and then she eyed me knowingly. “You said you’d heard of him, but I think it’s rather more than that, isn’t it?”

“We stopped him, too,” I conceded. “As you said, he was kidnapping half-fae.”

“Just as well your two blond friends have the rest of you to protect them, then,” the purple-eyed woman said. “And in the interest of keeping them-- and yourselves-- safe, would you allow us to offer you some advice?”

“Advice? Uh, sure.”

“Altair and I will be leaving soon,” Liara said. “Before the… true celebrations of this evening begin. I would advise you six do the same.”

I frowned. Clearly, she was warning us about something dangerous, but did she know the specifics and wasn’t saying, or did she just know something vague and bad was going to happen?

Either way, it didn’t change my reply.

“I appreciate the concern,” I said. “We all do. But we can’t. We have a job to do, and we’re going to do it.”

“Admirable,” Altair mused. “If imprudent.”

“We’re not leaving without doing what we came to do,” my sister told the vampire man firmly.

“Very well,” Liara replied. “But watch your neck. And those of your friends. The definition of consensual feeding is… flexible on nights like these.”

And with that ominous warning, Altair offered Liara his arm, she took it, and the pair of them melted back into the crowd.

“Creepy,” my sister said with a grimace.

“But not unwarranted,” I murmured, but my mind was only half in the conversation as I watched the couple depart.

I wondered how they had managed to, amid their centuries of life, retain a certain kindness-- that ability to empathize and sympathize with humans. So many of the vampires here were cold, removed, and took pleasure in other species’ distress, and once again I was reminded of the full-blooded Seelie faeries.

Granted, I’d only met a few, and they’d all been noble. Maybe commoner fae were more friendly toward humans. Plus, I also knew some nobles were friendlier than others, like Amaranth-- who had been murdered by Amaryllis nic Sage for precisely that reason.

But the vampires? I hadn’t worked out a pattern yet. Why did Liara and Altair and Celeste and Rafael all seem… warmer? Less disdainful of other species. Maybe they were younger, I didn’t know how old most of these vampires were, aside from du Sang. Or maybe they’d been kinder people as humans, before being turned.

Maybe it really was the fact they were married. Perhaps Altair had been right about Liara’s love saving him, about being anchored into this world not by desire for power, or wealth, or eternal life, but love.

I wondered what I would be like, if I became a vampire. Centuries of life seemed daunting, especially in combination with giving up the sun. But if I could have my loved ones with me-- Kylah and Asami and Artemis and Carmen-- it felt much more bearable. Maybe even pleasant.

“Come on,” Asami then said and pulled me from my thoughts. “Let’s regroup with the others. I don’t want to be split up for too long.”

“Me, neither.” My sister shuddered, and the three of us pushed through the guests to the edge of the ballroom.

It didn’t take too long to find Artemis and the Campbells once we reached the edge, since the majority of the guests were clustered in the center and thinned out nearer the walls. I spied my team members quickly-- a stag, a peacock, and a leopard-- and they seemed to be talking to a doe.

“Renée,” Asami said as we approached the four of them. “Are you alright?”

“Quite alright,” the older woman assured her, though she did seem rattled, but I reckoned she hadn’t expected the entertainment to be quite so violent, or for Artemis and I to have such involved roles. “What about you? Leo?”

“I’ll be better once we have the information we came here for,” I said. “Du Sang has to know you’re here, he invited you. Why would he pull some stunt like that?”

“To flaunt his power,” Renée answered, like it was obvious, which it was, but it still seemed strange to me he would be so reckless with human lives when that was the one thing the Order could intervene on. “Technically, you weren’t formally invited, you are therefore trespassing. It would be possible for him, if you or Artemis had been killed, to plead ignorance and claim it as an accident.”

“Great, more bureaucratic bullshit,” my sister groaned. “So, he’s basically able to do whatever he wants because he’s rich and in charge? What happened to no one being above the law?”

“If we’re being honest, it’s not like human society is perfect on that front either, Monkey,” I said mildly, even though it was absolutely annoying. In both worlds.

“At any rate, I will be taking my leave soon,” Renée said. “I suggest you all do the same, though I don’t think you’ll listen.”

“You know us well,” Kegan said with a rueful smile.

“K’s right, we’re not leaving until we’re finished,” I said, and I thought about how this was the second time in as many minutes that we’d been warned to leave early.

Still, we’d dealt with danger before. And it wasn’t like we were charging in blindly. We were going to gather as much information as we could and then get out. If necessary, we’d come back another day, better prepared and heavily armed.

Renée sighed heavily, an almost parental sound, and she raised her hands to cup Kylah and Kegan’s cheeks.

“Your parents are fools,” she told them bluntly before she lowered her hands and looked around at the six of us. “Good luck.”

And then she was gone.


Chapter 10

“Okay, so what now?” Kylah asked as the six of us huddled in a circle.

“There are still way too many guests, I think splitting up is the smart move,” Carmen said. “One human, one non-human, to be safer. I’ll go with Kegan, you go with Sami, and Pip can go with Artemis. Question the guests.”

“I don’t know how much information the guests will have,” I said as I pursed my lips. “A lot of them also seem pretty hostile to us-- to Artemis and me, anyway. And most of the others look a bit too hedonistic to know anything.”

“Agreed,” Asami said with a nod. “Kylah and I can try and sneak around the other parts of the manor, if you like? She can make us invisible.”

“That might be our best bet,” I agreed. “We’ll all meet back here at eleven, okay? Be careful.”

“Of course, love.” Kylah touched my cheek as she kissed me, and then Asami did the same.

When the dark-eyed woman pulled away, she and Kylah joined hands, threaded their fingers together, and slipped away.

“What about Carmen and me?” Kegan then asked, and he looked between Artemis and myself.

After our bout in that pit, it seemed we’d become the de facto leaders of this particular operation. But, since I didn’t know all that much about how vampires functioned, I let Artemis take the lead.

“Gather information,” the werewolf woman instructed. “We don’t know du Sang is the one we’re looking for, Celeste just suspects him. And there are a lot of other old, powerful vampires here who might know something about the theft, or Phoenix itself. Charm them.”

“Easy,” my sister said with a rakish wink. Then she linked her arm with Kegan’s and pulled him away, which once again left Artemis and me alone.

“So…” I said as I turned to the amber-eyed woman. “We have the better part of two hours, what do you think you and I should do? I can’t imagine too many of the guests will want to talk to us.”

“You’d be surprised at how often controversy loosens lips,” she countered in a slightly amused tone. “Especially after a few drinks.”

“Yeah, but how many of these people are actually drinking alcohol?” I raised an eyebrow. “Even Liara was sipping on blood.”

“Maybe, but we don’t know what it’s been laced with,” Artemis said. “Vampires can consume human food and drink. It doesn’t give them the same nutrition as blood does, but it’s edible for them. I knew a guy who’d use blood as a mixer for spirits.”

“A literal Bloody Mary,” I snorted. “Interesting. Let’s see if anyone else has been sipping on something like that.”

“Blood’s fizz,” Artemis quipped as she wrapped her hands around my elbow. “What blood type pairs best with champagne, do you think?”

“O-positive,” I said at random but with enough conviction to make her giggle, which was a rare occurrence I made sure to savor.

We made a tour of the ballroom while locking eyes with guests, appraising costumes and demeanors, and assessing the varying stages of comfort, drunkenness, and distaste on their faces. The crowds seemed thinner than before, and I suspected that some of the guests-- those who, for whatever reason, didn’t want to engage with the later, wilder events of the night-- were leaving.

Not all of them, though, not nearly all of them. If I had to guess, I’d have said only a quarter, maybe a third, had actually departed. But I was confident that, among the remaining guests, our group were the only non-vampires.

“You can leave, you know,” I said to the werewolf woman in a low voice.

“What?” She turned to me with a baffled expression. “Why on Earth would I leave?”

“Because you’re not obligated to be here,” I said. “We won’t force you. We can do the job without you, if we have to. I know you’re worried about your family, and as a werewolf, you’re more at risk here than the rest of us.”

“I am,” she conceded. “Worried, that is. But whether or not I choose to be involved in this won’t change the fact that the Phoenix group wants to change the way all supernaturals are living right now. My family won’t ever be safe, not really, so long as Phoenix are out there scheming. So, if there’s anything I can do to even slightly shift the balance toward their defeat, I’m going to do it.”

I watched her for a long moment, and I could see the determination sparkling in her amber eyes, but also the faintest hint of fear. She knew this was dangerous, of course she did. She knew we were on the edge of something greater than our former enemies, that we were close to striking at the heart of Phoenix themselves, if we could just learn what Celeste Malachi and Benjamin du Sang might know. She was scared.

But she wasn’t going to let that stop her.

“Besides,” Artemis then said with a shrug. “There isn’t a chance in hell I’d leave the five of you hanging. We’re a team. We’re a pack. And du Sang’s gonna have to try a lot harder if he wants to scare me off and send me running home with my tail between my legs.”

I smiled and felt both impressed by her bravery and a little embarrassed that I’d ever thought she might do anything else. Artemis was, first and foremost, a protector, and a loyal one at that. There was almost nothing she wouldn’t do to defend those she loved, to fight for her community, and the good of the entire magical world.

“Let him try his worst,” I said with a grin, and she flashed her fangs as she grinned back.

After a moment, though, our thoughts turned back to the matter at hand, and her expression sobered.

“Do you think he did it?”

“What, steal?” I asked, and when she nodded, I gave a shrug. “I don’t know. He’s an asshole, to be sure, but that doesn’t automatically mean he did it. Why would he have, anyway?”

“Well, if it’s valuable, he might have been able to sell it,” Artemis said thoughtfully. “But he clearly has more than enough money, and I didn’t get the impression the item was expensive, so much as cherished.”

“Hm,” I hummed in agreement. “Pure vindictiveness? I could believe he’d go for that.”

“Seems a bit too petty,” the amber-eyed woman said. “You saw, he gave us his permission to enjoy the rest of the evening. He cares about his reputation, about seeming to be at least halfway decent.”

“The thrill of owning something unique, then, maybe,” I mused. “Having something no other collector could ever have-- whatever it is. But Celeste was pretty cagey about the specifics. I’d bet it was at least super-rare. Assuming, of course, that whatever it is isn’t dangerous or some kind of weapon.”

“And if it is?”

“Maybe he wanted to arm himself against Phoenix,” I said. “Or maybe he wants to help arm them. From what the Fae Queen said, they’re interested in immortality, the kind that doesn’t come with caveats like sunlight and silver.”

Artemis pressed her lips together, and the idea was clearly unpleasant to her.

“I don’t know how the world would change if men like du Sang were able to walk its daylight,” she said. “But I don’t think it would change for the better.”

“No,” I agreed. “Neither do I.”

I didn’t like the idea of someone like Benjamin du Sang-- someone already so powerful and influential-- divesting himself of potentially his only weak point. It seemed arrogant, and dangerous, especially if he was the sort to believe his own hype.

Despite Artemis’ theory about controversy, we didn’t get much useful information over the next two hours. Many of the guests made no attempt to hide their contempt, either to Artemis for being a werewolf, or to me for having ruined their opening entertainment. I suspected this was a bit of selection bias, too, as the more friendly faces, like Liara and Altair, had already left for the evening.

I didn’t want to dwell on what that said about the remaining guests.

Further adding to my sense of unease was how I was sure the lighting in the ballroom was getting slowly dimmer and turning from something bright and elegant to something… less so. The word ‘sultry’ felt appropriate, but so did the word ‘sinister.’

We hugged the walls as the hour grew later, but it wasn’t as comforting as I would’ve hoped because said walls were, in fact, mirrored. Aside from the large pillars placed at equal intervals, the edge of the room was an unbroken line of huge, mirrored panels that reflected the guests twice, three, ten times. I’d never liked the infinite-reflection of two mirrors facing one another, and the addition of infinite clusters of vampires didn’t help.

“I thought vampires didn’t have reflections,” I said to Artemis as we scanned the crowd.

We’d had such poor luck in talking to the guests that we were now instead watching the group as a whole and trying to analyze their behavior at large. The way a crowd moved told you something about their intent and their instincts.

“That’s only half-true,” the werewolf woman explained to me. “Vampires are vulnerable to silver, like lycanthropes, and old-fashioned mirrors would be silver-backed. Modern mirrors aren’t, though, so vampires show up. I suppose du Sang had modern mirrors installed so his guests would be able to see themselves.”

“Or so he might better pass as human if a non-magical walked in here,” I said as I thought of Nathan and Peter, of the blood being sipped from those dainty crystal flutes, and of how Liara had warned us of the flexible definition of ‘consensual feeding’ on a night like this.

How many people, ordinary humans, had walked into this room only to never walk out? I was sure the number was higher than zero.

I was honestly relieved when eleven finally came, and Artemis and I made our way back to the initial meeting spot. We were first, but a few moments later we saw Carmen and Kegan pushing their way out of the crowd and looking relieved.

“Any luck?” my sister asked.

“Not really, they’re all too busy sipping blood and thinking themselves superior,” I answered. “You guys?”

“I think we did get something, actually,” Carmen said, though her expression had turned concerned now. “I’ll explain when Sami and Kylah are here.”

“Yeah, where are they?” Artemis asked as she looked around.

“Maybe they’re just running a bit behind,” I said, but something unpleasant was already creeping up inside my chest.

A few more minutes passed with no sign of them, and it was clear we were all growing anxious.

“Okay,” Carmen broke the silence. “We need to go look for them, we--”

“Sorry!” Asami’s voice cut my sister off, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned to find the dark-haired researcher.

Except I found her standing on her own, and then the panic returned tenfold.

“Where’s--?”

“She’s fine,” Asami promised quickly. “We found something. At least, we think we did. But it was so close to eleven that we had to come back. Kylah sent me so she could work on picking the lock while I let you know we’re okay.”

“You found something?” Artemis asked as she leaned forward with interest. “What sort of something?”

“Not sure yet,” the researcher answered. “Ideally, we’d get Carmen to give it a once-over. Did you guys get anything more concrete?”

“Unclear,” my sister said. “K and I were talking to this really old vampire-- like, even for a vampire, he’s really fucking old, I think he might be going a little senile, honestly, and--”

“Monkey,” I said.

“Right, right.” Carmen nodded and refocused herself. “Anyway, this old guy said something that pinged my bad vibes radar. He said du Sang had been preparing for this night for a long time.”

“That’s not outwardly weird,” I said with a frown. “It’s a big party. He turned Nathan and Peter just for some light entertainment, for fuck’s sake.”

“Yeah, I know,” Carmen said. “But it just… it felt like more to me, you know? Like I got a bad sense from it. More than just du Sang being an asshole. Something serious is going on.”

“Something to do with the theft?” Artemis asked.

“Not sure yet.” My sister shrugged. “Ideally, I’d like to speak to the man himself and ask, but he’s been swarmed by adoring guests ever since he came down from that fucking balcony.”

“Just as well, really,” I pointed out. “That’s probably the only reason we’ve been able to move around as freely as we have-- even with Kylah’s magic.”

“Speaking of which, I should really get back,” Asami said as she glanced nervously over her shoulder. “I don’t think we should leave her alone for too long.”

“Agreed, bad idea,” I said. “In fact, I’ll come with you.”

“Should we all go?” Kegan asked. “Carmen might be onto something about speaking to du Sang directly.”

“I think so, too,” I admitted and thought for a moment. “Okay, split up. Artemis, you stay here with Kegan and Carmen. Sami, I’ll come with you to get Kylah. If the three of you end up in over your heads, take advantage of the giant mirrors and just get yourselves to safety.”

“Leo.” Artemis frowned. “You can’t expect us to just leave without you three.”

“I know,” I said with a grimace. “But tonight is supposed to be about recon. I want to avoid a fight if we can help it. We’re not properly prepared-- not to mention all the social bureaucracy shit that comes with dealing with the head of a vampire Clan.”

“The way that old guy was talking, it could be this event is some kind of front,” Kegan said as he glanced around the ballroom. “Everyone here might be in danger. Or they might be in on it. We need to gather more information.”

“Exactly, so you guys get that information while we investigate whatever Kylah and Sami found,” I said and gestured to the researcher and myself. “If things go sour, just get yourselves to safety.”

“I really hope whatever Celeste’s missing isn’t a weapon,” my sister groaned. “But just be careful, Pip, okay? Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Right back ‘atcha, Monkey,” I said, and I leaned forward to put my hand on the back of her neck and kissed the top of her hair.

Despite my flippant wording, my tone was grim, and I lingered in the half-hug a moment longer than normal before I let go.

How did this place feel darker and more dangerous than the Seelie Court? I really hoped it was just me being paranoid, and not, in fact, my magic subtly picking up on something darker.

“Which way did you and Kylah go?” I asked Asami when I let go of my sister, and the three of them headed back to the main group of vampires in the center.

I hoped, between Carmen’s ability to sense danger, Artemis’ strength, and Kegan’s size, they wouldn’t get into more trouble than they could handle, and I comforted myself by remembering our team was here because we were good. So good that Celeste Malachi had hired us.

“Follow me,” Asami said as she took my hand.

I hoped if anyone saw us, we would just look like a pair of lovers sneaking off for a secret tryst.

I had yet to find the opportunity to truly appreciate how enormous du Sang’s house was. Like Celeste’s home, this wasn’t a quickly-built ‘McMansion’ from the 1980s, but a genuine manor house, something from the Gilded Age a century previously. I couldn’t help but speculate if du Sang had ordered it built for himself, or if he’d bought it from someone else.

Either way, it was huge, and the hallways were as cavernous as they were winding. Asami led me purposefully down long stretches of corridors with sharp corners and innumerable doors, and I began to wonder if this place was like the Sanctuary building, which seemed to grow and shrink according to its inhabitants’ needs.

“There’s no security,” I said to Asami as we walked.

Between every couple of doors was an arch-shaped alcove. Some had vases of flowers on plinths. Others had marble statues. A couple were just empty.

“He’s got a huge party going on downstairs, and no one is making sure we don’t sneak off?” I continued. “Not even a couple of human servants?”

Even if du Sang was the one who’d stolen Celeste’s property at Lughnasadh, surely he’d want to protect his own with a little extra security, right?

“Maybe he needs it elsewhere,” Asami suggested, and something cold settled in my stomach.

That old vampire Carmen and Kegan had spoken to might have meant more than a lavish party. And, if that was the case, just what was du Sang planning that needed so much manpower?

I was unable to ask if Asami and Kylah had witnessed anything that might provide more context, because the faint sound of footsteps reached my ears.

“Shit!” I hissed, and I pulled Asami behind me as I ran for the nearest door and jiggled the handle to find it securely locked. “Sami, you run, I’ll distract them--”

“I’m not leaving you here alone,” she said firmly. “And don’t worry, I know what to do.”

And with that, she dragged me to one of the empty arch-shaped alcoves, wrapped her arms around my neck, and began kissing me passionately.

For a few seconds, I forgot there was any danger or any urgency at all, and I lost myself in the sensation of Asami’s lips against mine, the press of her soft body pinned between me and the wall behind her. I reached down and hooked a hand behind her knee, and I pulled it up so her leg was wrapped around my hips as she slipped her tongue into my mouth.

Then I remembered just what we were doing, why we were here. For an instant, I debated pulling away, but I knew Asami was clever. More than clever, she was a veritable genius, and she wouldn’t have done this just for a bit of fun, not here and not now.

So, I kept kissing her, which was hardly a difficult thing to do, for several long moments, until she finally pulled away from my lips with a wide grin. In the light of the chandeliers, her silver nose stud winked at me mischievously.

“I think that did it,” she whispered, and she lowered her leg from around my hips and tugged the skirt of her feathered dress back into place.

“Did what?” I asked and still felt a little dazed from the very sudden and very intense make-out session.

“Made the attendant ignore us,” the researcher explained as she wiped away a stray smear of dark purple lipstick from where it had smudged below her lower lip. “If we’re just a pair of horny partygoers, they’ll leave us alone.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

That felt like something from a bad action movie, something ridiculous and in no way workable.

“Vampire party,” Asami said dryly. “I saw other guests sneaking off earlier. Believe me, we’re not the only ones who’ll have snuck off to have some fun-- or drink some blood. I saw one woman leave with two attendants behind her.

“Damn,” I muttered. I hoped for the sake of those two servants that the vampire woman could control herself. Or maybe that was why she’d elected to take two. “Still, how did you know it would work?”

“Kylah and I might have used the same tactic earlier,” she admitted with a coy smile.

Unbidden, a vivid image of the two women kissing in another one of the alcoves sprang to mind. Suddenly, it felt several degrees warmer in the drafty hallway, and I pulled at the stiff collar of my costume.

“Oh, really?” I asked and tried to remain nonchalant, despite how much I liked that image. “Can’t Kylah turn invisible, though?”

“There are some low-level magical barriers erected around the building,” Asami said. “Kylah’s invisibility magic cut out just as we heard someone coming. There’s no doubt she’s skilled, so I’m sure she could’ve resumed her spell in time, but we weren’t sure how much time we had, so…”

She trailed off, and her smile only became more mischievous. I grinned down at her, and she shrugged. Then she took my hand, and once again the pair of us were speeding off down the hallway.

