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CHAPTER 1
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“Do you think there’s a magical high school?” Maisy asked as she filled her plate with pasta.

I quirked an eyebrow at my youngest. “Why are you asking? Do you think we will move you if there is? Because you’re not getting out of that World History project. Sorry to say, little miss.”

Maisy stuck her tongue out at me. “I was actually hoping there was a place where we could learn more magic that you and Aunt Kaiya are capable of teaching us.”

My eyes narrowed as irritation flashed through me. “What exactly are you saying?”

Arjun patted my arm. “Don’t get offended, Firebird. She’s saying you suck at magic and Kaiya isn’t much better.”

As irrational as it was, I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin in defiance. I refused to acknowledge that they were right. “I’ll have you know that I set up and warded our vault all by myself. I even managed to put up ones around our property that will keep future supernaturals from attacking us again. What have you two managed?”

Amelie’s head snapped back as if I’d slapped her. “We haven’t been taught anything except that intent is the key to magic and we have to keep it private. But Mom, we aren’t saying you aren’t capable. You just haven’t been taught.”

That only made me madder on behalf of my best friend. “But Kaiya has been taught. She grew up being magical. She is a great witch if you will give her a chance, she can teach you a lot of stuff. It’s been a crazy few weeks. And our focus is on other things right now.” I took a deep breath and set aside my hurt feelings. Their words had hit a sore spot for me. I was highly competitive and liked to be the best at everything I did.

Reaching for each of my girls, I clasped one of their hands. “How about this? I’ll ask Kaiya to set aside some time to go through basics of witchcraft. And we can go to Whisperwind Bazaar and buy all the stuff Kaiya said we should have on hand.”

Maisy sat up straighter at that. “You mean it? Maybe we could meet some kids with magic our age while we are there.”

Amelie nodded in agreement as she turned to face her sister. “They could help us learn too. It would be nice since it’s weird hanging out with Becca now.” My heart clenched when I heard my daughter say that. As I’d known, this had screwed with her entire life. They were walking around with this major secret and had to keep their emotions in check while not letting it spill that they could do cool shit like cast spells. I’d have been blabbing to Kaiya in no time when I was their age.

Arjun shot me a smile which I returned. When the girls mentioned practicing with these fictional friends, it reminded me of what Kaiya said about having a sacred place to do our magic. “We also need to start thinking about setting up a Sanctum. Want to help me figure out where that should be?”

Amelie’s face scrunched up. “What’s that?”

A smile spread over my face. “That’s the room where we will practice magic and make potions and stuff. We will store our supplies there, too.”

Arjun flung a hand in the direction of the cabinet above the washer and dryer. “You mean we aren’t going to keep goddess glitter around the house so it can accidentally get dumped in with our wash? That’d be nice. I can imagine you burning down the house if you’re covered in the stuff.”

I chuckled at his description. “You might have a point, but we needed to put it somewhere.”

Maisy’s head swiveled around and tilted back. “Where can we put it? There’s not a free room and I don’t want to share with Amelie.”

Amelie snarled at her sister. “We could always take over Theo’s room. He’s not using it.”

I gaped at my daughter. “You want us to turn your brother’s room into our Sanctum while he’s away at college? He’s going to come home for break and need it.”

“As the only man in the house, I need Theo to come back, so you can’t have his room. What about using some of that money from Artemis to have an addition built out by the shed?” Arjun suggested as he stuffed another bite in his mouth.

I tilted my head to the side and looked at my husband. “You’re brilliant sometimes. We need a place for Brylan to live when it gets cold too. We can have one side for him and the other for us.”

Maisy lifted in her chair and craned her neck to look out the back doors. “Where is Brylan, anyway? He’s been gone since I woke up.”

My head swiveled as I felt the presence of my Pegasus prowling around near the river’s edge. “He’s out there wandering around. I’ve spelled him to make him invisible which is why you can’t see him.”