It was still as labyrinthine as before, and the corridors wound this way and that. I wondered if we’d somehow gotten turned around somewhere and were running the other way down the same stretch, but I couldn’t be sure. More and more, it seemed a similar kind of magic to the Sanctuary buildings was at play here.

“Over there,” I said at last and pointed. “That door’s open.”

“What?” The researcher’s brow furrowed in a frown. “But that’s not the one we…”

She trailed off as we grew closer to the door and managed to get a peek inside. In the sliver of light cast into the room from the hall, I could make out a sumptuous bed, on which a vampire woman and a human attendant both sat.

The vampire woman, if she’d had a costume, wasn’t wearing it right now, because she was only in a silk negligee. The human attendant, still in the high-waisted black pants and stiff white shirt of a servant’s uniform, had the top few buttons undone, and a thin stream of scarlet trickled down the side of his neck.

I didn’t hear either Asami or I make a sound, not a creak or a floorboard or anything, but the vampire woman still raised her head from the servant’s throat and peered at us through the door crack. Her hair was a black as shadow, and her skin was eerily pale, almost as white as the attendant’s shirt. The lower half of her face was smeared red from blood and lipstick, and I saw now why she’d removed her fine costume: to avoid staining it.

I was held in place by fear or morbid fascination or something, and in the tiniest corner of my mind, I wondered if I should have been running. But, before the vampire woman could attack, or do whatever it is she’d been intending to do, the human attendant raised a hand. He placed it on the back of the vampire woman’s head and slowly guided her fangs back to the puncture wounds on his throat, and the vampire woman continued to feed.

The attendant then turned his face away from the door crack. It wasn’t an act of shame or fear, and suddenly I felt like I was encroaching on a deeply private moment. I stepped back, and Asami followed, and the pair of us slowly met one another’s eyes in the hallway.

“Should we…?” I began but then trailed off.

I wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it, or what I even wanted to phrase.

“I… I don’t know,” the researcher admitted. “But Kylah is waiting for us.”

It felt wrong, somehow, to leave that man in there with the vampire. But he could have called out to us for help, surely? Would have signaled in some way if he wanted us to intervene? And, at any rate, there was something larger and more dangerous going on here, and we didn’t have a lot of time to figure it out.

All the same, it didn’t feel good to move further away from the door and continue down the hallway. The sight of the vampire woman also had me worrying if someone had found Kylah, and she’d been unable to make herself invisible. Would a guest of du Sang’s ignore the rules on consensual feeding for a taste of half-fae blood? Not Liara or Altair, I was sure, but guests like them had already left for the night.

Ugly, frightening thoughts swirled around my head, and they only stopped when Asami and I turned a corner and spied a flash of familiar blonde hair.

“Kylah,” I breathed, and I rushed over to the blonde woman and swept her up in a hug. “You’re okay?”

“Just fine, love,” she promised and gave me a quick kiss for good measure. “The barriers are only low-level, I can make myself invisible if I concentrate, it’s not like the chimera.”

“And thank god for that,” I muttered. The absolute last thing we needed was something powerful enough to fully nix our magic. It was the closest thing to a weapon any of us had right now. “What’s this?”

I gestured to the door Kylah was standing beside, and judging from the hairpins sticking out of the lock, she’d been trying to pick it open.

“It’s not manually locked,” she said. “I tried to be sure, but it’s definitely magic. But there’s a strange magic coming from behind the door. I don’t know what, exactly, because I’m not Carmen, but… I can sense it. Something.”

“Something good? Bad?” I asked, and I thought about how it was still possible Celeste’s stolen property was a weapon, or could at least be used in that capacity.

“Can’t say at this point, it’s too far away,” the green-eyed woman replied. “But if I can sense it, that means it’s probably very powerful, and it has something to do with light magic. It’s my affinity, so I’m better attuned to it than, say, you or Sami.”

“Light magic?” I asked with a frown. “What would a vampire want with light magic?”

“Maybe he’s figured out a way to become a daywalker without relying on faerie blood,” Asami suggested. “Or is trying to.”

“If he is involved with Phoenix, he’d have ties to Fabricius Wright,” I said. “I wouldn’t put it past that bastard to be looking into something like that.”

“Whatever du Sang is up to, there’s something behind this door,” Kylah agreed. “Something no ordinary vampire would have. Light magic is deadly to them, if improperly handled.”

“Then let’s see what du Sang stands to gain by keeping something that dangerous in his home,” I said, and I reached out to place my hand on Kylah’s shoulder.

I sent a surge of energy through to her, and she gasped softly at the rush of power before pressing her fingertips to the lock of the door.

Heat wouldn’t be enough, since it was a magical lock, but this wasn’t ordinary light or heat, it was of Faerie and therefore imbued with its own powerful magic.

After several seconds, the lock of the door blasted open, and the door swung freely on its hinges and revealed a darkened room behind it.

“That’s not ominous at all,” I muttered as Asami, Kylah, and I closed ranks and slowly ventured into the shadowed room.

The darkness seemed almost deliberate, too complete, too thick, and somehow I knew an ordinary light would not be able to pierce it.

Luckily, we had Kylah with us.

“Whatever magic is here, it’s further in,” she murmured. “Behind other doors, probably.”

“Do your orb thing, show us what we’re working with,” Asami said.

I felt Kylah’s curls brush my cheek as she nodded, and then a soft, careful glow began to emanate from her palm and cut through the darkness.

And it illuminated another figure in the room.


Chapter 11

I knew at a glance that this was a fledgling vampire, like Peter and Nathan had been. He had the same scratches over his lower lip, the same raggedy appearance, and the same dirt caked underneath his fingernails.

The fledgling stared at us owlishly, and his eyes bulged with a combination of disbelief and a certain madness I recognized from Peter and Nathan’s gazes. It was several moments before I realized he wasn’t blinking as he gaped at us, and then he slowly angled his head up to gape at the small orb of light hovering in the air above us all.

I didn’t move to attack. Not unless this man attacked us first. What had been done to him by du Sang-- drained and buried and now locked away in this dark room-- had been a crime, even if this man supposedly desired and consented to it. I’d seen enough of du Sang to know he was the type of man who never did anything selflessly, never offered something without being sure he would ultimately be the one to profit.

And with the hypnotic abilities of some older, more powerful vampires, I wondered if even that consent and desire had been manufactured, to give du Sang a path to turning these men so they were truly beholden to him, and he could use them as guard dogs and playthings.

“You’re not s’posed to be here…” the fledgling vampire mumbled as he looked away from the orb and squinted at us.

His voice was hoarse, like he hadn’t used it in a long time. How recently did he claw himself from his own grave? The dirt wasn’t really a clue-- du Sang could have kept him here for days, maybe even weeks if he’d been fed a few times. Would he have had reason to speak since then? Would he have seen anyone other than du Sang?

Isolation was a form of torture. I’d seen it when I’d served, on both sides. Captured soldiers or even civilians being subjected to inhumane levels of cruelty in the name of gaining information, the elusive ‘greater good’ that somehow always justified its means. I knew what it could do to a person, because humans were such social animals, so reliant on seeing and interacting with others.

I knew how quickly someone’s mind could just break down if they were locked in the dark for days on end.

“My name is Leo,” I said carefully. I very slowly pushed my mask up so he could see my face, and then I gestured to the others as they followed suit. “This is Kylah, and Asami. We mean you no harm.”

“You’re not s’posed to be here,” the man repeated.

Despite the intensity of his stare, his eyes seemed glazed and faraway. Whatever thoughts he’d clung to in this darkness were sluggish and reluctant to peel away. I knew imaginary worlds could become so very, very real when you had nothing to compare them to.

“What’s your name?” I asked the man as I edged slowly closer, and I raised my hands to show they were empty. “Who are you?”

There was something behind the man, but I couldn’t make it out. Kylah’s light orb wasn’t far-reaching enough, possibly a side effect of the low-level barriers against magic du Sang had apparently put in place. I could only make out the vaguest impression of its shape and size. Was it a door? An archway? A large closet?

“Not s’posed to be here,” the man repeated again, but this time with a little more urgency in his tone, like his mind was beginning to wake up.

“We are,” Asami said suddenly, and she stepped forward. Underneath Kylah’s light orb, her dress seemed to ripple like oil on water. “We are meant to be here. Du Sang sent us.”

“Sent… you…?” the man echoed, and he turned his wide eyes on Asami. “He… sent you?”

“Yes,” the researcher confirmed. “He wanted us to check everything, uh, everything was in place. For-- for tonight.”

“Tonight.” The man seemed to be agreeing with her now. “Yes, tonight. Very… very important.”

He closed his eyes and screwed them shut as he clearly fought hard to remember specifics. I was suddenly met with the question of what happened to memories during vampire-ification. Were the oldest wiped away? Were all of them gone? Or were they all still there, and it just took a bit of time for the new vampire brain to recall its humanity?

“Important,” the man muttered again, and he staggered, not quite a step forward, not even really in a forward direction, but I tensed all the same.

Then the man’s eyes flew open. Too late, I realized he must have sensed the jump in my pulse, and I tried to force my heartrate to slow again.

“Important,” the man repeated, but it sounded different this time. More present, and just a little sinister. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

“We are,” I said, and I tried to keep my voice calm and soothing. “Du Sang sent us.”

“Master said no one was to come in here,” the man insisted. “No one.”

“Master told us to come here,” Asami said. “He sent us himself.”

This caught the man off guard, at least for a moment. I could practically see the cogs ticking over in his brain as he put together the possibility of du Sang changing his instructions. How long had he been in here? Did he even know? Du Sang might have amended his plan.

“Master sent us,” Kylah agreed, and she’d managed to layer something over her voice, a certain flatness, almost like she was hypnotized. “He asked us to prepare.”

I realized only after hearing her voice that the fledgling man spoke like that, too. She was mimicking his cadence to fool him into thinking they were on the same side.

“Prepare,” the fledgling man muttered. “Yes. Prepare. Tonight is important, very important…”

“It is,” I said and attempted to imitate the flat tone Kylah was speaking in. “So you must let us pass.”

The man looked at us all. It was obvious he was growing confused, and from that confusion, distressed.

“Master would’ve said,” he told us. “Master said no one was to come in here.”

“He sent us,” I repeated.

“No…” the man said slowly. “No, Master would have said! I can-- I can smell you.”

A chill ran through me. The way the fledgling had spoken… there was a hunger to it.

“I can smell you,” he said again. “Smell your blood. Flowers and light. I can smell your blood!”

And that was all the warning we had before he pounced.

Rather than going for me, he lunged toward Kylah. He was clearly enraptured by the scent of half-faerie blood, and maybe he remembered its daywalking properties.

Kylah tried to back out of the way, but the room was small, and she wasn’t used to moving in a long gown. She backed into the wall, but before the fledgling man could touch her, she let off a searing burst of light that made him shriek but didn’t seem to dissuade him.

“Kylah!” I cried out as Asami and I rushed to tackle the man, but the scent of blood had pushed him into a frenzy, and without Artemis, we weren’t able to match his strength.

I tried to reach out to the man’s aura to sap his strength from the inside, but I couldn’t feel it.

I couldn’t tell if this was because of the low-level barriers Asami had mentioned, or because he was still transforming from a human into a vampire. Maybe he hadn’t been a seer and was therefore still in the process of developing an aura, but either way, I couldn’t find it.

And in a place like this, with magic dampeners, I couldn’t hope to boost Kylah’s aura without touching her skin.

“Leave her alone!” Asami yelled as she tried to wrench the fledgling away from Kylah.

Between the dark-haired woman and I pulling him back as best we could, and Kylah concentrating a burst of light at him, we were slowing him down, but not by much. With Asami and I in such close quarters, Kylah couldn’t shine a light bright enough to kill him, not without harming us, too.

Part of me didn’t care. I’d take the damage, if it meant Kylah got to remain safe, but I knew there was something deeper and darker going on in this manor, and we needed our strength and wits about us if we were going to stop it.

“Kylah!” Asami shouted above the screeching, baying noises the fledgling was making as he continued to lunge at the blonde woman and ignored the researcher and me. “Just do it! We can take it!”

“No!” Kylah refused before she thrust her hand forward and slammed her palm against the fledgling’s eyes.

He screamed, and I could smell singing flesh, but it wasn’t strong enough. He was still new, still just human enough that a burn, even a magical one, wouldn’t incinerate him. Not unless it was significantly more powerful-- powerful enough to scorch Asami and me, as well.

This couldn’t last, we couldn’t hold this guy back, we couldn’t subdue him. My mind raced as I tried to think of something, anything, we could use against him.

If we couldn’t overpower him… I thought back to my first meeting with Ralph Chander. He’d demanded we spar so he could test my mettle, and even though he’d let me win, I’d held up better than most.

And I hadn’t tried to overpower him, then. I’d known there was no chance, so I’d used other aspects to my advantage. I’d sought to outsmart him.

So we’d have to outsmart this guy, too.

“Sami,” I said, and I tried to reach for her arm without losing my grip on the fledgling man, because even the slightest bit of give could potentially let him claw Kylah’s throat out.

Asami turned to me. She was clearly struggling against the man’s insane strength, especially in a long dress not remotely designed for a fight. I reached out and closed my hand around her wrist while keeping my other hand and both of my arms wrapped around the fledgling man’s torso and shoulder.

Then I sent a surge of energy through the connection between my skin and Asami’s, and her eyes widened as she inhaled sharply and felt the rush of power course through her.

“I-I’m not strong enough,” she stammered. “Even with this, we can’t--”

“Don’t try to hold him back!” I had to shout above another enraged shriek as the man continued to reach for Kylah’s wrists so she would stop burning him. “You’re a healer, right?”

“A healer?” Sami asked.

“Galen,” I explained, and that was all she needed.

That one word, and it all clicked into place.

Because Asami was a genius. She could read and speak a dozen languages, half of them dead. She could identify runes and pick out patterns in information that to anyone else would be a jumbled, useless mess. Her main skill was with language, but she was also a pretty good healer, too. Nothing on the level of Galen Czerny, who she’d trained under, but we’d encountered his ghost a few weeks ago and had learned something that, upon reflection, seemed uncomfortably obvious.

If you knew how to repair the body, fusing bones and mending muscles and stitching skin back together… it followed that you could also break it apart.

And that was what Asami was doing now. Reaching inside of this fledgling vampire and snipping away at the seams holding him together. Such a feat was so far beyond her normal capacity as a healer, but with a boost from me, it became terrifyingly possible.

The fledgling man began to scream, a horrible high-pitched noise that pierced the air and settled into my bones as he fell apart from the inside. Blood began to leak from his mouth, his eyes, his nose. I felt his muscles spasm, and then, bit by bit, he stopped struggling against us, either because he was in too much pain or because his muscles physically couldn’t obey him anymore.

Asami was many things, but cruel wasn’t one of them. She worked quickly, efficiently, and the man was dead before he hit the ground.

The air rang with the echoes of his screams.

“God,” the researcher gasped when we both let go of his limp corpse. She pressed her hand to her mouth, and I worried for a moment she was going to vomit, but then she paused, swallowed hard, and continued. “I… I didn’t know I could do that.”

“I’m sorry.” I rushed to hug her, and Kylah did the same, so the pair of us enveloped the researcher in warmth and safety. “I’m sorry, it was the only thing I could think of.”

“No, I agree,” she said as she burrowed into my neck. “We had to… he would’ve killed Kylah. But still… he looks so young.”

“That’s du Sang’s fault,” I told her firmly. “He was the one who turned this poor bastard, the one who locked him up in here. You only did what we needed to do to survive, to stop whatever du Sang has planned.”

I kissed the top of her hair and then extracted myself from the hug, but Kylah stayed embracing the dark-haired woman as I knelt beside the broken body of the fledgling.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered to him, and I reached out to close his eyes. “May your next life be peaceful.”

Up close, I could see Asami was right. He did look so painfully young. And if he’d been a fledgling, I knew this wasn’t an illusion, like how Celeste looked to be in her thirties but was actually centuries old. This guy… he was just a kid.

His clothing was pretty modern, too. Dark jeans, sneakers, and a t-shirt underneath a flannel button-down. I spied a bulge in his back pocket and pulled it out to show a smartphone. The battery was long-since dead, the screen cracked, and said cracks were now packed with grave dirt. In the front left pocket of his jeans, I saw another bulge, which turned out to be his wallet.

Perhaps against my better judgment, I fished it out of the jeans and opened it. Tucked into a sleeve with a plastic window, which was as grimy as the rest of him, was a driver’s license.

This man’s name was James Scarborough. He’d been twenty-one years old.

“I’m sorry,” I said to him again, and I closed the wallet and tucked it back into his pocket. Then I rolled him fully onto his back instead of his side and crossed his arms over one another, like a corpse in a funeral coffin. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

“Leo?” Kylah asked me softly, and I felt her hand on my shoulder.

For a long moment, I didn’t answer.

“I’m so sick of watching innocent people die in du Sang’s place,” I muttered at last, and my voice was bitter.

I stared down at my hand. It was clenched into a fist. I hadn’t even realized, but the muscles were spasming now, and it was beginning to hurt. I was holding on so tightly, holding everything together, this entire rotten situation. I forced myself to take in a deep, slow breath through my nose and then exhale slowly through my mouth. Then a second. On the third, as I exhaled, I slowly unclenched my fingers and opened my palm.

Once I was steady, I stood up, and I let the pain and the anger and the frustration fall away. I set them aside for a later date, when we could unleash it upon the person who deserved it. Then I turned to Kylah and Asami, pulled them toward me, and kissed each of them on the forehead.

“I love you both so, so much,” I told them.

“And we you,” Asami said, and she reached out to take Kylah’s hand as she kissed my cheek. “But we need to move on.”

“We do,” I agreed. “What about this room, then? Why would du Sang put so much effort into guarding this place?”

“There must be something beyond it,” Asami said with a shrug, and she began examining the walls and floor for clues.

I looked around, too, and I noticed the door we’d come through had something on the back.

“Sami,” I said, and I pointed to the door.

We both approached, and Kylah directed her light orb to follow. As the door was illuminated, I realized its surface had been engraved with runes.

“Is it a spell?” I asked. “An instruction? Maybe a contract?”

“I’m not sure,” the dark-haired woman admitted. She was almost pressing her nose to the wood now, and she carefully ran her fingertips along the carved edge of one symbol. “That’s… peculiar…”

“What is it, Sami?” Kylah asked, and she reached out and put a hand on Asami’s bare shoulder. The researcher’s dark, feathery gown was backless, thanks to the halter neckline, and it revealed smooth, tawny skin all the way to the small of her back.

“These runes…” Asami murmured as her brow furrowed. “They’re… huh.”

“They’re what?” I asked. “Can you not read them?”

“No, I can,” she said. “I just… I’ve never seen this before.”

“This spell?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “This language. It’s Enochian.”

“E-what-ian?” I asked blankly.

“E-nok-ee-an,” Asami repeated. “It’s a rare language, old. Ancient. It’s thought to have been the language of the angels, if you believe in that sort of thing. But texts are sparse, translations even sparser.”

“Can you read it?” I asked but then interrupted my own thoughts. “Wait, angels are real?”

“Technically, I think so,” Kylah said as she cocked her head. “Some version, at least. But I’ve never heard of anyone actually seeing or meeting one. There’s a lot of human religion and pop culture mixed into everything, which makes it harder than normal to pick out what’s real and what’s myth.”

“Like this language,” Asami added. “Dee and Kelley tried to record Enochian in the sixteenth century, but they got almost all of it wrong. Actual Enochian is better known as Adamic, the First Language, spoken in Eden-- if you believe the Bible’s account of creation, anyway.”

“Adamic,” I repeated. “Like… Adam?”

“Hence why it’s more popularly known as Enochian,” the dark-haired woman said. “Fewer connotations to a single religion. The magical world is never messier and more misconstrued than when human religion gets involved.”

“So, can you read it or not?” I asked her.

“Not fluently,” Asami answered. “But it has linguistic similarities with Ge’ez, which is still used today in Eritrea. Let me see what I can make out.”

There were several minutes of silence as Kylah and I let Asami translate in peace, but they were very tense minutes. I didn’t like standing still, in the heart of this danger, unable to move to a more defensive position, unable to help. I couldn’t read ancient languages, and there were no enemies to fight off, so I was just left standing there.

“He wasn’t chained here,” Asami finally declared and made both Kylah and I jump a little at the sudden break in silence. We both turned to look at the researcher, who was still running her hands over the deep engravings on the back of the door. “He didn’t need to be. This is a binding circle.”

“You can bind living creatures?” I asked with a frown. “I thought it only worked with spirits.”

“Binding a physical form is difficult,” the researcher conceded. “But not impossible. This circle, though… this is impressive. Binding is tricky magic, and it’s easier to be nonspecific. Make it so everything inside the circle is trapped, or only one type of creature.”

“Is that why the lock was difficult to open?” I asked. “Did we disrupt the binding spell?”

“No. No, that was a separate piece of magic. This circle is attuned specifically to him.” Asami gestured at the dead fledgling. “He was the only creature trapped by the binding spell. Anyone else could enter and leave this room freely.”

“A personalized binding spell? Seems like a lot of effort for one fledgling,” Kylah said doubtfully. “Du Sang, as his sire, could order him to just stay put. Or he could’ve chained him in silver.”