Amelie rolled her eyes. “That’s overkill, Mom. Brylan has his own magic, you know. He’s got to know who to hide from and who not to. Or else his kind would have been hunted to extinction centuries ago like we have with so many other creatures on the planet.”

"I can’t help being overprotective. You two know that. It’s a mother’s job. Just wait until you have kids,” I warned them, making them roll their eyes again. Arjun and I laughed as the conversation moved to school and some missing assignments Maisy had.

As usual, Maisy evaded responsibility for her missing homework and her sister came in to rescue her by telling us about having to do chemistry experiments in class. The evening sun cast a warm, golden glow through the windows as laughter and the clinking of utensils filled the air. This was my favorite part of the day when I was off. Sharing stories from our day.

Arjun's smile was infectious, his eyes sparkling as he recounted his latest work escapades. Maisy and Amelie were immediately entranced. They loved hearing their father talk about his day because he always hammed it for them. He started doing that as a way to compete with what my days were like. He stayed home while I was out running into burning buildings and saving lives.

“So, there I was,” Arjun began, his tone dramatically exaggerated, “sitting in front of my computer, coding away so we meet the deadline for this new program. You know, the one they expect will change the course of technology itself.”

Maisy and Amelie exchanged mischievous glances, their eyes dancing with suppressed giggles. I shot them a knowing look, a silent invitation for them to let their playful spirits run wild.

“Go on, Dad,” Amelie urged with a wave of her hand.

Arjun leaned in, his expression a mix of mock seriousness and theatrical flair. “And then, just as I was about to enter the final line of code Emi, who had been plotting behind my back for days, decided to stage her coup. You know she has perfect timing to destroy everything.” Our dog lifted her head from her bed and sniffed in Arjun’s direction when she heard her name.

Maisy burst into a fit of laughter, her joyous giggles filling the room like musical notes. “Daddy, you’re giving Emi too much credit. Besides, dogs can't stage coups outside of Hollywood.”

Arjun wagged a finger at her, his eyes dancing. “Oh, but our little princess had a plan. She stealthily walked across the keyboard, typing out a string of characters that looked like an alien language. And then, to top it all off, she hit the 'Enter' key, sealing her digital takeover!”

Amelie clapped her hands, a gleeful grin spreading across her face. “And what did you do?”

“I did what any heroic coder would do,” Arjun declared as he lifted his arms one at a time and flexed his muscles as if they’d saved the day and not his brilliant mind. “I unplugged the keyboard. And Emi, foiled in her attempt at world domination, sauntered off with a smug look on her face. She’d done what she set out to do after all it seemed.”

Laughter bubbled up from within me, a symphony of joy that echoed through the room. The sight of my husband, spinning his comical yarn while our daughters soaked up every word, filled my heart with a profound sense of contentment and took me back to the days before our fated trip to Belize.

Maisy leaned forward, her eyes shining with mirth. “So, Dad, are you telling us that the fate of the technological world rests on the shoulders of a canine mastermind?”

Arjun winked at her, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “You'd be surprised what dogs are capable of, my dear. They're the real puppet masters behind the scenes.”

Amelie clutched her stomach, her laughter filling the room like a joyful melody. “Well, I, for one, welcome our new dog overlords! We’d be overloaded with cuteness all day long.”

We all erupted into laughter, the table vibrating with shared merriment. In that moment, surrounded by the people I loved most in the world, I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude. It was the simple moments, the playful exchanges and shared laughter, that wove the tapestry of our family's bonds.

As the golden sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm embrace over our dinner table, I cherished the memory of that evening – a memory filled with love, laughter, and the magic of ordinary moments that held the power to light up our lives. I just wished I knew how fleeting the moment would be.

As I gathered the empty plates and prepared to clean up, a subtle change began to ripple through the room. At first, it was almost imperceptible and I had no idea where it was coming from. When I looked over at Arjun, I noticed a twitch of his fingers and a glint in his eyes. My heart skipped a beat and a feeling of unease settled in the pit of my stomach. I turned to him fully with concern etching my features. He caught my eye and offered a reassuring smile, dismissing my worry with a casual wave.