“There’s something more going on, then,” I said as I followed the blonde woman’s train of thought. “This isn’t just a holding cell for a fledgling to acclimate.”

“No, it isn’t,” Asami agreed, and she turned away from the engraved spell circle to look at Kylah. “It can’t be coincidence that there was a newly-turned vampire waiting in here, between us and whatever magic you can sense. Anyone without an affinity for light magic would probably just assume this vampire was being isolated post-undeath, for his safety and others.’”

“And no one would question why the door was locked,” I added. “No one would think to check any deeper.”

“But we would,” Kylah said with a smile. “The only question is what, exactly, I’m sensing.”

“Celeste’s stolen property?” I suggested with a shrug.

“Not necessarily,” Asami pointed out. “We still don’t know exactly what was stolen from her, or even if it was du Sang who stole it. Though I think it’s safe to say we’re close to uncovering something he’d rather not have uncovered.”

“Agreed,” I said grimly.

Whether or not this magical signature was connected to Celeste, or Phoenix, or both, or even neither, we knew something was up now. And, coupled with the cryptic remarks of that old vampire Carmen had spoken to, our team had a moral obligation to check it out and neutralize any threats.

Du Sang was old, rich, and highly influential. He was high profile, but with that status came a certain level of immunity. We’d already seen this with his earlier trick of forcing new vampires to brawl to the death and then getting Artemis to face up against the victor.

Which begged the question, what was he doing that was so dangerous, or so unpopular, that he was trying to keep it secret? What had he done, or was in the process of doing, to elicit a sense of shame and secrecy?

“There’s another door,” Kylah said as she pointed to the other end of the room. “I noticed it while you were translating, but I didn’t want to say anything. The light magic is coming from it.”

“You don’t think it’s right behind that door, do you?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “Whatever I’m sensing, I doubt it’ll just be sitting in a closet patiently, but that’s the direction we need to go in.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” I said, and I laid a hand on Kylah’s shoulder and boosted her power so she could incinerate the lock again.

It fell away uselessly a moment later, and the door swung open and revealed another pitch-black room.

“Stay back,” I warned Kylah and pulled her behind me. “For all we know, there are more in here.”

I slowly moved forward into the darkness, but like before, it seemed too thick, too complete. Hairs raised on the back of my neck, and my skin prickled.

“Anything?” I whispered to Kylah.

“Not sure,” she said. “Get closer.”

I carefully edged forward, and the two women kept close behind me. The prickling feeling got stronger, and a second too late I realized it was more than apprehension.

It was the echo of magic fizzing in the air.

“Kylah! Asami!” I cried out, and then I felt the lurch of being moved against my will and turned over.

Smooth, cold, hard floor came up to meet my palms, and a burst of light blinded me. I hissed at the brightness and blinked away the spots in my vision. As the light faded, a blurred mess of blue-green and glossy black confirmed that, whatever had happened, the three of us were still together.

Then, as my vision adjusted further, and I looked around at where we were, I realized I recognized it.

We were back in the ballroom.


Chapter 12

“What the fuck?” I demanded as I sprang to my feet and snapped my head around.

What had just happened? And how?

It was definitely the ballroom from earlier, and the three of us were clustered close to the edge, by one of the mirrored wall panels. All the other occupants of the shimmering hall were clustered in the center, and for a second I wondered if another brawl was occurring in the lowered marble-walled pit, but there wasn’t enough noise. At least, not the right kind of noise for a fight. More bizarrely, the lighting had dimmed further and taken on a warmer hue, something deep orange that would probably soon tip over into red.

“Oh, my god!” Asami suddenly gasped, and there was an edge of excitement to her voice. “Transportation magic? And delayed, too? That’s seriously impressive spellwork, I need to see it up close.”

“I think we just did, Sami,” Kylah pointed out patiently as she got to her feet and brushed off her shimmering dress.

“No, really,” the researcher insisted as she readjusted her mask, which had slipped off center in transit. “That kind of magic takes study, intense study. Du Sang clearly hasn’t been slacking, and whatever power he has as a vampire, as a political figure, has been heavily supplemented by magical skill. He’s a real scholar.”

“Great,” I muttered.

The guy who was rapidly revealing himself to be someone we’d have to stop was even more powerful than we’d realized. Just perfect.

“We must have been close to discovering something,” Kylah said as she pursed her lips in thought. “Why else would he put a fledgling right next to a transportation spell? I doubt he left the poor man an exit out of the kindness of his heart.”

“James,” I said quietly.

“James,” Kylah agreed, and her expression softened for a moment before it grew serious again. “He was guarding something, he had to be.”

“Whatever it is you’re sensing, it’s dangerous,” I said. “But… why here?”

“Excellent question,” Asami said and pointed at me. “If du Sang wanted any trespassers gone, why tune the spell to this room? Why not outside the manor? Or over a pit of snakes?”

“I doubt it’s in case any guests got turned around,” I said. “Seeing as James was between the spell and us. Plus, no one could get drunk enough to not notice being transported.”

“You’d be surprised,” Asami said wryly. “But no, the fact James was before the spell implies it was guarding something, like him.”

“It would’ve made more sense to put the spell first,” Kylah mused. “Be harmlessly trapped here instead of faced with fighting and killing someone.”

“But we can’t operate from a point of kindness,” the dark-haired woman said. “Logical to us, yes, because it minimizes harm. James was probably meant to be a deterrent, to kill or at least injure anyone who tried to pass. The spell is for someone strong enough to overpower him.”

“So, whatever he’s guarding, it must be valuable to du Sang, if not incredibly powerful,” I said. “Surely it has to be Celeste’s stolen property, why else would he be so careful to hide it behind so much security?”

“We still don’t know exactly what was stolen, or even if du Sang did it,” Asami pointed out. “It could be this is entirely unrelated, but we should still go forward with caution.”

“Which means, the first order of business is regrouping and tackling this as a team,” Kylah said smartly, and I couldn’t have agreed more.

I cast my gaze around the ballroom to try and spot the others.

I didn’t think they’d be part of the group in the middle, until I then had a horrible thought. What if they were the reason everyone else had crowded together?

I was just beginning to consider the full, awful ramifications of something like this when I heard someone call my name.

“Leo!”

My head whipped around, away from the crowd, to see my sister, Artemis, and Kegan were on the other side of the hall, against the opposite mirrored wall. It took me a second to recognize them in the dimmer, warmer lighting, but it was definitely Carmen running toward me, with her long red-and-white skirt hitched up to her knees to let her move more quickly. It was probably the height of feminine impropriety, but my sister had never given the slightest fuck about that sort of thing.

“I thought you guys were searching around the back of the manor,” Carmen hissed when she reached me.

“We were,” I said. “But we stumbled across some kind of transportation spell that zipped us back here. What happened? Why’s everyone crowded together like that? What’s with the lights?”

“Not sure, but it happened not long after you left,” Artemis said as she reached us. “The lighting shifted slowly, and as it got darker, more and more people moved into the center of the room.”

“It feels magnetic,” my sister added. “There’s some kind of threshold, some barrier you cross, and it sucks you in.”

“Event horizon,” Asami said. “Like a black hole. Cross it, and you can’t escape.”

“I almost didn’t,” Carmen admitted with a grimace. “I didn’t even realize there was a line to cross, but I must have stepped over it. I just… walked toward the center. Kegan had to reach over and physically pull me back.”

“And it affected them both,” Artemis added, and her expression was grimly concerned.

“We were kissing,” Kegan explained, both frankly and with a distinct note of embarrassment. “Quite, uh, enthusiastically. Artemis had to pull us both back.”

I looked over at the throng of guests in the center of the room with fresh eyes. Both because I now had a better sense of what was going on, and because my eyes were adjusting to the darkened lighting. It was more than a crowd, I now realized. It was more like a pile of bodies all clambering over one another. In between the shimmering gowns and jeweled masks, I could see flashes of black and white from the attendants’ uniforms. It was impossible for me to say if the vampire guests were feeding on the human attendants en masse, or if it was just some weird orgy.

Possibly a bit of both.

“Fucking vampires, man,” I muttered under my breath, and Artemis hummed in agreement.

“There’s some kind of magic over there,” Kegan then continued. “It’s more than being caught up in the spirit of the party, there’s a spell. Something to lower inhibitions or just a charm to keep people in place, I couldn’t say for sure.”

“Neither could I, not without a look up close,” Asami said before she shook her head. “Save that for later. At the very least, it hopefully means none of the other guests will be harassing us. Just keep as close to the walls as possible, I suppose.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” my sister declared. “I was only there for a minute, but it was… weird. Like my mind was on autopilot.”

“What do you mean?” Asami asked and suddenly looked fascinated. “If you can give me a detailed description, between that and your empathic abilities, I might be able to identify what it is.”

“Oh, okay,” Carmen said as she blinked. “Uh… yeah. Like I was on autopilot. Nothing mattered. Or like, it did, but I didn’t care. Because I just knew everything was gonna be okay, as long as I got to the center of the room. I just needed to get to the center.”

“Why?” the researcher asked.

“Because… I just did,” my sister answered with a shrug. “Something deep inside me was just… pulling. I felt, uh… I really wanted to kiss people. Not just Kegan, I think I would’ve kissed just about anyone, but I wanted to kiss him most of all. I wanted to pull him in along with me and walk to the center with him. All my other thoughts were just… quieter, muffled somehow.”

“Interesting,” Asami said with a slow, considering nod. “Not an inhibition charm, then. Something more complex than that.”

“Complex on the same level as the transportation spell?” I asked.

“Hard to say, without getting a proper look at how they were conducted,” Asami said before she glanced back at Carmen. “You said you crossed a line-- there must be a spell circle here, somewhere. Carved into the floor, maybe.”

“Hidden underneath it?” I asked.

“Possibly.” Asami shrugged. “The cover couldn’t be too thick, though, or it wouldn’t take effect. Under a carpet would be ideal, but there’s not one here. Or maybe…”

She slowly tipped her head back to look up at the intricately engraved ceiling.

“Ah. There we are.”

We all followed Asami’s gaze up, and I was shocked I hadn’t noticed before. Carved into the ceiling, in a field of molded flowers and the other flourishes to be expected of a hundreds-year-old manor, was an unmistakable circle.

“Those runes again,” the dark-haired woman murmured. “Enochian.”

“Why is a vampire using an angelic language?” Kylah asked with a frown.

“That’s an angelic language?” Carmen asked as her eyes widened. “Angels are real?”

“Maybe?” Kegan answered doubtfully. “Sort of. Some approximation, anyway, but the most recent claim of seeing one was hundreds of years ago.”

I remembered what Kylah had said, about it being hard to pick out myth from fact, especially in the supernatural world.

“Du Sang must be very well-studied to know how to make Enochian spell circles,” Asami said.

“Well, what do you normally use?” I asked.

“More general runes,” she replied. “The power doesn’t come from the words themselves, but the strength of the person evoking them. Really, you could write a spell circle in English, if you wanted, but it’s a little complex if you don’t have single characters to represent whole words or ideas. Channeling the energy is easier if it’s focused by one symbol rather than several making up a word.”

“Like Japanese,” Carmen said. “You have some words that’re just single characters, right?”

“We do,” Asami said with a nod. “And if I wanted to, I could make a spell circle in Japanese. It might be particularly well-tuned to me, because it’s my first language, but to use Enochian… du Sang wants to evoke some very strong, very powerful magic.”

“Strong enough to hold an angel?” I joked. “Maybe that’s what he has down there. Not Celeste’s property, but a prisoner.”

“Don’t even joke, Pip,” Carmen said darkly. “At this point, nothing’s too far-fetched for me. Dragons are real, remember? Why not fucking angels? Halos and wings and all that shit. I bet they even have little gold trumpets in their hands.”

“You know,” Kylah then said. “If there’s a spell funneling everyone here into one spot, and at least one other spell transporting anyone who breaks away back into this room… maybe this is more than keeping people out of the way.”

“Wait, you think this could be part of du Sang’s vaguely-defined plan?” Artemis asked.

“I don’t know how reliable that old man who spoke to Carmen is,” she admitted with a shrug. “But it would make sense why the spell didn’t dump us elsewhere, like outside the manor.”

“What for, though?” I asked. “Why here? And why go to the trouble of a circle when everyone was already here for a party?”

“A party where he invited people like Renée,” Kylah reminded us. “Where he deigned to let a werewolf and two half-fae attend instead of throwing them out.”

“He never would’ve thrown out you and Kegan,” Artemis said before she crossed her arms over her chest and began tapping her foot. “But it is odd he chose to let me stay. And that he invited people like Liara and Altair, since they obviously have no love for du Sang, or vice-versa.”

“A distraction, maybe?” my sister suggested. “If everyone’s semi-roofied and just focused on fucking, it’d be hard to say if someone was or wasn’t there, like du Sang himself. Pretty solid alibi, if you ask me.”

“Which begs the question…” Asami said as her expression darkened. “What does he need an alibi for?”

“As if I would tell the six of you that,” a voice suddenly boomed through the ballroom.

We all looked sharply up to see Benjamin du Sang himself, highlighted in the now fully blood-red lighting of the hall and once again perched on the raised balcony looking more like a demon than ever.

“I must commend you, Miss Tanaka,” he said, and he smiled broadly at Asami with absolutely no warmth in his expression. It was more like a bearing of teeth. “You are smarter than most humans. Certainly smarter than the rest of your troublesome party.”

The reddish lighting made the horns of his mask look sharper than before. Like the specter had walked from the pages of Poe’s The Masque of the Red Death and out into the world and was hungry for a new feast of opulent, self-obsessed victims.

I wondered where we might fall in this creature’s eyes, because du Sang seemed far less righteous, if equally violent. To fall victim to the masked specter would be to become not a rigid, blood-soaked corpse, but-- as once again evidenced by the mask-- a demon, a creature who stalked the night with thoughts only of satiating its hunger.

Because I’d met a lot of vampires who seemed fully human, but du Sang was not one of them. He was one bad Romanian accent away from every tacky Dracula stereotype in the book, and the demon mask wasn’t helping.

“We’re not in the business of just letting innocent people be tortured and killed, du Sang,” I called up in as confident and firm a voice as I could. “We know you’re planning something, and we’re going to stop it.”

“Oh, don’t make me laugh,” du Sang snorted. “You think you can stop me? You have none of the necessary details, and even less of the necessary skill. You might have come here on suspicion of my wrongdoing, but you have no true evidence, because I have committed none. Nothing the Order would be interested in, no kidnapping, no murders, no risks to the secrecy of the magical world.”

“What about those fledgling men?” Kylah demanded, and her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “Nathan and Peter!”

Du Sang only shrugged.

“Those two men were willing servants of mine. They begged me to be turned. As their sire, I could do with them as I pleased-- the Order has no dominion over vampires and their spawn. Not so long as they aren’t human anymore.”

“You killed them!” Kylah snarled. “Had them murder each other for entertainment!”

“Ah, ah!” du Sang warned. “Watch your tongue, little flower. A pretty lily as yourself would not be suited to the dark and the blood. Such delicate things.”

“Lily?” I asked, more to myself than anyone else.

“A calla lily,” Asami whispered to me, and it clicked.

Kylah’s faerie name, given to her by her mother, was Calla.

But how did du Sang know about that? I hadn’t even known until she’d received that note from Cassia, and I was Kylah’s boyfriend. Of the entire world, only Asami and Kegan knew her better than I did.

And clearly, the allusion to her faerie name had shaken Kylah, because she was staring up at du Sang with wide eyes. I reached out and took her hand, and I curled our fingers together as Asami did the same on her other side.

We would, as we always did, face this danger together.

“We didn’t come here from the Order,” Kegan called up to du Sang, and I could hear the effort it took for him to keep his voice steady.

If du Sang knew Kylah’s name, he probably knew Kegan’s, too-- Kerria.

“Oh, no?” du Sang asked, and for the first time he sounded interested. Not thrown off, not unbalanced, but maybe a little intrigued.

I wondered if he was involved with Phoenix, if he’d ever met Fabricius Wright. There was a sliver of similarity there.

“We came here on behalf of Madam Malachi,” I told the vampire man. “Something valuable of hers was stolen, and we have reason to suspect you were involved.”

“A baseless accusation,” du Sang declared smoothly. “Dear Celeste, for all she likes to present herself as a paragon of goodwill, has always had a petty side. I once rebuked her affections, and she has made it her mission to discredit me ever since.”

I doubted this severely, if only because I’d seen how much Celeste and Rafael adored one another, and I couldn’t see anything worth adoring about Benjamin du Sang. But if he was lying about not stealing her things, what was another lie about Celeste’s supposed motive?

“Well, if you’re as innocent as you say, you should have no problem letting us search your home to prove that innocence,” I pointed out.

“Really?” du Sang asked mockingly, and he rested both his hands on the rail of the balcony. The flash of his cape lining seemed even redder than before, redder than the blood that had been spilled tonight. “You think I’d let the six of you traipse around my home? My refuge? The building I have lived in for centuries, the vault of my treasures, the tomb of my heart? You are not Order Eyes, you have no authority here. I am not obligated to let you rifle around through my private matters, just as I was not obligated to open my home to you on this night, only for you to throw that generosity back in my face!”

Frankly, I didn’t think it had been very generous when du Sang had all but ordered Artemis to get into a pit with a fledgling vampire who’d just torn out another fledgling’s throat, but maybe that was just me. I knew not to voice this point aloud, at the very least, because regardless of the finer details, du Sang held the cards, and we couldn’t do anything meaningful to stop him until we knew exactly what needed stopping.

“What about them?” I asked, and I pointed to the mass of bodies in the center of the room. There were some noises coming from it now that indicated at least some sex was going on, but I could also see flecks of red-- they looked black in the red lighting of the hall-- on the marble floor. “This is your doing, isn’t it? Is it generous to enchant your guests?”

“I would consider it to be a very generous enchantment,” du Sang told me in a voice like silk. “Why don’t you step forward and see for yourselves?”

I could sense at the edge of my consciousness that this was more vampire hypnosis, and I steeled my mind against it.

None of us moved. Du Sang frowned and was evidently a little disappointed to get no reaction at all.

“You say you didn’t steal from Celeste Malachi, but you offer no proof of it,” Kylah said.

“The burden of proof falls on the accuser, I think you’ll find,” du Sang said airily. “It’s not my fault you have no evidence to hold against me.”

“We have plenty of evidence for other crimes,” the blonde woman insisted, and she conjured a ball of light in her palm.

It was strange to suddenly see her normally again, without the heavy red tint of the main lighting, and stranger still to see her make such a blatant threat to du Sang.

But du Sang was unconcerned. Not fearful or angry or even particularly irritated. He just waved a hand carelessly, and Kylah’s orb winked out as easily as if she’d done it herself.

The blonde woman stared down at her now-empty hand, and I couldn’t help but stare, too. Asami had said du Sang was a scholar of magic, but I’d never thought that could mean a vampire would have magical power against faerie magic.

“How did he do that?” Carmen muttered behind me.

“I have committed no crimes here,” du Sang told us all calmly. “And even if I had, somehow, come into the possession of something originally in Celeste’s collection, there would be no crime there. The true misdeed, the true theft, falls squarely on her shoulders.”

“Enough lying,” I snapped. “You really expect us to believe you? We’ve seen what you’re like, du Sang. See what you call entertainment, and the only reason anyone tolerates you is because they like your power. They like that you’re the vampire with a target on his back, or they’re trying to curry enough good favor to steal it for themselves. You’re nothing but lies and trickery and fancy masks, but take that away, and you’re just a lying, greedy, thieving man who steals because he can’t make anything good himself!”

I was breathing hard by the time I finished speaking, and I glowered up at the man as I dared him to challenge me. Perhaps it had been foolish to let a bit of my anger seep through, but it felt damn good. It felt true and simple and honest, like absolutely nothing about this place, or the man who owned it.

“You think you are so very righteous, don’t you?” du Sang asked as he stared down at me. “You think a beautiful woman asked you for a favor, and it’s as simple as that. But you have no idea, boy. What she really is. The things she’s done. Because I know what she hid away in her vault so shamefully. I knew for decades. Planned for decades. She was the first thief. Every crime after that is simply the universe attempting to rectify the error.”

“So, are we to assume you’re just going to return this stolen property to its original owner, out of the goodness of your heart?” I asked sarcastically.

Once again, du Sang’s smile was not so much a smile as an excuse to flash his many white teeth at us.

“Oh, the original owner is long dead,” he said. “Else they would have come for it themselves. But no matter. Unlike dear, foolish, cunning Celeste, I will not see its potential wasted.”

I knew, deep in my gut, that whatever du Sang was planning wasn’t good.

But I also knew there was no way we could leave. Du Sang wouldn’t just let us walk out the door like nothing was happening. And anyway, if what that old vampire had said to Carmen was true, and something else was happening tonight, we didn’t have the time.

“As for the six of you,” du Sang then said. “I will give you a choice. Step beyond the line, or die.”

“No fucking chance,” Carmen scoffed.

“Renée Beckett knows us,” Asami added. “She saw us here tonight. If we die, she’ll have cause to come after you, to investigate every one of your secrets.”

“Renée Beckett is nothing,” du Sang drawled. “She has no power over me, especially not after tonight. You call me influential, say my influence is based on the greed and lust and self-interest of my allies. But I never needed them, they needed me. They were cleverer than the six of you, because they recognized the potential for true power.”

“True power?” Carmen repeated doubtfully. “Please.”

“I will be above your petty laws, human and magical,” du Sang told her in a voice so completely, tonelessly calm that it was creepy. Like we didn’t register even the tiniest bit of concern. “No one will be able to touch me. Not the Order of the Eye, and not Phoenix.”

Something cold dropped into the pit of my stomach.

“You know Phoenix?” I asked. “You work with them?”

At this, du Sang laughed. He laughed loud and hard, and for such a long time it felt faintly embarrassing.

“Oh, you truly have no idea what you’ve stumbled into, do you?” du Sang asked, and he grinned down at us all the way a predator grins at dinner. “I don’t work for Phoenix. I am Phoenix. And you have walked right into my nest.”


Chapter 13

“You’re--” I started, but I couldn’t finish.

“Make no mistake, I am no simpering zealot, mindlessly committed to some amorphous cause,” du Sang warned us while still grinning viciously. “There is power in this world. The power of money. Of social standing. But money can be spent, or seized. Social power is fickle and flighty. Neither compare to the absolute, invested power of a feudal lord, a king.”

“So, you started a movement that terrorizes the entire magical world?” I demanded. “All for power? For immortal power?”

“The law is predicated on weaknesses,” du Sang scoffed. “On being too weak to escape prison, too weak to risk punishment. But what will the law matter when silver and sunlight are mere petty tricks?”

He waved a hand, and a darkness fell over the ballroom. Suddenly, what little we could see in the dim, red-tinted lighting diminished to nothing at all. It was a thick darkness, oppressive. It seemed to weigh on me physically, and it pressed down on us while resisting Kylah’s attempts to cast a light orb. I wanted to reach out and boost her magic to help her, but the darkness was so complete, I couldn’t even begin to guess where she was, and moving, amid shards of broken glass, with an enemy in our midst, seemed unwise.

When Kylah finally did manage to conjure a light orb, I didn’t miss how it was so much weaker than her normal ones, and it seemed to sputter, like a candle running out of wick.

“You waltzed in here with such conviction, such surety,” du Sang’s voice echoed around us, and I tried to look around for a sign of his location.

Had he moved, or had he just used magic to throw his voice?

I saw the barest glimpse of a shadow in the corner of my eye and whipped around to face it, only to immediately be met with a hard shove that slammed me into one of the mirrored walls of the room. I felt the glass crack under the force of the blow, and I heard the tinkle of shards hitting the marble floor as cold, solid fingers closed tightly around my throat.

“How many can say they walked willingly into their graves?” he hissed in my ear, and he was close enough now I could smell the stench of blood on his breath. “Dust to dust, and the sands of time will forget you ever existed.”

How had du Sang descended so quickly from the balcony?

I got my answer a moment later when the vague shadow-shape I knew to be him quite literally dissolved in front of my eyes and left behind only the cool, damp sensation of mist.

“The youth are always so brave, so courageous,” du Sang sneered from wherever he had rematerialized.

“Show yourself!” I bellowed into the darkness, and I pushed myself off the broken mirror and winced when one shard jutted into the meat of my palm. “If you’re so powerful, fight us for real!”

Du Sang ignored me and just continued his musings.

“‘Bravery’ is by far the kindest word for foolishness, isn’t it?” he remarked, and I heard Artemis yelp as du Sang appeared behind her and shoved her.

“Artemis!” I cried out, and I ran toward the werewolf woman in the dim, unsteady light of Kylah’s orb.

“Was it brave or foolish for you to enter my home, mutt?” du Sang snarled at Artemis.

She lashed out at him with fangs and claws, but when she connected with his body, he just dissolved again.

“Bastard!” she yelled to the room, and her voice bounced off the ceiling and walls.

“And you, little calla lily…” A nasty edge entered du Sang’s voice as I realized he was turning his attention toward Kylah and her light. “So very far from home, from anyone who might be able to protect you.”

Artemis and I started running for Kylah. Kegan, Carmen, and Asami were also moving toward her, but I saw the outline of du Sang begin to appear behind the blonde.

“Kylah!” Kegan yelled.

My lips were only beginning to form the words ‘He’s behind you!’ but I still knew it wouldn’t be in time. Du Sang’s fangs were aimed at the pale skin of her throat, and I swore I could almost see her pulse hammering there. In his demon costume, du Sang looked more than ever like a vampire out of an old painting, like a dark and commanding force hovering over some unsuspecting ingénue, his Lucy Westenra.

No. I wouldn’t let this happen. Not to Kylah, who had fought so hard for so long to be thought of as more than her blood, more as half-faerie. Eyes, Seelie, and vampires alike had reduced her to a trinket, an embarrassment, and I wouldn’t let it happen, not anymore.

I reached out a hand and willed some part of myself to be faster, to get there in time. The world seemed to slow to a crawl as du Sang got more and more solid behind Kylah. Her eyes were screwed shut as she concentrated on maintaining her orb light and drowning out his taunts. He wasn’t solid enough to have a full presence behind her yet, so she couldn’t feel his breath or the weight of his body.

By the time she could, it would be too late.

His fangs were only an inch from her skin now. I was still moving, we all were, and Kylah was still focused on not letting him get to her and maintaining what little light we had. I wasn’t going to make it. Kegan wasn’t going to make it. Even Artemis wasn’t going to make it.

And then, at the last moment, Kylah turned and thrust her hand directly into du Sang’s face, and the ballroom echoed with his screams.

Suddenly, the world came back up to speed, and I found I could breathe again as a weight lifted from my chest. I reached Kylah, as did Artemis and Kegan, and the three of us shoved du Sang back while Kylah continued to burn him. If he was solid enough to be burned, he was solid enough to be touched, and we made contact with fabric and flesh as we pushed him away.

He was gone before he touched the ground, and I barely had time to wonder about where he’d moved next when I felt something shove me in the back, and this, plus my own forward momentum from running toward Kylah and pushing du Sang away from her, sent me crashing to the ground.

I twisted as I fell, and the hard, cold marble of the floor came up to crack against my shoulder. Sharp bolts of pain radiated throughout my body from the contact, and as I rolled onto my back and clutched at my shoulder, I heard the faintest whisper. It sounded forceful, commanding, but I couldn’t make out what it actually said.

Then another voice reached my ears.

“Leo.”

Carmen’s voice was somehow a combination of very, very serious and very, very nervous. It was a tone I didn’t think I’d ever heard her speak in before, and I forced myself to not think too much about the pain in my shoulder and twisted my head to look at her.

She wasn’t looking at me but straight ahead.

Du Sang had clearly left, because Kylah’s light was stronger now, and it could just about illuminate the entire ballroom, albeit only faintly. When I turned to look at where my sister was staring, I saw the mass of people in the center of the ballroom, who’d been feeding and fucking or some combination of the two, had risen from their pile and were shuffling right for us.

“Oh, balls,” I muttered.

“Get up,” Carmen told me urgently, and she continued to slowly move backward without taking her eyes off the horde. She’d removed her mask, and the empty fox’s eyes hung from her hip by its red silk ties. She didn’t have to tell me twice, and I slowly got to my feet and tried to avoid any sudden movement that could make the crowd pounce. I knew if they got us, they would overwhelm us, and I knew if they overwhelmed us, they would kill us. We would be drained dry and, if we were really unlucky, turned into their thralls, which would mean we would be beholden to all their demands, and probably, by extension, du Sang’s.

I slipped between Asami and Carmen, and now the six of us were standing in a row and backing away slowly. This was a temporary measure, though. We would run out of ballroom eventually

“Sami,” I whispered. “You have any idea what this is?”

“Well, it’s a powerful spell, to be sure,” the researcher muttered as we continued to back further and further away from the oncoming crowd. She, too, had removed her mask, and the rest of us followed suit. We’d need our peripheral vision now, and the masquerade facade had been fully ripped away. “A spell circle to bind a body is one thing, but once carved, the spell can’t be changed. And the power required to bind a living creature’s mind like this…”

“Please don’t say it’s impressive, love,” Kylah said as she reached out to take Asami’s left hand.

On Asami’s other side, I took her right and then Carmen’s left. No matter what, we were in this together, as a team, and we would fight as a team.

“The finer points of its skill will probably be better appreciated away from the danger,” the dark-haired woman admitted. “This is an… unprecedented level of control. Du Sang might have sired some of these vampires himself. Or had his human attendants consume drugs to make them and anyone who fed on them more susceptible.”

“How does that help us?” Artemis demanded from the other end of the line, with her right hand in Kegan’s left. “What does that mean for us?”

It was obvious she was forcing herself to stay calm, and I could hardly blame her. I wanted to run, to flee, but how? And where?

“It means these people are innocent,” I said. “Certainly not deserving of death. They didn’t come here to murder a bunch of people, even if they aren’t as dismissive of du Sang’s nastier tastes as others. We shouldn’t fight them.”

“Never mind that, I don’t think we even can,” my sister said, and her eyes were darting across the crowd shuffling toward us like she was trying to identify who was closest, who was moving fast, and who looked hungriest. “We’re outnumbered, and to them, we’re just food.”

“Fighting wouldn’t be my suggestion, either,” Artemis agreed in a grim tone. “They’re faster, stronger, and like Carmen said, there are more of them.”

“We’ll do what we always do then,” I said. “We’ll play it smart.”

Wheels and gears that had been rapidly, desperately spinning in my head clicked into place. There was one thing we could guarantee would not agree with these vampires or the human attendants, one thing that might, just might, give us enough time to get out and figure out a way to take on du Sang properly.

“Kylah,” I said to the blonde woman, and I squeezed her hand. “Get ready to let off a light burst. I’ll boost you, make it as bright and intense as you can. The rest of you, when the light goes off, run for the door, get it open, and get through before any of them can recover enough to chase us.”

“You think it’ll work?” Carmen asked and sounded doubtful.

“It has a better chance than just waiting until we have our backs to the wall and their fangs in our necks,” I said frankly.

“Hm. Good point. Artemis, you’re fastest-- and strongest. Reckon you can get it open?”

“Provided it doesn’t have any magical locking,” the amber-eyed woman answered.

“If it does, I’ll handle it,” Asami said, and her dark eyes glinted with determination. “When you’re ready, Kylah.”

The shambling crowd of guests and attendants were now less than ten feet away, which was entirely too close for comfort. I squeezed Kylah’s fingers tight and poured every last bit of my energy into her. I pictured her like a glass to be filled up, and her aura welcomed the power.

I squeezed my eyes shut both in preparation for the light burst and to better concentrate by not watching our oncoming assailants, but I couldn’t resist cracking my eyes open for one final peek. I saw the blonde woman had begun to glow faintly, and I could just barely make out the lines of her skin markings, which were usually only visible under ultraviolet light.

“Go,” Kylah breathed as I shut my eyes again, and the world exploded in a flash of blinding light.

Behind my eyelids, the world went from black to bright red, and I felt the heat of it on my face. Asami let go of my hand as she and the others made for the door, and a chorus of screams rose up from the crowd as they shrank away from the light.

“Let’s go!” I said to Kylah after several seconds, and while still holding her right hand, I pulled her off to the side and sprinted for the door.

Artemis and the others were already there, and I watched the werewolf woman grab both door handles and yank them sharply downwards. Then she pushed the doors open easily, as if they had never been locked. By the time Kylah and I reached them, Asami was slipping between the crack, and we darted out behind her just as the first of the guests and attendants were beginning to recover from the flash.

The instant Kylah was through the doors, we all pushed them shut, and she summoned a tiny, concentrated beam of light and held her hand to the seam between the doors.

The metal melted into one big blob and effectively welded the doors shut.

“They’ll have to break those off their hinges to get out now,” she said.

“Which I don’t doubt is in their power to do, so we should get moving,” Artemis advised, and she turned to Asami, Kylah, and me. “The three of you were the ones running around looking for du Sang’s dirty little secret. What did you find?”

“We got closer to whatever light magic Kylah was sensing,” Asami answered.

“Too close,” I added. “He had another fledgling locked in a dark room, guarding it. James Scarborough.”

“Plus, behind that, he had some kind of displacement spell,” the researcher added. “That’s how we ended up back in the ballroom. He seemed to want everyone to congregate there.”

“Judging by the spell circle on the ceiling, it’s to make sure he knows where everyone is,” Kegan said. “He won’t want any interruptions for whatever he has planned tonight.”

“Well, then,” I said with a smile. “Let’s go interrupt the bastard.”

It was no easy feat moving through the enormous manor whose layout seemed to change at the slightest whim, though precisely whose whim remained a mystery. Not ours, or we would have arrived at our destination easily, and not du Sang’s, because he surely would have sent us in circles or into some deadly trap.

Perhaps the house itself was in some way sentient.

“Some areas of land are rich with magic,” Asami explained to me when I raised the question with her. “Like with Jonathan Rowe, his death led the land to become cursed.”

“You’re saying this land is cursed?” I asked with a grimace.

“It can’t be,” my sister declared before Asami had a chance to answer. “I’d have felt it. This place is creepy, but it’s not innately twisted or anything. Unless you count the fucking pig who lives here.”

“Carmen’s right.” Asami nodded. “This land isn’t cursed, but it is rich with magic. In the same way a faerie circle is imbued with strong magic because it’s connected to Faerie, this place must be on the brink of something-- the seam between worlds, or the site of a great magical cataclysm, eons ago.”

“The seam between worlds?” I asked. “There are other worlds?”

“Of course there are,” Kylah said. “Faerie is another plane of existence, but it’s not the only one. In a way, the magical world is its own plane, too, just slightly out of sync with the rest of humanity. Given enough time, maybe in a few millennia, it will be wholly split off, an independent realm.”

“Realms can just spawn off one another?” Carmen’s eyes widened. “Like when you cut a worm in half, and it grows into two worms?”

“That’s only true of some worms, like flatworms, not the kind you’d find in your backyard,” Asami clarified. “But, in a way, yes. The forces that bind the worlds together are as powerful as they are esoteric. They’re quite literally arcane, and we simply don’t have the capacity to understand them. To try, to take in that much knowledge, would burn your soul from the inside out.”

“Very Cthulhu,” I remarked.

“You say that,” Artemis chuckled. “But there are some who believe Lovecraft was inspired because he was that rare type of seer who couldn’t just see the magical elements of this world, but could catch glimpses of worlds on other planes.”

“Hold the fuck up,” Carmen said flatly. “Now you’re telling me the fucking Cthulhu shit is real, too?”

“Not in the way Lovecraft wrote it, but maybe, in a sense,” Asami answered with a shrug. “There are certainly any number of creatures and magics out there. Our world is a tiny sliver. And this plot of land, where the house was built, might have a leak through to one such plane-- probably one with strong magic.”

“Would that explain du Sang’s unexpected skill?” I asked.

“Oh, there’s no substitute for hard work and study,” the researcher assured me. “But du Sang might find it easier to call upon certain types of magic here, if the reason this place is so powerful is because it rests on a seam with another world, a world whose magic he might be able to summon, the way Kylah and Kegan can summon magic from Faerie. The difference there is, because they themselves are of Faerie, it’s not location dependent.”

“So, there might be some special kind of powerful magic du Sang can more easily tap into if he’s on this land,” Carmen said. “You don’t think that’s gonna factor into whatever his mysterious plan to become immortal is, do you?”

“Knowing him, and knowing Phoenix, I doubt it’s a coincidence,” I admitted. “But that means we’re gonna have to be even more careful moving forward.”

“Just as well you have me, then,” Carmen replied with a grin, and she was right.

She proved invaluable as we slowly wound our way down hallways, staircases, and corridors with dozens of identical doors. My sister warned us away from places laid with traps, and Kylah tried to get us closer to the faint signature of light magic she was sensing.

It was a delicate balance. Unsurprisingly, du Sang seemed to have laid traps along the route to that very signature, so while Kylah directed us forward, Carmen directed us away, and we ended up having to take a very long, circuitous route to make any forward progress.

It must have been close on an hour before, finally, Kylah announced it felt close.

“It’s nearby,” she said, and her expression brightened with a sort of anticipation. She approached the door we were standing beside, and she pressed her palm flat against the mahogany wood. “I can’t say how close, but… close. Behind here.”

“Yeah,” Carmen said thoughtfully. “I can feel it, too. It’s… weird.”

“Weird how?” I asked.

“I dunno,” my sister answered as Asami stepped forward to disable the magic keeping the door locked. “Like… this whole place feels so sinister, because of du Sang, and maybe whatever magic is on the other side of that seam, or whatever happened here to make this land so potent. It’s all… well, ‘evil’ is probably oversimplifying, but you know what I mean. The light magic, though, it’s… different. Kind of… warm. Friendly-seeming.”

“Could it be a trap?” I asked, since I knew it was probably within du Sang’s skill to fool even Carmen’s empathic abilities.

“I don’t know, it feels fairly genuine.” She shrugged. “Honest, if that makes sense. And… kind of familiar.”

“Familiar? How?” Kegan asked her. “Faerie magic?”

“Mm… I don’t think so,” she said as she scrunched up her nose. “Not a faerie I’ve met, at least. Maybe if Pip and I can get a look up close, inspect its aura, I’ll be able to tell you.”

“Identifying that magical signature isn’t a priority right now, but we should keep it in mind,” I said. “Right now, we need to stop du Sang and whatever he’s planning.”

“It has to be connected to Celeste, though, right?” Artemis pointed out before she raised her foot and kicked the now magic-less lock of the door, and it swung open. “It’s too much of a coincidence for him to rob her like, a week before all this is going down. Whatever he stole from her, he must need it for his plan.”

“That’s true, he did admit it pretty frankly,” I said. “But we can’t say for sure about what he intends to do. Whatever he took, he seems to think Celeste is wasting its potential.”

“He seems to think Celeste stole it from its rightful owner, too,” Carmen added, which gave me pause.

Du Sang was far from trustworthy, but why would he lie about something like that? It wasn’t as though we were just going to let him carry on with his business because the stolen property had been stolen before.

“Whether or not it’s a magical artifact he’s using, or just some fancy trinket he wants to display, our main focus should be stopping him,” I said. “We’ll deal with Celeste afterwards, when we have more information, and when the greater danger is passed.”

“Sounds good to me,” Artemis said firmly.

The six of us slowly entered the room, which turned out to be another long hallway, but its doors were far fewer and its light was far dimmer. Carmen and Kylah went first, since they could sense traps and the magic, respectively, and Kylah could light the way. Kegan went third, then Asami, with me and finally Artemis bringing up the rear.

As we continued on, Asami raised a hand behind herself and touched my arm, and when she turned to look at me, I saw her expression was uneasy.

“You don’t think whatever du Sang stole… is a person, do you?” she asked.

I looked around at the others, and judging by their expressions, I realized she hadn’t been the only one wondering this. Not that I could blame them. We’d discussed exactly that before even taking the job from Celeste.

“I… don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe? It could be someone with a lot of magical potential or a lot of skill. But if it is, we’ll free them, and we won’t deliver them back to their captor.”

As I spoke, I thought back to my conversation with Rafael. Had that really only been hours ago? It felt like days. He’d spoken of doing terrible things, spilling innocent blood and taking innocent lives, in the name of defending that which he loved. Would he have gone so far as to take someone hostage? Would Celeste have sanctioned such a thing? It didn’t seem right, but I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t really know either of them, or what they might be capable of.

But if it was a hostage, what did that mean? Was this prisoner someone dangerous? Someone powerful? And if so, was that power based in magic or knowledge of something the Malachis would prefer never saw the light of day?

The latter seemed unlikely, because otherwise, they probably would’ve just killed rather than taken a hostage. But if it was a matter of power, who or what could be so dangerous and so valuable to have two well-known, well-respected vampires risking status, riches, and exposure? What could this artifact, or this person, promise them? And why had Celeste chosen to lock it or them away and supposedly squandered their potential?

Surely, this meant she was a good woman, or at least had goodness in her. That she would refuse the power the object could deliver, the immortality Phoenix were-- according to the Fae Queen-- seeking so ardently. But I couldn’t say for sure. We were missing so many of the pieces, and even though Celeste had spoken pretty words and gracefully promised us a reward, I just didn’t know.

“It could be a creature,” Asami said and brought me out of my musings. “Think of the McKennas. Wright took Aiden because he was trying to identify what in phoenix fire made them, in a way, immortal.”

“But the McKennas’ parents died,” I pointed out. “They didn’t get reborn or whatever.”

“The requirements for a phoenix to reincarnate are actually quite specific,” the researcher said. “If they drown, or die from a disease, they won’t burn. If they die too quickly to engulf themselves in their own flames, they won’t reincarnate, either.”

“Phoenixes can choose?” my sister asked as she blinked in surprise.

“In the same way you can ‘choose’ to heal,” Asami answered. “If you’re wounded too severely, if you die too quickly, you won’t heal, you won’t recover. A phoenix has to have enough time to trigger the response. Usually, that means dying of old age. But the McKenna parents wouldn’t have had the chance.”

“Do you think Wright managed to isolate it?” Kegan asked. “The power of the phoenixes. When he took Aiden.”

I turned to Asami and intended to ask her if she’d ever heard of anyone managing to graft something as immaterial as ‘immortality’ onto themselves-- in the same way Wright had somehow managed to graft those hideous, bulbous eyes onto his pitiful, mindless servants. Was it possible for someone to ‘chimera’ themselves into a perfectly-immortal being, without various species’ weaknesses like sunlight and too-sudden deaths?