But within moments, the atmosphere shifted. Arjun's gaze locked onto mine, his expression contorting with a strange mixture of confusion and intensity. It was as if a veil had fallen over his familiar features, revealing a primal, untamed instinct beneath. My breath caught in my throat as I saw his muscles tense, his fingers curling into claws.

"Arjun?" I whispered. My voice barely audible over the growing chaos.

Before I could react, he lunged forward, his movements swift and almost animalistic. Amelie and Maisy jumped out of their chairs and stood together frozen in terror. The dinner table crashed to the ground as I scrambled back, grabbing my daughters and pulling them behind me.

“Mom!” Maisy cried out. She watched her father with eyes widened from fear. She had gone pale while Amelie clung to me, her small frame trembling.

“Go to the bathroom!” I shouted, my heart pounding. I shoved them in that direction, making sure they went.

Staying right behind them, my footsteps were solid despite the urgency dumping adrenaline into my system. The girls and I fled, my heart racing the entire time as I pushed the bathroom door closed and locked it. I could hear Arjun's footsteps growing louder, his breathing was ragged and feral. The sound of his shifting, bones cracking and fur rustling, sent shivers down my spine.

“It’s not Dad’s fault,” Amelie whispered.

I nodded in agreement and held my daughters close, my mind racing for a solution. We were trapped, cornered by the very person we loved. None of us thought to grab our cell phones before we took off. Panic surged within me, threatening to engulf my thoughts. I desperately scanned the small room, searching for a way out. Unfortunately, the window was too small and the walls too solid. That last part was going to be a benefit for me one day.

Outside the bathroom door, the once familiar voice of my husband had morphed into a guttural growl. My heart ached, torn between the man I loved and the wild force that now held him captive. His condition was all my fault and now my girls were in danger because of what the goddess had turned us into.

I sat there vacillating between pissed at Artemis and worried for Arjun. I prayed and begged whoever was listening to send help. Minutes felt like hours as we huddled in that bathroom. The sounds of the shifting creature outside a haunting reminder of our vulnerability. With each passing moment, hope seemed to slip away, replaced by a gnawing dread.

I strained to hear any hint of change from the other side of the door while continuing to try and figure out a plan. I wished desperately for a way to call for help, to summon someone who understood this new reality, this primal transformation that had taken hold of Arjun. Having a direct mind to mind connection with the alpha of the local shifter pack would have come in handy right about then.

But as the moments stretched on, all I could do was hold my daughters close, offering silent reassurances in the face of the unknown. Our world had shifted in an instant, and we were still navigating the storm. “Mom, is Dad going to be okay?” Amelie asked.

I nodded. “He’s not in control right now. I know it’s scary, but we will get him help so he learns how to manage when this happens to him. We have to keep on loving him. That is how we can help him best right now.” I truly believed that our love and strength as a family would eventually help Arjun shield against the tempest that raged inside him.

Maisy and Amelie screamed as the sounds of splintering wood and Arjun's moans of pain seemed to reverberate through the air. They were a haunting symphony of anguish that gripped my heart like a vice. Beside me, Maisy and Amelie huddled close, their faces contorted with fear. Tears streamed down their cheeks.

“It's okay,” I whispered, my voice quivering with an attempt at reassurance. “Dad's going to be okay. We're safe in here.” I hoped. My mind started trying to think of a spell I could cast. But my mind seemed to be blank.

But the cries of my daughters mirrored the chaos that raged outside the bathroom door, their sobs growing louder as the sounds of breaking bones and guttural growls intensified. I held them tighter, my own heartache masked by a façade of strength.

Amidst their tears, I sent up another silent prayer to the universe to bring Isaiah to me. He was our connection to the pack lands, the one who might have an inkling of what to do in this situation.