But before my lips could even form the words, the orb Kylah had conjured winked out, and the six of us were plunged into blackness.


Chapter 14

Cold dread crept up over my shoulders, like the Grim Reaper had come to collect his due. I shuddered and then forced myself to focus, to rationalize. Du Sang could do many things, but he wasn’t a true demon, and he certainly wasn’t Death.

I carefully took a step forward and reached out blindly for Asami, who had been in front of me only an instant before.

When my fingers closed over empty air, I felt another jolt of panic in my gut, like a wild beast desperately trying to break free of my control. I sucked in a harsh, deep breath through my mouth and steadied myself. Even if we were all separated, the logical thing to assume was the others were all like me, trapped in some dark void. And if any of us could think their way out of one of du Sang’s tricks, it would be Asami, and then she’d set her mind to helping the rest of us figure it out, too.

“Little Leo Rivera.” Du Sang’s voice echoed around me, coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once. His voice, like the darkness enveloping me, just… was. A fact of existence. “So very, very far from home.”

“I don’t know what you think you’re implying,” I said coldly and refused to be intimidated by this petty show of power. “But I was born here in Los Angeles.”

“Oh, no, not your physical place of birth,” du Sang’s voice explained with a self-satisfied chuckle. It was as though he’d sensed the first ember of a new, hopeful flame in my chest and had spoken only to gutter it. “I find places are so rarely what matters-- it is the people we tie ourselves to. Family and friends and those in between. You have found quite a family for yourself, but where are they now?”

“You tell me,” I shot back. “Whatever trick you’re playing, I’m not impressed, and neither will they be.”

“Who’s to say they’ve all met the same fate as you?” du Sang asked, and amusement threaded through his words. “Silver and iron and flame. Everyone has a weakness. A way to make them talk. A way to make them scream.”

I swallowed hard and told myself not to listen to him. Panicking was allowing du Sang to get the upper hand, and to make me lash out and stop thinking clearly was precisely what he wanted.

I refused to give him the satisfaction.

“Why single me out?” I asked. “The Campbells are half-fae, surely a vampire like yourself would want to keep them close? And what about Asami, who’s figured out every bit of magic you’ve thrown at us so far? Or Artemis, a werewolf who killed one of your newborn fledglings?”

“You think I’m motivated by vengeance?” du Sang scoffed. “By something so base and petty? The sweetest retribution is forcing your enemies to watch your immutable victory. You will be forced to bask in the light of my glory, all of you.”

The blackness stretched on for as far as I could see, and I moved forward, backward, and to the side, but I never encountered anything solid. No walls, no doors, not even the faintest shift in the floor, only smooth inky darkness.

“So, you’re going to let us live?” I asked, and the question was met with a chuckle.

“For a time,” the disembodied voice answered. “But I suspect the side effects of my ascension will be somewhat… overwhelming to any immediate onlookers. Still, what a feat to bear witness to, what a sight to be your final.”

Just what the hell was du Sang planning? ‘Ascension?’ With a sight powerful enough to kill anyone who witnessed it? Kylah’s light magic was intense, but it was only strong enough to kill a vampire, and only when she really, really focused.

This, though? Whatever du Sang had stolen from Celeste was clearly on a whole other level, and something no one as megalomaniacal as one of Phoenix’s highest-ranking members should have access to.

“You seem very confident you’ll have the last laugh, du Sang,” I remarked in a voice that was steadier than I felt.

“As do you, Mr. Rivera. Tell me, do you know the story of Glámr?”

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, as if squinting would help me focus in this fathomless black. This felt like a trap, but I didn’t quite know what.

“…no?” I answered slowly.

“He was a Swedish shepherd,” du Sang said, and his almost conversational tone just set me more on edge. “The fields he worked were stalked by a malevolent creature-- a draugr, a revenant. One night, Glámr confronted the creature and defeated it, but he was mortally wounded in the process. He was denied a proper burial because he was not Christian, and his improperly-marked death caused him to become that which he had killed, forcing him to take the place of the draugr he had defeated.”

“Is this some kind of lesson?” I asked the darkness. “Because if there’s a point to all this, you can just skip to it, really. I won’t mind.”

“You would do well to listen, instead of thinking of quaint retorts, boy,” du Sang warned. “Those who do not heed history are doomed to repeat it.”

I figured it was, for now at least, smarter to go along with du Sang’s story, if only because it probably meant he wasn’t tormenting the others. Or, at the very least, he wouldn’t be quite as focused on their torment.

“Glámr stalked the fields he once guarded,” du Sang continued. “Growing to monstrous size, terrorizing all who stood against him, even killing the daughter of the man who had first tasked him with killing the draugr. Until, at last, a hero named Grettir declared he would be the one to defeat the creature for good. For two nights, little occurred, but on the third, Glámr tore off the roof of Grettir’s lodging, and the two battled. Grettir was victorious, and as Glámr lay dying his second death, he gazed up at the moon and laid a terrible curse upon Grettir.”

Despite myself, I shivered. Something about the words, or maybe the totality of the darkness, made me feel like I could almost see the grisly scene being described to me.

“Glámr declared Grettir’s great deeds would turn sour, dooming him to rejection. His impressive strength would wane, his fearsome temper would worsen, and he would die alone. But until that day, he would be plagued with a vision of Glámr’s own terrible eyes, monstrous and deformed, which glowed in the darkness and instilled madness and fear into even the most steeled of wills.”

Du Sang’s voice trailed off, and I swore it somehow left a chill in the air, even though up to this point, there had been no noticeable temperature in this space, neither warm nor cold.

“This tale is the origin of the word ‘glamour,’ Leo Rivera,” du Sang then informed me. “And what a suitably sinister tale it is. I myself am quite talented at illusions, they are my affinity. Perhaps I could lay a similar curse upon you.”

The faintest bit of movement off to the side drew my eye. It was a tiny blob slightly less pitch dark than the rest of what surrounded me. I turned to it with my hands raised slightly, since I wasn’t sure whether the blob was friendly or hostile.

It grew closer, and closer, and as it did, it began to take the form of a man. And not just any man, but a figure with two horns curling up from its head. Du Sang himself. Was his grip on this strange illusion he’d trapped me in beginning to slip?

I edged closer to him, and I wondered if he knew he had made himself visible to me and if I could somehow surprise him and break free of this trap.

As I got closer, something uncomfortable prickled across the back of my neck, and it raised the tiny hairs there and threaded tension through my nerves. I didn’t understand it at first until I was right next to du Sang and forced myself to focus. I lunged for him while extending my arms, and I intended to tackle him to the ground and physically shock him out of concentrating on this spell.

But my hands once again closed around empty air, and I fell down hard onto a fathomless black floor that was smooth and cold as stone. I quickly pushed myself up onto my hands and snapped my head around. Du Sang had been right next to me. I could even still see the vague, shadowy shape of him right in front of me. Only a fraction of an inch taller than me and much slimmer.

Then I realized my mistake.

I was not, in fact, standing right next to du Sang, a human-sized man with a horned mask upon his head. I was, instead, standing close to twenty feet away from a creature several times larger than a man. Its horns were not part of some costume but instead protruded out of its skull at angles that just seemed innately wrong, and as the beast shuffled with a labored gait, I noticed its too-long arms ended in claws.

Then, when its head twisted too far around on its neck, and its body slowly rotated to follow, I learned I had not been looking at a front-facing silhouette but its back. Burning in the center of its monstrous, horned head were two white-blue eyes, and they swirled with an ancient kind of power that crackled like lightning in my bones and rooted pure, cold terror in my heart.

“Of course,” the deformed thing groaned in a voice that was only barely recognizable as du Sang’s, but it was layered with something inhuman and grating, like the voice of a demon from the Pit or the voice of an arcane god. “In order to haunt you, you must first defeat me. And I have grown far, far beyond your capacity to thwart.”

“You’re not real,” I said, but my voice sounded thin and unconvincing against the metal-on-metal clash of this monster’s words. Its eyes were burning like suns-- not bright and beautiful but with a fire more powerful than a human could ever comprehend, enough to incinerate anyone as small and as human as me. “You’re not real.”

“Am I not?” the creature groaned as it lurched toward me. “I am the nightmare in the darkness. I am the shadow in the corner of your room. I am the guilt of your sins, the blood on your hands, the chains that will weigh on your soul until the day you die, and then every day after.”

I backed away slowly, too terrified to even look away. The worst part was, I wasn’t even sure if I did want to look away, because those eyes, terrible and grotesque as they were, were enrapturing.

“Shut up,” I gasped. “You’re an illusion. A trick. A glamour.”

“I am ‘the’ glamour,” the creature corrected me. Then its head tipped sharply to the side with a loud and sudden ‘crack,’ as if the weight of its antler-horns had suddenly become too much for its thin, ridged neck. “I am the first. The draugr, the revenant. Grettir died alone and rejected. And so will you.”

The beast lunged for me, with claws as long as my forearm, and I scrambled backward and narrowly avoided being cut to ribbons.

“No!” I cried out as I backed away from the towering monster. “No, Glámr was a revenant, the victim of an unmarked death, denied a true burial. You-- you’re a vampire, du Sang. Not dead. Not unavenged. A vampire magician with delusions of grandeur. And if you’re as powerful as you claim, why bother with all these mind games? Why play around with old stories and tales of curses instead of killing me, right here and right now? It must be within your power, right? Or are you too afraid to face me directly?”

The creature didn’t move or speak, it just stared at me with those white-blue eyes boring into my soul.

“Even when you have us split up, you’re afraid,” I said, and the words rushed out of me in an almost grateful tone.

If I kept talking, I could escape. I didn’t know if this was true, but I had to believe it was. I had to believe there was a way out, and I could find it, because du Sang’s weapon was fear, and I refused to let him leverage it against me any longer.

“You know you can’t beat us, certainly not as one group,” I called into the darkness, and I stared defiantly at the grotesque thing towering there, with its eyes as eldritch and immutable as the sun, as the ocean, as the vastness of space itself. “But you can’t even face us as individuals. You hide behind smoke and mirrors because it’s all you’ve got!”

I opened my mouth to continue, to goad him further, but I was cut off by a scoff. It didn’t echo, it didn’t creak and shriek like metal grinding on metal, and it didn’t come from the creature but from everywhere.

Du Sang’s own voice.

“You should have left when you had the chance,” he sneered at me. “All of you. You should have left with your Order Councilwoman, left this place and never returned and been thankful you still had your lives.”

“We came here for Celeste Malachi,” I said. “And unlike you, I’m a man of my word.”

“You could have turned away,” du Sang’s voice echoed in the black. “You owe Celeste Malachi nothing.”

The horrible, deformed, huge creature was still staring at me with its head tipped sharply to the side. I felt a little like some impossibly powerful being was trying to figure me out, like a human toddler seeing an ant for the first time and wondering whether to squish it.

“Maybe not,” I admitted. “But this goes beyond that, now. My team all swore to protect the magical world, to help the innocent. We saw what you did to those fledglings, what you would do to the whole world if given the chance. And we will stop you.”

“Is that your word, Leo Rivera?” du Sang asked and sounded deeply amused.

“Yes, it is,” I growled.

“Humans place so much emphasis on solemn vows, I’ve noticed,” he said. “Promising this and that. So sure your conviction will have any impact on your ability. But if you’re so intent on swearing oaths, on giving your word, then allow me to give you mine: what happens to you and yours from this point forward is your own doing, Leo Rivera. Their suffering, their deaths, will be on your head, and your soul shall be judged against them.”

I refused to let his words settle in my chest and dig into me. I had to remind myself he was wrong, because du Sang was the one who intended to hurt them, and they hadn’t been dragged here by me. They had chosen to come to this terrible place of their own free will, and they were all sensible, cognizant adults. To blame myself for their suffering would deny their own agency, would ignore du Sang’s cruelty, and would assume they were utterly helpless without me.

“If I’m fighting, they’re fighting,” I swore to him. “And if you can’t handle us individually, there’s no way you’ll be able to resist my team when we find each other. And we will find each other.”

There was a long pause. For seconds, minutes, or maybe hours-- it was hard to guess time in this endless blackness, with only the revenant creature glaring down at me unblinking-- there was nothing, no response. I began to feel unease creep up inside me again and tried to keep myself calm. Freaking out would only give du Sang what he wanted and would impair my ability to concentrate.

At last, he responded.

“What team?”

Something cold and hard dropped into my stomach, and in between one blink and the next, the revenant giant vanished and left me once again alone in this endless darkness.

“You know full well what team!” I cried out into the blackness. “We will find each other, du Sang! And then we’ll stop you! We will stop you!”

It was becoming harder and harder not to panic, but I forced myself to take slow, deep breaths. Asami was a genius. Kylah and Artemis were powerhouses, and I knew it was a foolish thing to try and stop Kegan or Carmen from achieving their goals. Even so… how did I get out of this darkness? It wasn’t like there was a door to open, or a bad guy to punch. How did I--

“Leo?”

I whipped around sharply, and a sound close to a sob tore itself from my throat when I saw Artemis.

The gold and black pattern of her dress shimmered in the darkness as she half-ran toward me. For a moment, I froze and was unable to believe I was seeing her, but then I broke into a jog, opened my arms, and pulled her into a tight, desperate hug.

“Artemis,” I croaked into the crook of her shoulder. I breathed in the scent of her before I raised my head and realized the creature, whatever it had been, had vanished. Maybe Artemis breaking through du Sang’s illusion prison from her end had dispelled his illusions here, too. “What happened? How are you here? Do you even know where ‘here’ is?”

“I don’t,” she admitted as she clung to me tightly. If she’d noticed the lumbering, monstrous creature when she’d seen me, she wasn’t saying anything about it, which made me more confident it had vanished when she’d broken through. “We were walking, and then everything went black. I tried to reach out for you, for the others, but I couldn’t feel anything. I couldn’t see anything.”

We pulled away from one another, and I raised a hand to cup her cheek.

“If you found me, we can find them,” I said. “We can. We will. And then we’ll kick du Sang’s ass.”

“I heard you,” she murmured as she stared into my eyes. “It felt like hours, wandering around in the darkness, but I heard your voice shouting at him. I-- I just ran, I just followed the sound of your voice.”

“Your hearing is better than most,” I said, and I brushed my thumb over the shell of her ear. “Maybe you’ll be able to hear the others, and we can regroup. Then we can try to get out of whatever this place is.”

“Right,” she agreed, and she took my hand and threaded our fingers together.

There wasn’t a chance I was letting go of her now, in case du Sang pulled some magic fuckery to tear us apart again.

“Sami!” I called out at the top of my voice. “Kylah! Carmen! Kegan!”

Once the last echo faded, I turned to Artemis, who frowned as she concentrated and listened hard. After several seconds, she shook her head, and I tried again.

“Sami! Kylah! Carmen! Kegan!”

Again, nothing. We tried a third time, then a fourth, and by the fifth time, I was beginning to lose hope. Maybe Artemis had been a fluke, maybe because we’d been next to each other in the little procession, we’d been able to regroup, but the others were trapped elsewhere. I had to hope they’d managed to regroup, at least into pairs, but for all I knew they were hunting for Artemis and I as a foursome, or they were all still staggering around alone in this darkness.

“Wait,” Artemis said suddenly and pulled me to a stop. Then she pointed in a seemingly random direction, but in this darkness, everything seemed random. “There!”

I listened hard, and after several seconds, I heard it.

“Leo!” The faintest call of my name. And then again. “Leo!”

After a long moment, the faintest dot of something other than black appeared in the distance. As it got closer, I realized it was two dots-- Kylah and Asami, hand-in-hand, running full-pelt toward Artemis and I.

“Asami!” I shouted with relief. “Kylah!”

Artemis and I each broke into a sprint, and the four of us crashed together in a fierce hug. I kissed Asami and Kylah’s faces until they were close to giggling and pushed me away.

“What happened?” I finally asked Asami.

She seemed so beautiful, they all did, it was almost too much. I wanted to cry at the sight of them, I wanted to pull them close for another kiss, hug them, and never let go.

Asami smiled up at me, and her eyes were kind and shining with unshed tears behind her glossy raven’s mask. She still had her fingers laced with Kylah’s, and the pair of them were seemingly as reluctant to let go as I was of Artemis.

But then… something nagged at me.

Just the tiniest twitch in the back of my mind, almost like the mental version of a muscle spasm, or swatting away a fly that’s bugging you.

“I don’t know,” Asami replied. “This is unlike any magic I’ve ever seen before.”

She looked over at Kylah, who seemed similarly unsure, but no less beautiful, and again, I felt that tiny nagging feeling.

Then I realized what it was.

We’d all long since disposed of our masks. When du Sang had somehow enchanted his guests and servants to chase after us in the ballroom, we’d taken them off so we could see better. Carmen had tied her fox mask at her hip, but the rest of us, including Kylah, Asami, and Artemis, had just tossed them aside.

So… how were they all wearing their masks now?

“Who are you all?” I asked, and I dropped Artemis’ hand and stepped away from the three women. “Who are you, really?”

“What do you mean, Leo?” Kylah asked, and she looked so genuinely like Kylah that it stung to look at her.

But I also knew who Kylah really was, and the more I thought about it, the more sure I was that this was not her. This was not any of them.

“Where is the real Kylah?” I demanded. “The real Artemis, the real Asami? What did you do with them?”

“What are you talking about, Leo?” Not-Asami asked me, and her expression was hurt and worried. “We’re right here. You found us.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Not-Asami reached up and slipped her hand into my hair. Then she pulled my face down and kissed me deeply.

It felt like Asami. It felt like her warm lips against mine, her soft curves in my hands, but I knew it couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. It was like viewing them all through a funhouse mirror, distorted somehow, a knockoff.

Another one of du Sang’s illusions. Another one of his sick jokes.

“You found us,” Not-Kylah’s voice whispered, and I felt my lips being pulled from Asami’s before settling against the blonde woman’s.

She, too, kissed me deeply, and her hands cupped my face tenderly as she curved her body into mine.

You’re not real, I chanted in my head, even as I felt myself kissing her back. You’re not real.

Even though a part of me desperately wished they were.

“You found us, Leo,” Not-Artemis purred in my ear, and I felt a pair of hands pull at my costume’s stiff, dark jacket. “You’ve saved us.”

“We were so scared without you,” Not-Kylah agreed as she pulled away from my mouth. “We didn’t know what to do.”

“You saved us,” Not-Asami echoed, and she started kissing along my throat as Not-Artemis unbuttoned my jacket and slid it off my shoulders.

“No,” I muttered, and I frowned down at them all. I was caught between wanting to fight and wanting to just let myself believe this was real, that they were safe and with me. “No, no, none of you-- you’re not real.”

“We’re as real as you want us to be,” Not-Kylah said as she slid her hands over the shirt underneath my jacket and played with the buttons before beginning to undo those, too.

“We can be real,” Not-Artemis confirmed, and she pressed her fingers to my jaw and turned my head to her lips for a ravishing kiss.

“You saved us from the darkness, Leo,” Not-Asami agreed. “We were so scared.”

“So helpless,” Not-Kylah added.

“You saved us,” Not-Artemis said again as she pulled away from my lips. “We would be so alone without you.”

“No,” I said again.

This was wrong, this was all wrong. The more I looked at the three of them, the more it was obvious these were just cheap copies. None of them were helpless, scared damsels who were unable to save themselves. I’d seen them fight. Artemis could rip a man’s head off, Kylah could burn him to a cinder, and I’d yet to meet anyone who was a match for Asami’s intellect.

“None of you,” I said more firmly, and I yanked myself away from them. My shirt was loose around my shoulders, and my jacket was nowhere to be found, but that wasn’t the main issue right now. “None of you are real. None of you. I need to find the real you, regroup with my team.”

“We can be your team, Leo,” Not-Artemis said as she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “You can keep us safe and warm.”

“You can protect us,” Not-Kylah agreed.

“You don’t need my protection,” I said fiercely. “Not if you were the real deal. The real Artemis, the real Kylah, the real Asami, they’d be embarrassed at the sight of you. Du Sang!”

I shouted the bastard’s name as loud as I could, and rage and offense were fueling me. How dare he think this was what I wanted? That this was what could keep me trapped in this illusion.

“Du Sang!” I shouted again. “I’m coming after you, you son of a bitch! And the real Artemis, Kylah, and Asami will be coming after you, too! You better pray they don’t find out about these cheap fucking copies!”

Because I knew, now, what I’d been on the verge of realizing during his stunt with the revenant. Du Sang was a vampire, yes. He was also a powerful magician and illusionist, an influential member of supernatural high-society, and a member of the Phoenix group with almost enough power to justify his delusions of grandeur.

But underneath all of that? He was just a man. He’d been human once, and in many ways, he still was, because underneath all these tricks and lies, he still had such human desires, such human insecurities.

And very, very human weaknesses.

“Why do you abandon the people you claim to love, Leo?”

The fake versions of Artemis, Kylah, and Asami had vanished, and now du Sang himself stood before me. Not monstrously huge, or deformed. Just him.

“I’m going to stop you,” I said and ignored his question entirely. “I’m going to find my team, and we’re going to stop you. We’re going to take back whatever you stole. We’re going to interrupt whatever grand plan you’ve spent the past however long planning, and we’re going to make sure you pay for every innocent life you’ve harmed.”

Du Sang stared at me with an almost bored expression.

“You better wish you have more in your arsenal than petty glamours, Benny,” I snarled. “You can tell me all the creepy stories about curses you like. But even then, Grettir killed Glámr. And even if you do somehow have the power to curse me, I’ll still be the one who beat you.”

Then I lunged at him, but he vanished. Du Sang vanished, the darkness vanished, and I was bombarded by light and color.

I was back in the hallway of the manor, with my team at my side.

None of us had moved an inch.


Chapter 15

I was relieved to see the other five safe and well, but I quickly realized something was wrong.

Artemis, who was closest to me, was the most obvious. Her ordinarily-vibrant amber eyes were glazed over and milky-looking, and after a moment, I figured this must have been due to whatever illusion du Sang had put in her head. Unlike illusions I’d encountered before, the vampire man’s glamours were internal, in the mind, rather than external in the real world.

“Artemis,” I said as I gently shook the werewolf woman’s shoulders. “Artemis. Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real. Snap out of it!”

I shook her again, and then with a dry gasp, like a diver breaking the surface of the water, Artemis staggered. She would’ve fallen over if I hadn’t been holding her shoulders, and she fell into my arms. She was blinking hard and needed a few seconds to readjust before she realized where she was, and just what had happened.

“That bastard,” she said to me at last, and her tone was indignant.

“Pretty much,” I said. “You okay? What did you see?”

“Some fucked-up trickery, it doesn’t matter,” she said, ever practical. “Let’s get the others out of their own nightmares and take this fucker down.”

“Agreed,” I said.

I edged past Asami as the werewolf woman went to jolt the researcher from her trance, and I made a beeline for Carmen, whose faraway expression was tinged with fear and broke my heart a little bit. She didn’t take too much prompting to be jolted out of her trance, but when she did, she clung to me while choking back sobs.

“Leo!” she half-wept into my chest. “Oh, god. Jesus, I… I thought…”

“It wasn’t real, Monkey,” I told her as Artemis and a now-awake Asami went to revive Kegan and Kylah, respectively. “It was just a trick.”

It took several minutes for all of us to reground ourselves. Carmen especially sobbed into Kegan’s arms before she cleared her throat, wiped her eyes, and was suddenly all business again. I was a little concerned by her ability to just shut off her emotions, but right now we needed everyone to focus, so I resolved to ask her when we weren’t in a life-threatening situation.

“Du Sang must be pretty scared of us, if he’s pulling something like that,” Asami said. “We’re getting to him, and he’s lashing out.”

I didn’t miss how she was sticking closer to Kylah and I than normal. I wondered about what she’d seen in her own illusions, but that was also a subject for another time.

“Good,” Kegan said. “People who lash out make mistakes, act irrationally.”

“Still, we should be careful,” Artemis cautioned. “He’s powerful, and his version of ‘lashing out’ could still do a whole lot of damage.”

“I might be able to help a little, then,” Asami suggested. “A low-level shield. Nothing too sophisticated, it’s basically a glorified healing spell. But it should at least weaken any more of his illusion attacks, if he tries to put us into trances again.”

“I definitely don’t want a repeat of that experience,” Artemis declared in a grim tone. “Do it.”

“I can boost you,” I added, and I laid a hand on the researcher’s shoulder.

Once she was sure the spell was properly in place, the six of us continued down the manor hallway, with Kylah and Carmen in the lead sensing magic and traps, respectively, Asami and I in the middle to maintain the shield, and Kegan and Artemis in the back acting as defense.

“The lack of subtlety in that attack, as well as its strength, also means we’re getting close,” Asami told me as the six of us continued our slow, careful procession down the corridor. “He doesn’t have time to come up with something more targeted or effective, and his panic is making it worse. We can’t be too far from wherever he’s conducting his plan.”

“We still don’t know what that plan is.” I frowned. “He mentioned some kind of ascension when I was in my trance, but I don’t know how much of that was the illusion filling in gaps in my own mind, and how much is truth.”

“Either way, we continue with caution,” Artemis said from behind us both. “We refuse to let him catch us off guard.”

“Up here,” Kylah then announced from the front of our group, and I looked over to see her and Carmen had come to a stop at a very old and very ornate wooden door that was richly engraved with strange images and runes.

“What’s the odds this just leads to some kind of storage room?” my sister asked as she jerked her thumb at the door.

“You tell me, you’re the one with the magical radar,” I said.

“It’s not good,” she admitted as she pursed her lips. “I can sense powerful magic, and lots of it. Plus some pretty gnarly vibes. Something big is going down in there, and it’s not good. But I can also sense… well. I’m not sure.”

“The light magic,” Kylah said. “The one you said felt kind of… friendly. I can sense it. We’re very close. I’m sure it’s just behind this door.”

“Then we go in,” I said. “But we play it smart, okay? Nothing crazy, nothing reckless. We’re six-on-one, and the way we beat him is by using that to our advantage.”

“Yes, sir,” my sister said with a mock salute. “Artemis, can you come up here and do the honors?”

“It’d be my pleasure,” the werewolf woman growled, and she squeezed past Asami and I to get to the front of the group.

Artemis took the heavy metal knob of the door in her hand and twisted it sharply. I heard the snap of metal shearing, and when she jiggled the doorknob a second time, it swung open.

I was not prepared for the sight that met us behind the door.

The room inside was cavernous. Impossibly tall and wide and big. Literally impossible. I’d seen the height of the manor as we’d walked through the door, and this single room was definitely taller. More of that peculiar, sentient-place type of magic was at play here, I was sure of it.

This room was full of carved pillars and a domed ceiling, and in the very center of the room, at least sixty feet away, inside another huge spell circle whose runes I now knew were Enochian, was du Sang himself.

He had divested the mask and cape portions of his masquerade costume, and the black sleeves of his shirt had been rolled back to his elbows. In his right hand, he clutched a flame-bladed dagger, and his left forearm was bloody from the rune he’d carved into it. Just by looking at the dagger, I could feel the magic coming off it, and I knew it had some kind of power, like Kylah’s silver knives were imbued with curse-breaking magic.

I found myself really, really wishing we had those daggers on us right now. What would have already been a tough fight was made even more difficult by the fact we lacked any physical weapons.

As I dragged my gaze away from the gruesome Enochian rune carved into his forearm, I realized this was the first time I’d gotten a proper look at du Sang’s face. In our previous meetings this night, including my hallucinations of him in the trance, he’d been masked, but now I could see him properly.

He was handsome, with flawless, pale skin and reddish-brown hair that fell across his forehead in artfully tousled curls. He looked younger than I’d expected, too, no older than thirty, if that, and his brown eyes, by all rights, should have seemed kind, gentle, maybe even doe-like. It was a little weird to me, that someone so cruel and malevolent and violent could be so good-looking, even though I knew beauty wasn’t a signal or moral purity.

It was more than that, though. His beauty was… magnetic.

Asami had explained to Carmen and I how vampires were apex predators, and part of their skill came from their beauty. Humans were biologically hardwired to find certain features attractive, like clear skin and shiny hair, because they indicate health. Other features were dependent on a culture, like our American society prioritizing little body hair and a thin build for women. Vampires were almost biologically designed to make themselves seem as attractive as possible, according to the societal standards of their prey.

All the better to lure in an unsuspecting victim, after all.

Even knowing his appearance was a trap, even understanding why it was so magnetic, I couldn’t deny feeling drawn to du Sang. He was older than other vampires we’d fought, and far more powerful, so it made sense his influence would be greater. I had to wonder if this had even contributed to some of his political status, if he’d been able to rise so high because he was literally attractive to non-vampires.

But his lovely face twisted into an unflattering scowl when he saw the six of us walk in, and he raised the wavy blade of the dagger and pointed it squarely at us.

“You,” he said coldly, “were not invited.”

“There,” Kylah whispered at my side, and she nodded to the heavy wooden chest beside du Sang. There was an enormous padlock holding it closed, and strewn around it and du Sang were dozens of papers. “Whatever it is he stole from Celeste, whatever magic I’m sensing. It’s in there.”

“Good to know,” I muttered in reply.

Our first order of business was getting du Sang away from that chest. Whatever was inside it was obviously crucial to his little ‘ascension’ plan. The six of us had advanced maybe ten feet before du Sang spoke again.

“I’m a merciful man,” he said to us. “You have ten seconds to speak your last words before I rip out your spines and bathe in your blood.”

“You seem very confident for a guy who’s outnumbered six-to-one and already bleeding,” my sister remarked in a flat tone. “Hand over that chest, and we might consider letting you live.”

Du Sang’s eyes widened with what looked like genuine amusement, as if he’d been honestly caught off guard by a funny joke.

“You?” he said incredulously. “Will ‘let’ me live, will you? I think you’ve misjudged the situation, young Miss Rivera. Allow me to correct your perception.”

And with a click of his finger, a transparent wall shimmered into existence, about halfway between us and him. It traced the edge of the spell circle and was so thick, and made of such potent magic, that he looked distorted, like we were looking at him through water.

“What the…” my sister breathed.

She walked, and we followed, until we were right in front of the wall-- the force field, really. Behind it, du Sang’s image was still warped and rippling from the sheer power of the magic between us and him.

I watched as Carmen reached out a hand slowly toward the force field. The instant her fingertip touched the wall, there was a sharp zapping noise, and she recoiled.

“Fuck! Ow!”

“C’mon, Monkey, did you seriously expect it not to hurt?” I asked, and she threw me a dirty look.

“It could’ve just been smooth and solid, asshole,” she shot back before sucking on the offended fingertip.

I looked at the magical barrier and at the man behind it, but he’d already returned to his business, as if we were no more significant than flies.

“Get him talking,” I said to the others in a low voice. “Distract him. It’ll buy us time.”

“Are you sure antagonizing him is such a good idea, though?” Carmen asked and looked doubtful. “I barely poked at him, and he just put up a fucking wall of pure magic like it was nothing.”

“As long as you don’t poke at the wall, it should be fine,” Asami said with the barest hint of a wry smile, and Carmen flipped her off. “Nothing can penetrate the wall, including his own magic. He’s cut himself off from us, too. It’s the only thing allowing him to not pay attention to us, letting him just concentrate on whatever his plan is. He won’t take it down to attack us-- not if he’s smart.”

“Let’s make him be stupid, then,” I said. “You guys distract him. I’ll see what I can do about this wall.”

“Hey! Numb-nuts!” Carmen yelled immediately. “You got the fucking rune on your arm wrong!”

Du Sang’s head whipped up, and he glared at her but didn’t respond. I found that interesting. He was smart enough to recognize an obvious taunt, but not quite smart enough to just ignore it. Maybe he had some last-minute nerves over executing this plan of his.

I pondered this as the others began to call out similar taunts and diverted du Sang’s attention from the spell and, equally crucially, me. I stayed quiet as I slowly raised a palm and held it as close to the magical barrier as I could without getting zapped. I searched for its aura, its magical signature, and then I began to pull.

“Stealing from a fellow vampire,” Artemis called to du Sang through the barrier. “You consider yourself so high and mighty, but you betray your own kind?”

“I have no loyalty to that creature!” du Sang snapped, which surprised me.

This was the first piece of real reaction we’d gotten from him. Was it because that taunt had come from Artemis, or because she’d mentioned Celeste?

Either way, I was glad it had worked.

“You have no loyalty to anyone, look at you,” Artemis scoffed. “Hiding down here, abandoning guests and allies, enslaving them to take care of your problems. You’re an embarrassment.”

“While I’m sure you have a great deal of experience in being an embarrassment, do not mistake my greatness for your mediocrity,” the vampire man shot back. “Look at what I have built, at what I am about to undertake. You will bask in my glory, and it will be the last thing you ever see. I will scorch you from this earth with my newfound greatness, my ultimate power!”

“All this talk of ultimate power, and it’s something you have to steal,” the amber-eyed woman continued as she studied her nails dismissively. “You’re a scavenger. A thief and a cheat and a liar, stealing the achievements of greater men. The people who built this manor, Celeste who owned that artifact--”

“You don’t know the first thing about Celeste Malachi,” du Sang sneered. “She is as much a thief as me-- worse! She took her gory trophy, and now I take mine. I told you before, the original owner of this treasure is dead, and Celeste Malachi killed them. No one would willingly part from such power.”

“How do you know?” Artemis demanded. “Just because you won’t? But you’re greedy. Short-sighted. Five hundred and fifty years old but still so very terrified of dying. Nothing less than immortality because a normal lifespan, even a normal vampire’s lifespan, would doom you to complete irrelevance. You need to stand on your longevity because it’s the only thing even close to a real achievement you can hold.”

I was surprised by the words coming from Artemis’ mouth. I’d always known she was clever, but she was clearly much more astute, and observant, than I’d ever given her credit for.

And it was landing.

As I concentrated, I could see du Sang getting more and more irate that he was being so openly challenged-- and by a werewolf, no less.

“You know nothing,” du Sang spat at her. “You’re a child, a mutt, and a half-breed at that! You have no concept of real achievement. I spent decades visiting that house so rarely, watching her guard her terrible secrets so closely, so intent on being seen as the generous, simpering, vapid creature everyone believes her to be! But I could sense it. Every time I was in their home, I sensed the power. No one else could, no one else had worked as hard as I, perfected their skill so acutely, but I could sense its magic, sense it was being locked away and wasted!”

Du Sang was practically panting now, and his eyes were laser focused on Artemis.

“But I,” he continued, and his voice was forceful and raging and so very, very entitled. “I will use it as it is meant to be used! I will see its potential realized, and with it, finally achieve my own. You have no concept of greatness, werewolf. Wonder and godhood could stand before you, and you would dismiss it entirely. But I know true power. Only those who possess it can recognize it in others. That’s what the group in Phoenix understands.”

“You really plan to share this power of yours?” Artemis asked, and she looked perfectly calm despite the tirade of insults the vampire man had hurled at her.

“I share nothing,” du Sang said coldly. “But I won’t deny the people in Phoenix have been useful. The joining of auras is a complex and delicate process. And Fabricius Wright, for all his eccentricities, was innovative. Perhaps I will give him a memorial, in honor of how his work will now serve me. He is, after all, one of the reasons you will now bear witness to my ascension, as I become the new ruler of the magical world!”

At that exact moment, I felt something shift in the barrier. Something clicked, and I knew I had siphoned enough of its power. Then I sent it all rushing back, and I overloaded and then shattered it into a million shards of pure magic that dissolved as soon as they touched the ground.

“No!” du Sang yelled in rage, and he threw out a hand.

Vines, or perhaps tentacles, made of light and magic spiraled out of his palm and hurtled straight toward me. I dodged them and threw up a tiny shield made of my own magical energy when one got too close. It wouldn’t have worked against a physical projectile, like a sword or a bullet, but it worked against the semi-illusions.

“His arm!” Asami shouted as the six of us began to close in around du Sang while fending off these magical attacks. “The rune!”

He hurled balls of dark lightning that were too hot and intense to remind me of Kylah’s faerie light, and he erected barriers of pure magic. His skill, and the well from which he pulled these spells, was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

But I understood what Asami meant, and I dove for du Sang. I wasn’t aiming for his arm specifically, I just needed bare skin.

With the other five backing me up, I slipped between his magical attacks. Asami put a barrier around me, Kylah and Kegan played offense, and Artemis was naturally resistant to magical attacks, anyway, so she physically wrestled some of them away from me. We were a well-oiled machine by this point, and we were so in tune with one another that du Sang never stood a chance.

Suddenly, I had reached him, and I clapped my hand over his throat and pulled. I drew all of his magic into me, and I drained his energy the way I’d drained the barrier. I felt it surge into me like electricity, and du Sang glared up at me and tried to fight it. I felt him pulling back, and he put one hand, then both, on my forearm. He was trying to hold on to his own energy, and trying to pull mine along with it, but I was stronger.

His affinity was illusions? Well, this was mine, and I was the one with more practice.

The magical attacks, all his illusions and barriers, faded until du Sang was no more than any ordinary vampire, but even his strength was waning now.

“You will regret this,” he hissed at me as he continued to thrash, but I was pinning him down with my body weight, and my magic was sapping the last of his strength for good measure. “You and everyone you love will die screaming!”

“Maybe, but it won’t be because of you,” I said coldly. “Asami, you said his arm?”

“I don’t know the details of this spell, but I know that rune,” the researcher said. She and the others all stood around du Sang and I, and they were stone-faced as they looked down at the vampire man. “Transformation. Ascension.”

“Everyone in Phoenix is so obsessed about transforming,” Artemis said, almost thoughtfully. “Being more than what they are. But not in the ways that matter, not by being a better person, or learning a new skill. They do it by taking from others. Stealing blood, stealing magic, stealing artifacts and even entire lives. That’s not transformation. That’s not ascension. It’s scavenging. A parasite, clinging to life and relevance.”

“I suppose you’d know all about being a parasite, wouldn’t you, Ben?” I said to the vampire man as I clenched my fingers around his throat. “Being a creature who sucks blood, and all.”

I felt someone press the hilt of the flame-bladed dagger into my free palm, and without a moment of hesitation, I stabbed downward. Du Sang screamed, but I just wrenched up on the dagger and stabbed again, then a third time, and his left forearm was severed at his elbow.

“I will see you destroyed,” du Sang snarled as the stump of his arm bled sluggishly. “Just as Glámr destroyed Grettir. You will die alone, unloved. Your good deeds will all turn sour. You will be haunted by the eyes of the draugr.”

For a second, I saw them. It. The deformed, gruesome silhouette of the revenant, with its antler-protrusions and those eyes burning like cold suns. Something eldritch and unknowable and unstoppable haunting me. Following me everywhere I went, just out of the corner of my eye. Glowing in the darkness whenever the night fell. Watching me. Weighing me. The nightmare, the shadow, the guilt, the blood.

I swallowed and looked back at du Sang.

“We’ll see about that,” I said, and then I stabbed the dagger down a fourth time, squarely into his heart.

Benjamin du Sang gasped weakly, and a trail of dark blood dribbled out of the corner of his mouth as he fought to get out his final words. He twitched underneath me, the spasm of an ordinary, dying man, and then he was still.

Above us, we heard a bell toll for midnight.

I shuddered and felt somehow released from a spell as I slowly got to my feet. Artemis and Carmen each took one of my arms to steady me, and we all stared down at du Sang’s body.

“He was making it up,” Asami said at last, and she was the first one of us to break the uneasy silence. “The curse thing, I mean. They’re naturally occurring, the result of magic becoming twisted. It’s almost impossible for someone to deliberately evoke one. Especially since there’s no way his death will go unmarked. We’ll tell people what he did, and he will be remembered as such.”

“And, just for good measure…” Kylah said before she crouched down and pressed her palm to du Sang’s forehead.

It almost seemed like a tender gesture, until his body caught fire. It went up like old tinder, because a vampire was nothing against the heat and light of Faerie. In less than five minutes, all that remained off Benjamin du Sang was a pile of black ash.

“He died too quickly,” Carmen grumbled as she crossed her arms. “He hurt so many people. He would’ve hurt so many more.”

“But he won’t now,” I said. “Thanks to us. We stopped him. And we uncovered his whole deal. He was a member of Phoenix, and a high-ranking one at that.”

“Leo’s right,” Asami agreed. She’d taken Kylah’s hand after the blonde woman had stood up from burning du Sang’s body, but now she crouched down and picked up one of the papers. A few had been close enough to the corpse to be singed in places, but this one was pristine. “Here we go. Detailed notes, copied from Fabricius Wright’s work, I’ll bet. And several references to Phoenix. Quite literally a smoking gun.”

“He needed them for his spell,” Kegan said, and he peered over his sister’s shoulder to read the paper in Asami’s hand. “Not just these notes, the guests in the ballroom. I’d hazard a guess the spell circle carved into the ceiling of the ballroom is an exact replica of this one. We might even be directly below it.”

“You’re right.” Asami nodded as she skimmed the paper. “Whatever this ‘ascension’ spell entailed, he needed massive amounts of energy, which he intended to supply using dozens of auras. Human, vampire, it didn’t matter. These papers would’ve probably burned in the spell, if he’d managed to pull it off. Or he would’ve burned them afterwards.”

“But seeing as he never got to that, we now have evidence,” Carmen said with a grin. “We can prove to the Order and anyone else that he was in bed with Phoenix.”

“That’ll make Renée’s job easier,” Kylah admitted, though she was frowning as she looked away from the page and toward the wooden chest. “Now, what about this?”

We all looked at the still-locked chest. At this distance, with du Sang’s magic gone, even I could sense the power coming off it.

“Monkey?” I asked. “Prognosis?”

“Still not sure,” my sister admitted as Kegan put his arm around her shoulders. “It feels… well, like I said before, kind of familiar. And sort of friendly, too. I’m… pretty sure it’s not dangerous. Not intentionally, at least.”

“So, what do we do?” Artemis asked. “Return it to Celeste?”

“We should, right?” I said, but I knew I didn’t sound convinced, because I wasn’t. “It might not be outwardly malicious, but it’s still dangerous. Dangerous enough that du Sang went to all these lengths to get it, to use it to become impossibly powerful, literally undefeatable.”