With the full moon looming, I hoped beyond hope that Isaiah would think to check up on Arjun. This transformation wasn't expected to happen so soon, though. We hadn't prepared for it to strike the moment twilight embraced the horizon the day before. Arjun had been planning to head to the pack lands later tonight, where he would have others to help him without fear of exposing his newfound abilities.

A jarring crash against the bathroom door shattered my thoughts, and panic surged within me. The wolf, now fully consumed by its instincts, was relentless. The door splintered, the wood creaking and cracking under the immense force. I held my daughters even closer. My heart raced as the realization of our vulnerability crashed over me like a tidal wave. Running in there had been a huge mistake.

But then, as suddenly as the attack had begun, the wolf's focus shifted. The relentless assault on the door abruptly ceased, replaced by the sound of scrabbling nails against the hardwood floor. Confusion mingled with my fear and a million questions racing through my mind. Why had the wolf changed its course?

With trembling hands, I yanked the bathroom door open, my heart pounding as my gaze swept over the scene before me. Maisy and Amelie stared up at me, their eyes wide and questioning.

“Why are you so panicked, Mom?” Amelie asked, her voice quivering with a mix of worry and confusion. “You weren't scared a moment ago.”

I locked eyes with them, my voice laced with urgency. “Brylan.”

Confusion clouded their expressions for a split second, and then realization dawned in their eyes. Brylan, my Pegasus, was out there, somewhere in the grip of the wolf's instincts. If he was no longer pursuing us, it meant...

“He's after Brylan,” I muttered, my heart sinking as I turned back to the chaos outside the door. In that moment, my own fear took a backseat to the dread that clawed at my chest. If Brylan was now the wolf's target, then we were his only defense.

My heart raced like a drumbeat, each thump echoing in my chest, as I burst through the back door and into the yard. Images of devastation flashed through my mind – the beautiful Pegasus we hadn't yet built a proper home for, lying broken and lifeless in our backyard. The scene I had seen in my mind was a nightmare incarnate.

Perhaps he couldn’t see Brylan through my spell. He could smell him though. I hoped the wolf would be confused with Brylan’s scent everywhere since he had been spending the past day in our yard while we debated how to house him.

My heart dropped to my toes and my stomach revolted, sending bile surging up my throat. Brylan was engaged in a fierce struggle with my own husband, Arjun. The very sight of their clash shattered my world into fragments of chaos and confusion.

“Brylan! Arjun!” I screamed, my voice raw with desperation. But my words were lost in the tumultuous whirlwind of growls and snarls that filled the air.

Frantic, I raced back into the house, my pulse pounding in my ears. I snatched my cell phone from the kitchen counter, fingers trembling as I dialed the alpha's number. The seconds stretched into an eternity as I listened to the phone ring on the other end.

“Hello?” The alpha's voice crackled through the line, surprise lacing his tone.

“Isaiah,” I blurted, my voice breaking. “Arjun... he shifted early. He's fighting Brylan. What... what do I do?”

There was a brief pause, and then the alpha's voice emerged, calm and steady. “Nylah, you must never come between a werewolf and his prey. It's a primal instinct, an uncontrollable force. Lock yourself and the kids inside the house. Stay away from the fight.”

“But I can't just stand by and watch!” I protested, tears welling in my eyes. “I can't lose either of them!”

“Nylah, for the safety of everyone involved, you must stay inside,” the alpha's tone was firm, leaving no room for negotiation. “I will come there as swiftly as I can. Trust me, I'll do everything in my power to ensure their safety.”

With a heavy heart, I hung up the phone, my fingers fumbling as I locked the door behind me. My daughters’ faces were etched with a mixture of worry and confusion. They stood by the French doors with their eyes fixed on the unfolding spectacle in the yard.

The clash between Arjun and Brylan was a whirlwind of fury, their forms intertwining like forces of nature locked in a primal struggle. My heart wrenched with each desperate swipe and fierce growl. I pressed my hand against the glass, my breath hitching as I watched the battle unfold.