“He would’ve been immortal, judging from these notes,” Asami said. She was kneeling on the floor now, and she was gathering the papers up and trying to put them into some kind of order. “Invulnerable, too. Immune to silver, iron-- even sunlight. The King of the supernatural world.”

“Just like the Fae Queen said,” Kylah said grimly.

“So… should we open it?” Carmen asked and jerked her chin at the wooden chest. “See what we’re dealing with?”

“It would be a breach of Celeste’s trust,” Kylah pointed out. “And we have no reason to believe she means us-- or anyone-- any harm.”

“I don’t know,” I said uneasily. “Du Sang seemed pretty convinced she stole whatever’s in there from someone else and killed them to do it. Plus…”

I hesitated. It did feel like a breach of privacy, but we needed all the information to make the most informed choice.

“Rafael spoke to me,” I confessed. “Before we all left here. He said… he said he’d spilled innocent blood in the past. Killed innocent people, all to protect that which he loved. I’m sure he meant Celeste, it’s obvious they adore one another. But it did get me thinking…”

“What secrets does Celeste have that are so dangerous, Rafael would kill innocent people to protect them,” Artemis finished with an understanding nod. “That… does reframe some of what du Sang said.”

“So, what do we do?” Kegan asked. “Open it?”

“Put it to a vote,” Kylah said firmly. “And if we tie… flip a coin, or something.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Let’s vote as a team. Hands up for opening, hands down for keeping it closed. Okay?”

Carmen and Artemis raised their hands not immediately, since it was clear the pair of them weren’t eager, but firmly. They were secure in their choice. I saw Kegan and Asami exchange a look before both of them turned to look at me, and neither of them raised their hands. Kylah shot an uncomfortable look at them both before raising her own hand.

“Three to two,” Asami observed as she looked at Kylah sadly, then at me. “Leo, you have the deciding vote.”

“Right,” I said and then swallowed.

I looked at the ash of du Sang’s remains, at the chest, and one by one at the others. Then I raised my own hand.

“I want to know exactly who and what we’re dealing with,” I admitted. “With the sort of enemies we’re up against, we can’t take any chances.”

“Well, that’s four to two, so we open it,” Asami said and looked uneasy, but neither she nor Kegan attempted to protest it.

Artemis reached forward and, with Kylah’s help, destroyed the lock holding the chest closed. The werewolf woman placed her hands on the lid, and in the moment before she flipped it open, my imagination ran wild.

Was it a live hostage? A dead body? Some kind of weapon?

Then Artemis threw back the lid, and I realized all of my previous guesses had been wrong. Not just now, but ever since Celeste had first told us something of hers had been stolen.

Because it wasn’t a hostage or a weapon. It wasn’t a tome of ancient knowledge or a fancy crown.

No, lying in that chest, lovingly arranged so they remained perfectly neat, was a pair of brilliant white, feathered wings.


Chapter 16

The aura coming off these wings was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, but now, this close, after all we’d discussed since Lorelei had first brought us to Celeste, I knew them at once.

Angel wings.

“Holy fucking shit,” Carmen breathed as she stared at the perfect, pure whiteness of each feather. Then she turned her head toward Asami but kept her eyes fixed squarely on the wings. “I thought angels were just myths. Fairytales.”

“The lines can be blurred,” Asami admitted, and she was gaping abashedly at the shimmering wings. “But I never thought I would ever… to see something like this…”

“This was a crime,” Artemis said grimly. Her amber eyes were narrowed with disgust, and she raised a hand to point. “Look.”

Because, at the end of each wing, in a sharp, unsettling contrast to the faultlessly, perfectly white feathers, was a bloody mangled stump and a broken off piece of bone.

These wings had been hacked off a living creature, and violently at that.

“No one’s ever seen an angel in real life,” Kylah murmured. “But who would… who would do this?”

“The same kind of person who would make a chimera?” I suggested. “We thought they weren’t real until Oregon, we were proved wrong. This… this is the same.”

“Du Sang wanted to chimera himself,” Carmen said with tears in her eyes, and she blinked several times to hold them back. “He was going to use these to… to become something else.”

“But where did Celeste even get these?” Kylah asked as her brow furrowed. “And… and how? Leo, you don’t think Rafael…”

“Did this?” I finished for her. “I honestly have no idea. I… I hope not. But I know he would do anything to protect her, even something bloody and violent.”

“What would an angel have had against Celeste, though?” Asami asked. “And why put themselves in a position where this could happen? If angels do still exist, they must be nearly extinct. Hunted for… well. Reasons like this. Even a single feather from an angel’s wing is said to be immensely powerful.”

“And here there’s hundreds of them,” I said.

For a long moment, we all just stared in quiet, unsure awe, until I finally managed to pull myself just enough out of the shock to speak up again.

“I think we should close the lid.”

“Oh, do we have to?” Kylah sighed, but then she blinked and frowned. “No, I… I think you’re right.”

“Artemis?” I said, and the werewolf nodded, though it was a few seconds more before she actually did close it.

Once she had, that sense of reluctance we’d all experienced felt distant, ridiculous, but even so, a part of me wanted to open the chest again.

“We should keep it closed,” Kegan advised with a frown to match his sister’s. “I think there was a reason du Sang left them in the chest.”

“Agreed.” I nodded. “But beyond that, what? We can’t leave it here.”

“We take it back to Celeste,” Artemis said firmly. “And we demand answers. She might be annoyed we opened it, but we had reason to suspect it was dangerous. Du Sang was planning to use these to make himself immortal, untouchable.”

“But if she has the means and the conviction to do something like this, would it not be wiser to take a less confrontational approach?” Asami asked as she chewed on the corner of her lip. “Killing an angel, stealing their wings, that’s… that’s unheard of.”

“So are chimeras, which we’ve killed,” I reminded her again. “So’s outwitting the Fae Queen, which we also did. If Celeste wants to make this violent, so be it. But we’re not being unreasonable-- those are severed limbs.”

It felt wrong, even a little blasphemous, to refer to them so bluntly, with no note of their beauty and grace. But it was the truth. They were as stunning as they were horrifying, beautiful and ugly and humbling and terrifying all at once. A collection of dichotomies.

“I’m with Leo,” Artemis said as she stood up and took hold of one of the heavy metal handles on the side of the chest. “Kegan?”

The blond man was already at the other end of the chest, and as he took hold of the other handle, they hefted the chest off the ground on the count of three. With Kylah and Carmen once again running point, and Asami and I bringing up the rear, the six of us began our slow, lumbering procession out of this peculiar cavern.

It wasn’t so much that the chest was heavy, because I knew Kegan and especially Artemis could handle its weight. But it was awkwardly-shaped, so it felt like hours before we finally emerged into a familiar-looking hallway within the manor’s depths.

If anything could conclusively prove the manor worked independently of du Sang, it was this, because the building was still shifting and changing, and with du Sang dead, all of his magic had died with him. Whatever spell circles he’d carved, illusions he’d woven, all of them would have faded, since they’d been powered by his aura, just as all magic drew energy from its caster.

“We’ll have to cut through the ballroom to get out,” Carmen told us in a grim tone.

I wasn’t surprised, since that room had at least four entrances and exits. We’d gone through the main doors at the front when first entering but had escaped the strange, enchanted horde through one of the side exits, and the manor was already complicated enough to navigate without throwing extra detours into the mix.

“You’re sure it’s safe?” Kegan asked her. “I don’t mind carrying this on a longer route if it’s still dangerous.”

“It feels okay to me,” my sister answered as she cocked her head. “No more dangerous than any other part of this manor.”

“What about people, though?” Kylah asked. “What if they sense the magic coming from the… chest? Won’t that spur them to attack?”

“I don’t think so,” Asami said thoughtfully. “I couldn’t sense it, nor could Leo. The only people who could are you, Carmen, and apparently du Sang himself. But all of you have a special reason to sense it. Du Sang was learned in magic, and sensing its strength relates to Carmen’s affinity, just as light relates to yours.”

“Wait, if you were able to sense the chest because it’s similar to light magic, does that mean faeries are somehow connected to…?” I trailed off and was unwilling to actually say the word ‘angels’ out loud, just in case.

“Not that I know of.” Kylah shook her head. “Though I think some old stories refer to faeries as the offspring of fallen you-know-whats. I don’t know how much of that is just myth and religion, though. You can’t have the Fallen without the Holy, and therefore servants of god, or somesuch.”

“Maybe there is a connection, if you go far back enough,” Artemis said. “A common ancestor. Like fauns and satyrs.”

“Magical evolution,” Carmen remarked as she clicked her tongue. “Huh.”

“But unless anyone in the ballroom also has an affinity toward light magic or sensing magic in general, we should be fine,” Asami then said. “And the sooner we get out of here and back to Celeste’s, the better.”

“Agreed,” I said firmly.

We continued on down the halls, and when we reached the ballroom, Kylah and Carmen stepped forward to push open the doors.

The spacious chamber was once again completely unlike how it had been before. The reddish-black lighting was gone, thankfully, and replaced with normal candlelight from the chandelier. The mass of bodies in the center had dispersed, too, and human attendants and vampire guests in varying states of dress and lucidity were dotted about the room. Many of the human servants were sitting up against the wall, with their backs to the mirrored panels, and they looked tired as they rubbed at their necks. There didn’t appear to be any bodies, though, which was a relief.

When the grand doors creaked open, several sets of eyes followed the noise to settle on us, but the vast majority of onlookers soon turned away and were clearly too exhausted to be interested in us. One vampire man with very straight, shoulder-length black hair, stayed watching us, though, and his dark eyes were intense. There was a smear of blood on his chin, and the red stood out vibrantly against the deep tawny of his skin.

“You,” he said in a deep, commanding voice I couldn’t help but acknowledge. “Where’s du Sang? What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Kylah answered at once. “Is something wrong?”

“I can’t remember the past several hours,” the man replied with a contemplative frown. “Nothing at all since… I’m not even sure. Did something go wrong?”

“Du Sang carved a spell into the ceiling,” Asami told the man and pointed up. “Something to enchant all his guests, put them into a trance.”

I wasn’t sure how much we ought to reveal to these people, but I knew it wasn’t ‘everything,’ at least not yet. We needed to get out of here, get the wings out of here, and decide what, if anything, needed to be done about Celeste.

We also needed to figure out how to break the news about du Sang’s scheme to the California vampire clan, as well as the wider supernatural community. In the least generous view, we’d just murdered the head of a vampire clan, and that was bound to have political repercussions. Especially since Artemis was a werewolf, and the Campbells were half-fae.

“Du Sang?” another voice echoed, and I turned to see a vampire woman with hair so long it reached her hips. The thick, dark-brown curls brushed the waistband of her underwear, which, aside from a matching black bra, was the only garment she was wearing.

Despite her state of undress, she seemed entirely unbothered and instead looked at the six of us with her hands on her hips, and she was somehow commanding an impressive sense of authority.

“What did that arrogant git do now?” she asked, and I noticed she had a transatlantic accent, like a movie starlet from the forties. “Is he why I can’t remember what happened?”

“Maeve,” the vampire man with blood on his chin said. “He enchanted us. With that circle apparently.”

He pointed upward and prompted the vampire woman-- evidently called Maeve-- to cast her gaze to the ceiling. Then she scowled.

“Bastard,” she said before she looked back at us. “And the six of you? You don’t look like his servants.”

“We’re guests,” Kylah said smoothly. “Here on behalf of Madam Malachi.”

“Celeste?” Maeve asked as she raised an eyebrow, but then she nodded. “She was smart not to come, if Benjamin is pulling shit like this. If you see him, tell him I’m going to wring his neck for this stunt.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered as Maeve then marched toward the main doors of the ballroom with seemingly no concern for her state of undress.

Well, it wasn’t like she could freeze to death, I supposed.

I turned back to the vampire man who was slumped against the wall. He was now rubbing the back of his neck as if it was stiff, and he let out a weary-sounding sigh.

“I was told this would be an enjoyable evening,” he said as he got to his feet. “Not this. Did you see what he did to those two fledglings?”

“Yes,” I said, and I decided not to offer anything more specific than that.

Clearly, whatever had messed with this man’s mind had allowed him to forget Artemis and I had, in fact, seen what du Sang had done to the fledglings-- up close.

“Pitting them against each other like that, it’s unfair,” the man continued as he shook his head. “They were too young, too new. He should have known better.”

“He did,” Artemis said in a dark tone. “He just didn’t care.”

“Too true,” the man sighed again, and he finally rubbed at his chin and wiped away the smear of blood. I couldn’t help but wonder who the blood belonged to, and the circumstances under which they’d been fed on. “Maeve is a bit dramatic, but I’m with her on this. A party is a party, but this is a step too far, all of this.”

“Get home safely,” Kylah said politely as the man brushed himself down and headed off to the main doors.

He mumbled something noncommittal and gave a vague wave in our direction.

“Come on,” Kegan then said. “Before we encounter anyone who’s got a sense for light magic.”

“Don’t jinx it,” I muttered as the six of us headed for the main doors not too far behind the vampire man.

Kylah and Carmen, once again at the front, were only fifteen feet from the doorway when a shout rose from the other end of the hall.

“Werewolf!”

I heard Artemis groan under her breath as we all stopped and turned around to see who’d shouted, and we saw a human attendant clutching a hand to his neck. His skin was pallid and sallow, but his eyes were clear and sharp.

“You!” the man cried out as he pointed at Artemis with his free hand. “What did you do to our master?”

“Me?” the amber-eyed woman asked and feigned confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t lie,” the attendant hissed, and his eyes narrowed as he stalked closer to us. “I sensed it. I sensed him leaving this world.”

“How?” Asami asked, and her tone was halfway between indignant and baffled.

“We are loyal to him,” the attendant snapped. “And in turn, he gives us some of his blood, so we are better attuned to him, to his needs. And I sensed him… I sensed him…”

Rage seemed to be replaced with anguish as the man glared at Artemis. He’d taken his other hand from his neck now, and I saw two puncture wounds sluggishly oozing blood.

“You did something,” he accused as he continued to point at the werewolf woman. “You harmed our master!”

This decree drew the attention of many of the other attendants in the room, some of which began to get to their feet and walk toward us like a slow swarm.

“What did you do?” one woman cried out.

“You killed our master!” another man shouted.

“Master!” someone else wailed. “You hurt our master! You must pay!”

And suddenly, this slow procession of human attendants with varying severities of blood loss seemed less annoying and more like a legitimate threat.

“Everyone,” Asami said in a cool, calm tone. “Move very slowly. Back away, just like we did with the first group.”

“Yeah, but these guys aren’t under a spell,” Carmen muttered. “They’re just fanatics.”

“Yes and no,” the researcher answered. “Their devotion has been supplemented by du Sang giving them tiny amounts of his blood. Not enough to start transforming them, just enough to keep them loyal.”

“We can’t hurt them,” I said. “He did this to them. Some of the others don’t seem to care, they must not have been fed enough of his blood.”

“I know I wouldn’t grieve my boss being murdered,” Carmen agreed. “But he was a chauvinist asshole, so what do I know?”

“We can’t fight them, Monkey,” I reiterated.

“I don’t think they’re giving us much of a choice, Pip,” my sister pointed out flatly.

“You killed our master!” the first man shouted at us again. “And that chest! What do you have there?”

“Stealing!” a voice further back in the crowd declared. “They killed our master, and now they’re stealing from him!”

The man closest to us evidently agreed, because he swiped for Carmen, who was the closest to him. On instinct, my sister swatted his arm away and shoved him back. It was a hard shove, and it knocked him into two other slowly-advancing attendants, but the effect was as though she’d triggered a bomb.

Several of the attendants pounced on us, and despite how they weren’t trained in fighting, and how they weren’t even very strong, it was overwhelming. We were all so exhausted from our fight against du Sang, and I couldn’t even summon the barest effort of my aura-boosting ability.

What then ensued was a slow, ragged brawl. Nothing sophisticated, just landing punches and kicks and the occasional backhanded slap. I might have found it pitiful, how easily we beat these tired, blood-drained wretches who’d been duped by such a cruel conman, but I was so exhausted myself that I was just relieved when it was finally over.

A handful of them lay unconscious at our feet, but most of them had just backed off after realizing there was no way they could win.

“You hurt our master,” one man hissed as he slunk away from us. “You will pay!”

“Your master was a cruel, murdering bastard who would’ve sacrificed you in a heartbeat to further his own ends,” I said flatly. “Don’t waste your grief and anger on someone who wouldn’t spend theirs on you.”

The man opened his mouth to retort but then stopped.

I didn’t say anything else, just turned back to face the others who were helping Kegan and Artemis heft the chest off the ground again. Then the six of us lumbered out of the ballroom, into the manor’s entrance hall, and out into the cool air of the August night.

And, to my surprise, Lorelei Eydis was standing there leaning against her sleek black car.

“What are you doing here?” I asked the siren woman.

“You look awful,” she declared in lieu of a greeting. “I suspected you would all need a ride. Liara Astarte and Altair Sarin dropped by to check in on Madam Malachi, and they mentioned you. The only question was whether I should bring the car or the hearse.”

“I hope that was your attempt at a joke,” I said.

Lorelei Eydis just raised one perfectly-shaped eyebrow and didn’t give me the slightest indication as to whether I was right or wrong.

She then nodded to the chest Artemis and Kegan were carrying.

“I recognize that,” she said. “Well done. Madam Malachi will be pleased.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said. “Because we have some questions for her that need answering.”

Lorelei cocked her head, which was the only clue she had opinions about us wanting to question her employer, but she said nothing and only pulled open the door of the car. I helped Artemis and Kegan load in the chest, and the six of us piled in behind it. Then Lorelei herself climbed in and rapped her knuckles on the partition to signal to the driver to move off.

It was a short drive back to Celeste Malachi’s home, but even that was enough to make me realize just how insane this night had been. In a matter of hours, our fine clothing had been covered in blood, dust, sweat, and scratches, we’d run ourselves ragged both physically and magically, and had witnessed the deaths of multiple people, as well as actively causing several of them ourselves.

Suffice it to say, when our group finally sat down on the pair of plush couches in the Malachis’ sitting room, it took a significant amount of effort for me to not doze off.

But we had questions, and if we were ever going to get answers, we needed to do it now. Before Celeste had a chance to avoid them and while we still had some leverage in the form of her ‘stolen property,’ which was sitting in front of my feet.

Not too long after we sat down, Celeste and Rafael entered. It was clear they thought everything was just fine, if not great. Celeste practically glided across the floor in an elegant gold gown that emphasized her toffee-colored eyes, and she settled herself gracefully into the plush chair.

“I see the six of you were successful,” she said as she nodded to the chest. “May I extend my deepest gratitude, and warmest thanks.”

“That’s very kind of you, ma’am,” I said.

“I heard some… unsettling things from Liara and Altair,” the vampire woman continued with a slight frown. “But judging from the state of your clothes, I suspect an impromptu duel with a fledgling vampire wasn’t the end of your troubles tonight.”

“Benjamin du Sang is dead,” I said flatly, because I was too tired to be bothered with polite pussyfooting. “We killed him. He was a high-ranking member of Phoenix, and he was planning to use your property to make himself immortal.”

Celeste’s eyes widened as she turned to Rafael, whose mouth had dropped open, and the pair of them stared at one another before looking back at me.

“He… what?” she asked, and she looked genuinely stunned. It was a peculiar expression on her, and I suspected she wasn’t easily surprised. “I knew he was greedy and egotistical, but I never thought he…”

“We have notes,” Asami chimed in. “Detailed notes. And they bear obvious similarities to papers we recovered from Fabricius Wright’s laboratory outside the city. He was definitely in league with Phoenix, practically its leader.”

“Well, I suppose I’m relieved you managed to neutralize that threat,” Celeste told us. “And very efficiently, too. Commendable.”

“I… wouldn’t be too generous just yet, ma’am,” I said as politely as I could manage. “Because we’re not quite finished yet.”

Celeste stared at me for a long, silent moment.

“Oh?” she asked, and her voice was just a shade less warm than a moment ago. “And why’s that?”

“We know what’s in that chest,” I said as I nodded to the box between us and the vampire couple.

There was the tiniest reaction in Celeste’s expression. It tightened, just a fraction, and her posture stiffened ever so slightly.

“You said we’d know your property when we saw it,” I continued. “We saw it, we knew it.”

I was trying hard to be polite, because I really didn’t want to believe such an awful thing about this woman who seemed so nice, but the fact was, none of our group knew her or Rafael or Lorelei nearly well enough to make a proper judgment. I was tired and covered in dirt and blood, and I just wanted to know if we had an ally or an enemy in Madam Malachi.

“I… see…” Celeste said slowly. Then she leaned back in her seat and pursed her lips. “And… what do you have to say?”

Her tone was laced, not with warning, as I’d anticipated, but something that sounded bizarrely close to sadness. Even a tinge of fear.

I looked at the vampire woman and wondered why, and how, she would be upset by us uncovering her secret. It wasn’t as though we were friends. She’d hired us to do a job, and we’d done it. She stood to lose nothing. Lorelei could probably compel us to stay still while Celeste and Rafael drained us dry.

But, somehow, I suspected this wasn’t what was happening here. Maybe it was my exhaustion, but I genuinely didn’t feel like I was in danger.

It was, I realized, strangely similar to what Carmen had described when she’d been sensing the magic of the chest and its contents. Something friendly, and strangely familiar.

I glanced over at Carmen, who was staring unabashedly at Celeste with wide eyes, and I knew I’d come to the same conclusion as her.

“Ah,” Celeste said as she looked between Carmen, myself, and Kylah. “Half of you have got it already.

“Oh, my god,” I muttered, and I shuddered with some combination of fear, shock, and pure, biblical awe as the realization dawned in full. “You… you’re…”

“Yes,” Celeste said with a graceful nod. “I am.”

She was an angel.


Chapter 17

“B-But,” Carmen spluttered. “But you… Asami and Kylah said angels weren’t fully real! You’re myths! Blown out of proportion!”

“Oh, we are,” Celeste assured my sister in a calm tone. “I’m sure you are all well aware by now of just how superstitious the magical world is. Much like every other magical creature, the popular human depiction of angels is… skewed. I am no messenger of god, I have no connection to some divine power-- if such a power even exists.”

“But…” I trailed off as I realized I had no idea how to phrase my confusion, and I looked around at the others.

Artemis had her lips pressed tightly together in an apparent effort to hide her shock. Kylah and Kegan had identical expressions of awe, and Asami was almost vibrating with excitement and fascination.

“The supernatural world is moved by romanticism, by superstition,” Celeste went on. “And it is true, my kind are quite powerful, as well as rare. Living openly has always been a… risky option. Even a single feather from an angel’s wing is said to bring great power to those who know how to use it.”

“You’re hiding,” Asami muttered. “Angels are ageless, so you could pass for a vampire, as long as you didn’t go out in the sun and… oh.”

Her voice was so small, and soft, and sad, it made something well up inside my chest, and I reached out to take the researcher’s hand in my own.

“Yes,” Celeste admitted in a forlorn voice. “Provided I removed my wings. Rafael.”

She reached out to her husband, who offered a hand at once, and she clutched it tightly between both of her own.

“He has done more than any other to protect my secret,” she said. “To safeguard me from those who would use me to further their own power. He was the one who… performed the removal. This had the added effect of significantly reducing my powers, which helped me to better pass as a vampire-- as did being married to one. Until this moment, the only people in on the secret were him and my dear Lorelei… And now the six of you.”

“We’ll be quiet,” Carmen said at once. “We won’t tell a soul, I swear on my life. On my brother’s life.”

I thought for a moment she might be worried about Rafael harming us, but one look at her face proved me wrong. There was true awe in her expression, a kind of wonder I hadn’t seen in years.

“Me, too,” Kylah said readily. “I’ve never encountered a being of light magic like you, but… I like to think I know people. I trust you. And you can trust me. All of us.”

“I hope so,” Celeste sighed. “Because truly, I have no desire to harm you. Though you understand why, in the past…”

“We saw what du Sang had been planning,” I said. “I don’t necessarily agree with what you both did in the past, but… I get it. That kind of power attracts the worst kind of people. Entitled. Power-hungry. Cruel. We’ll keep your secret-- if you promise to help us against Phoenix.”

“You have my word,” the angel woman told us fervently. “I’ve seen the destruction they’ve wrought, and I am in part responsible, for not doing more to stop them in the past. I had my suspicions of du Sang but did nothing, for fear of attracting too much attention to myself. No more. You can count me as your ally, Team Rivera. I am glad to count you as mine.”

“Likewise,” I said with a smile, and I was relieved to have that matter settled.

I didn’t much fancy our group’s chances against an angel at the best of times, but certainly not exhausted, unarmed, and wearing impractical masquerade outfits.

“Could you… reattach your wings?” Kylah then asked, and she was looking curiously between Celeste and the chest.

“I could,” the angel admitted. “But I do not wish to. Phoenix was part of why I decided to go into hiding, to become Madam Malachi instead of Celeste Dianne. But I can do good as a vampire. My age has allowed me to amass funds, put money to good use, and assuming a vampire identity permits me safer movement within the magical community. Like faeries, angels are not human and never have been. Our immortality is closer to what you would call ‘perfect.’ I knew Cleopatra, in my younger days. She was a good friend of mine.”

“You took over Pandemonium from Amaryllis nic Sage,” Kegan noted in a quiet tone. “Thank you, for that.”

“You are most welcome.” Celeste smiled graciously. “Now, as to the matter of your payment. I believe I promised you fifty thousand, yes?”

“Uh, you didn’t mention a specific number,” I admitted. “But that’s certainly a nice one.”

“Good,” she said as her smile widened. “Let’s make it one hundred. As a show of appreciation for your discretion, now and in the future.”

Carmen made a choking noise, and I couldn’t help but agree. A hundred grand in a single night? This was our biggest payday yet.

“Are… are you sure?” Kylah asked, and her eyes were wide with shock.

“Quite,” Celeste said firmly. “I value my allies highly, and prudence even more so. I dread to think what du Sang might have attempted if he’d realized the contents of this chest were not simply a grisly trophy.”

I understood what she meant, not just about du Sang, but prudence. This money was as much a reward as it was an incentive to keep our silence. But for that kind of money, and with an ally as politically and magically powerful as Celeste Malachi, there was never any question about us keeping our mouths shut.

“He planned to make himself perfectly immortal, do you know if that’s possible?” Asami asked as she leaned forward with a scholar’s eagerness. “We didn’t even think chimeras could exist until a few months ago-- not for very long, at least. But Fabricius Wright seems to have, well, if not perfected stabilization, made good progress on it.”

“I honestly have no idea,” Celeste admitted. “But I am a creature of magic, pure magic. Unlike du Sang-- and yourselves-- I have no humanity a chimera might need in order to successfully graft. That being said, du Sang clearly thought it would work. And I don’t wish to find out if he’d been successful. You say he wanted to be immortal, to be king of the supernatural world, and while I concede this is definitely part of Phoenix’s goals, I believe it goes further.”

“What?” My eyes widened. “You know something about Phoenix?”

“Vampires are fond of rumors,” Celeste said. “When you have known your peers for centuries, the lurid and extreme become mere tales of fancy, something to laugh over. It is easy for an ageless creature to think themselves superior to humans, easy for them to forget they were human once.”

I remembered pondering that very dilemma at the masquerade. I’d wondered how Celeste and Rafael, how Liara and Altair, seemed so much more human than so many other vampires. I guess I had my answer now, for Celeste at least. She wasn’t a vampire. But chalking it up to some vaguely-defined, inherent quality of ‘pureness’ didn’t seem right. It was too simplistic, too black-and-white.

I found I could only once again come to the conclusion I’d reached before: love. Sharing eternity with someone who loved you.

“So, what have the vampires of Los Angeles whispered in your ear, when Phoenix is mentioned?” Kylah asked.

Having learned Celeste’s reasons for hiding as a vampire, I realized just how right she’d been. The magical world was moved by poetry and romance. In the way Kylah spoke now, the way high-ranking officials like Selene Ylva and Renée Beckett addressed their constituents, there was something of regality-- legend and fable. Baked into their words like an accent.

“Phoenix hungers for more than crowns and longevity,” Celeste told us, and her tone was dark and ominous. A shadow had come over her brow, and I could see a hint, just the barest hint, of what it meant to be an angel. A terrifying warrior, filled with awesome power, righteous fury. It seemed even more unnerving with the knowledge that they weren’t warriors of some god, and so weren’t automatically on the side of good. “They seek a kind of power beyond human comprehension. The sort of magic that, by all rights, should burn anyone with a human soul to ashes. The sort that would probably scorch the likes of angels and fae, too. It did, once.”

“What?” Asami asked. “What do you mean?”

“Humans have their stories, and the supernatural world does, too,” Celeste said. “But there are few alive who remember the history. The true account.”

“You’re one of them, though,” Kegan said knowingly. “Aren’t you?”

“Perhaps the only one left,” she admitted with a sad nod. “There was a war. A civil war, within my kind. Angels are powerful creatures, I will admit. And there were those who believed that, for our power, we should rule. Humans believed us to be envoys of God, to be the highest authority there was, so why not give them precisely what they wanted?”

“You said it was a civil war,” I repeated. “So not everyone agreed.”

“No.” The angel woman shook her head. “We did not. We have always been rare, our numbers few, but the battle was terrible all the same. We were kin, and we slaughtered one another in the name of ruling this world and in the name of defending this world. Our numbers were decimated, but ultimately, those who advocated for peace were victorious. The survivors of the other side were branded ‘fallen.’ Those who fell from the grace they had so prided themselves on, who had decided their power entitled them to everything.”

“Then what happened?” Asami asked.

I wasn’t sure how it was possible for her eyes to get any wider and more fascinated, but somehow she kept managing it.

“We went our separate ways, for the most part,” Celeste said. “It is a terrible thing, to have to contend with the knowledge that you murdered those you once called allies, friends, even lovers. After the civil war, none of us really wanted to look at ourselves, or one another. We splintered from one faction, into two, into a hundred. I haven’t spoken to another one of my kind in centuries.”

“That kind of lust for all-encompassing power sounds familiar, though,” I said. “The fallen, as you called them, do you think their ideology lived on? Through them, or maybe others?”

“I have wondered that, over the past decades,” Celeste confessed. “Phoenix’s goals seem too similar. Reaching for the kind of power that tempted so many of my siblings, seeking to remake the supernatural and human worlds in their own image. Not to mention, du Sang’s desire to use my wings to empower himself. I wonder if one of my siblings left a diary or notes.”

“Who knows, with creatures as ageless as angels, there might be one in Phoenix itself,” I pointed out. “If you remember the war, any other angel probably would, too.”

“I doubt it, but I can’t say for sure,” the angel woman said with a frown. “But at any rate, I’ve seen this kind of desire before. You think too small, when you say du Sang wanted to rule as king. You saw the power he craved, you know what Fabricius Wright’s experiments could give way to. And you saw du Sang’s skill. If the magic behind a stable chimera has been perfected, maybe the magic behind grafting non-human magic onto a part-human has, too. And that would be a creature with unknown power, potentially limitless.”

“He would’ve been like a god,” Kylah remarked while looking uneasy, and I watched as she locked eyes with Celeste and inhaled sharply. “But that’s not what you’re saying. You’re saying he would’ve actually been a god.”

“Or as close to it as is possible,” Celeste confirmed grimly. “We can’t say what a creature who has both human and non-human magic could do, if they could withstand the sort of power that would ordinarily destroy a soul entirely. I’m not being hyperbolic when I say the fallen sought to remake the world. Du Sang did, too. As do all of Phoenix.”

“And they’re amassing the technology to do just that,” Asami said as she clasped her hands in her lap. “Fabricius Wright’s work, Sullivan Scratch’s obsession with daywalking, even Legion’s desecration of Galen’s grave. It’s all been pointing toward immortality, invulnerability, making themselves able to withstand literally absolute power.”

“And we just killed one of their highest-ranking members,” Carmen said. “There’s no way we’re not slap bang in the middle of their radar now. We have targets on our backs.”

“Let them come,” I said firmly. “We were going to stop them sooner or later. We’ve already taken some of their powerful pieces off the board.”

“I don’t know,” Kylah said in a doubtful tone. “Fighting them one by one is a bit different to all at once, don’t you think?”

“We have allies,” I pointed out and gestured to Celeste. “And that’s the most powerful asset we could have. Phoenix’s entire mode of operation has been to exaggerate and worsen splits in the community, to weaken them enough to take it bit by bit.”

“Divided we fall,” Kegan agreed.

“So, united we stand,” I answered. “Or at the very least, we stand a chance of winning.”

“There’s no option other than winning,” Celeste said with a chillingly serious expression. “For us. If I’m right about Phoenix, and based on what the six of you already know, I believe I am, then we cannot afford to lose. The fate of the supernatural and human worlds rests on our victory.”

“We’re already some of the way there,” I said, and maybe it was the exhaustion, but a strange sort of confidence was rising in my chest. “If we can take out their other leaders, we’ll topple the power hierarchy, and the supernatural world as a whole can move to defeat the rest of Phoenix before someone takes advantage of the power vacuum.”

“That’s a big ‘if’ though, Pip,” my sister said as she frowned at me. “We don’t even fully know what’s going on inside Arizona. It’s been a dark zone for months-- longer.”

“Then we take the fight to them,” I said, and I reached over to take her hand in mine. She gripped my fingers hard, and for a second, the world shrank to just us, brother and sister, twins in a fairytale, walking through the dark woods together. “It had to happen eventually. We said right when we started this whole thing, when we first became freelancers, that we would take Phoenix down. We’ve been fucking up their operations for months, this was bound to happen eventually.”

“Be that as it may, it won’t happen just yet,” Celeste said in an almost maternal tone, with all the gentle sternness that word entailed. “The six of you are practically asleep on your feet. Whatever grand ideas you’re dreaming up in your head, Leo Rivera, can wait until morning.”

“I’m with Celeste,” Carmen admitted, and she squeezed my hand apologetically before letting go. “I’m fuckin’ wiped, man.”

“Seconded,” Kylah confessed, and the others murmured assent.

I could hardly argue with them, because I was pretty damn exhausted, too. I wanted to continue, to carry on with the progress we were making, but it was becoming difficult to keep my eyes open at this point.

“News of du Sang’s death won’t yet have made it to his associates in Phoenix,” Celeste advised us. “And, from what you told me of his plan, he intended to betray them and take all the power for himself, so they won’t know to expect anything, either. This may be your last chance at a proper, safe night’s rest for a good while. Take advantage of it.”

I had to admit, hearing it phrased like that, the angel woman had a point. This wasn’t like Fabricius giving a progress report on his latest experiment. Du Sang’s allies-- or perhaps ‘coworkers’ was a more accurate term-- wouldn’t have been expecting any kind of update from him.

We couldn’t expect that to last, of course. Sooner or later, and probably sooner, news of du Sang’s death, as well as his plan, would reach Phoenix. And I honestly had no idea what their next move would be.

“She has a point, Leo,” Artemis said as she rose to her feet, and the gold and black pattern of her dress shimmered in the light of the fire. “I need sleep, so I can only imagine how drained the rest of you are.”

“Very,” my sister groaned as she leaned her head against Kegan’s shoulder with her eyes closed. “Very drained.”

“Go rest, then,” Celeste advised kindly. “Lorelei will take you home. Tomorrow will dawn a new day, and you can begin to plan whatever it is that ‘Team Rivera’ will do when battling such threats.”

“I don’t think we’ve ever been up against a threat quite as huge as this, ma’am, but thank you,” I said as I got to my own feet.

For some reason, I felt the urge to bow, so I did, shallowly, and when I straightened, something amused and perhaps slightly touched sparkled in her toffee-brown eyes.

“If I could ask one more thing, though, before I go?” I added.

“One,” she agreed graciously. “Then rest. What is it?”

“You gave up your wings,” I said. “I get that. You wanted to hide. You gave up the power, too, and I get that. It can be a burden. But how could you give up the sun? You’re a being of light magic, that’s how Kylah sensed your wings in du Sang’s manor. Doesn’t the sun… I don’t know… call to you?”

Celeste’s smile grew from polite and small to something that beamed, as radiant as any sun, and somehow I felt this was part of her answer.

“I bear the absence of the sun the way any vampire does.” She reached up to touch Rafael’s hand as it rested on her shoulder, and she pulled it away and cupped it between both of her own, even as she kept her gaze locked on me. “I find something else in which to bask.”

And there it was again, the same answer it had always been.

Love.

Lorelei half-escorted, half-dragged us out to the car. There was still no indication of dawn on the horizon, and none of us spoke on the journey home. None of us spoke when we climbed out other than to mutter thanks to Lorelei. None of us spoke as Carmen unlocked the front door to the duplex, and we staggered into the townhouse. My sister mumbled a vague good night as she and Kegan headed to their room on the ground level, and then Kylah, Asami, and Artemis all trudged up to the mezzanine level to their own rooms.

I managed to find the energy to raise my arm and catch Artemis’ wrist before she went off to her room, and we silently stood on the mezzanine between the doors, for a moment.

“Yes?” she finally asked, and she gently twisted her wrist in my grasp.

I wasn’t gripping hard, and my fingers moved easily so I was now holding her hand instead.

“Tonight was difficult,” I said. “For all of us, but… I wanted to make sure you’re okay. After… well. Everything.”

“It was a lot,” the werewolf woman admitted. Then she frowned a little, more thoughtful than sad, and looked away.

Standing there, highlighted in the last of the moonlight, still in that gold and black dress, she looked like an Egyptian goddess. Her skin was as dark and smooth as lacquered ebony, and her amber eyes shone out brightly in contrast when she met my gaze again.

“I’ll deal with it,” she said. “We all will. Du Sang was an asshole, but he’s dead, and Phoenix is coming after all of us. The entire supernatural world, in fact. But I know I won’t go down without a fight, at the very least.”

“I never expected anything less from you.” I smiled.

I felt her tug on my hand then. Almost imperceptibly. Maybe she didn’t even realize she was doing it, but I understood her invitation. I glanced back at the master bedroom, and through the doorway, I could see Asami and Kylah had already undressed and climbed into bed. My heart swelled at the sight of them, two of the people I loved most in the world.

Then I turned back to Artemis. I loved her just as much, just as fiercely. I knew tonight had been harder on her than most of the rest of us. She’d been the one forced to fight Peter, the one du Sang had hated most viciously.

Tonight had been hard and ugly. I remembered Peter’s face, and Nathan’s, and James Scarborough’s. I thought of all the people du Sang had harmed, human and vampire alike, servants and supposed friends. My body was exhausted, and my mind was mush, but it clung to me like tar. Even with the revelation of Celeste’s identity, with the renewed hope of our crusade against Phoenix, I knew the task ahead would be bloody, difficult, and wretched. Even with our assembly of allies-- Ralph, Conleth, Selene, Renée, Jamison, Liara, Altair, Celeste, Rafael, and maybe even Cassia and Larkspur-- it was daunting.

“You sure?” I asked in reference to her silent invitation.

“I think we both need something else to think about,” the werewolf woman admitted to me, and I couldn’t help but agree.

As she pulled me into her room, I let the thoughts and the worries and the trials in our future melt away. I kissed every inch of her smooth, warm skin as I slid the dress off her, and I tasted her lips and the hollow of her throat. She ran her hands over my arms, shoulders, and back as I slipped one hand between us, and I teased her until she was dripping and shuddering and begging me with quiet, desperate words. Then I slipped inside her and felt how warm and soft she was, how much she wanted me, just as she could feel how much I wanted her.

Our lovemaking was slow, tender, and heady. I leaned my forehead against hers and pinned her hand to the mattress with our fingers interlocked, and our breath mingled as it slowly, luxuriously built around us. We fell apart together while gasping into one another’s mouths, and our lips met in messy, sated kisses as I laid there a minute longer, still inside her.

At last, I slipped out of her, and we laid side by side while gazing through the angled panel of glass at the end of her room, a window through which she liked to stargaze. Dawn had almost broken now, and the moon was fading from view while the stars began winking out. A new day was about to begin, but I could feel my eyelids heavy with sleep, and I knew that whatever awaited us in our future, I was safe right now and right here. We all were. The woman at my side, the two in another room across the hall. My sister and my best friend just a flight of stairs away. My family. My heart.

Right now, we were safe. As if a guardian angel was watching over us all.

So for now, at least, I could sleep peacefully.

And I did.

End of Book 6


Cast of Characters from Book 6:

Celeste Malachi-Dianne: Angel. Dark-brown hair, toffee-brown eyes, copper skin. She hides her true nature and is a high-ranking member of the pseudo-noble hierarchy of vampire society, as well as the new owner of the Pandemonium club. She holds herself with a regal, graceful countenance and prides herself on being approachable. Rafael’s wife.

Rafael Malachi: Vampire. White-blond hair, yellow-green eyes, pale skin. He is less well-known outside the vampire community than his wife, Celeste, as she is the face of their philanthropic affairs, but is similarly high-status within the California Vampire Clan. He is devotedly, ruthlessly loyal to his wife and would do anything to protect her.

Lorelei Eydis: Siren. Black hair, turquoise eyes, bronze skin (glamoured). All-black eyes, blueish-green skin (unglamoured). She is Celeste Malachi’s right hand and most loyal attendant, managing all of her personal affairs with crisp professionalism. She sometimes comes off as cold and uncaring, but underneath her stern exterior, she has fierce loyalties and a strong moral compass.

Altair Sarin: Vampire. White/silvery curly hair, red eyes, chalk-white skin. Husband to Liara. He meets Team Rivera at du Sang’s party, and despite being part of the ‘upper crust’ of vampiric society, Leo quickly discerns that Altair doesn’t seem to enjoy du Sang’s idea of ‘entertainment.’

Liara Astarte: Vampire. Snow-white hair, purple eyes, pale skin but in a more human hue. Wife to Altair. Both she and her husband seem kinder and more human than most other vampires Team Rivera have met, and they might be helpful allies in the future.

Benjamin du Sang: Vampire. The head of the California Vampire Clan, a very rich and very influential vampire. He was the first point of contact for any legal issues within the Clan, and even though he wasn’t much liked by all of his constituents, he was respected. He was fairly old for a vampire and an accomplished scholar of magic. The wider magical community perceived him as a little stuck-up, but broadly magnanimous, before Team Rivera took him out.
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