And then, as if in slow motion, the Pegasus reared up, its powerful hooves descending with stunning force. The world seemed to hold its breath as the ground quivered beneath the impact.

Arjun, still locked in the throes of his transformed state, was caught beneath the Pegasus' hooves, his form crumpling beneath the force. The world seemed to stand still, the deafening silence echoing in my ears.

Tears streamed down my face as I watched the scene unfold, helpless and terrified. My world had become a nightmare, a surreal vision of chaos and desperation. And as the Pegasus stood triumphant, a wave of anguish washed over me. Was my husband alive? Or dead? The only thing I was sure of was that his fate hung in the balance and our future was as uncertain as the stormy skies above.


CHAPTER 2
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With all the grace of a drunken gazelle, I flew out the backdoor to check on my husband. Meanwhile, my mind was running in circles. Never in my wildest imagination would I have believed our nights would involve Arjun turning into a werewolf and attacking Amelie, Maisy and me. I certainly never dreamed we would be anything but normal human beings. As I ran through our charming suburban home, I couldn’t help but wonder why I wasn’t making a mad dash for survival rather than rushing to check on Arjun.

As I rocketed out of the house, my heart raced like a Formula One car. But instead of a racetrack, I was racing towards my furry, clawed spouse. Arjun, now in his werewolf form, that was quicker than a squirrel on espresso.

“Arjun! Please be okay,” I begged any powers that were listening.

Brylan turned his head my way and his expressive eyes locked on mine. My Pegasus had acted to protect us from Arjun, but it didn’t change the fact that in that moment, I wanted to send Brylan away. He might have killed Arjun in his attempt to protect us. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to Arjun.

I crouched next to my husband, seeing blood matted into the fur of his too-big chest. At least it was rising and falling with his breaths; even if they were too fast, shallow and irregular. My hands were shaking like a leaf as they lifted to check the severity of the injuries. I said a silent prayer that whatever magic made the chain grow with his change, worked now.

Arjun moved then. Faster than lightning, his claws, sharper than a vengeful ex's insults, came at me with the precision of a surgeon. In that split-second decision between fight or flight, I opted for 'flight,' but my legs must have missed the memo because they turned into jelly at the worst possible moment. His claws met my upper torso with a delightful 'slicing through butter' effect.

My mind went on the fritz briefly and I crumpled to the ground, feeling a warmth I'd rather not experience. You know the kind that oozes from a fresh slice in your body. The pain was exquisite, like being stung by a thousand bees on a bad day. Had Arjun’s claws cut through my heart muscle? Or my lungs? The pain hadn’t really hit me yet, but I couldn’t get any oxygen into my system.

As much as I had hoped our daughters, Amelie and Maisy, hadn't witnessed their father inducting their mother into blood sport, that wasn’t to be. Their screams could've shattered glass. It was so impressive I mentally gave them points for commitment. I cringed and prayed they weren’t scarred for life by watching their mom become a human pin cushion.

It felt as if I was losing my marbles entirely when I lay, stunned and bleeding, and I thought, “Who needs Netflix when you've got a front-row seat to your own life-threatening drama?”

And then much like a plot twist in a thriller, a dark shape hurdled over me, tackling Arjun's wolfish form with all the grace of a powerful ninja. It took a second for my eyes to be able to focus on the creature. It turned out, it wasn't the Caped Crusader. It was Isaiah, the pack alpha in his wolf form. He nipped at Arjun and jumped at him with as much unwavering dedication as our next-door neighbor, Harold, used as he chased squirrels away from his bird feeder.

As I watched this bizarre battle unfold, I couldn't help but wonder if Arjun was going to become Isaiah’s dinner. The alpha was pissed and much better at fighting than Arjun. My poor husband spent his life creating computer codes. He could have devised a way to beat the alpha with his keyboard.

My heart shot up into my throat when they got a bit too close to my children. “Whoa, look out, girls!” I couldn't help but exclaim, my voice tinged with a mix of shock and fear.

Amelie clung to me like a lifeline, her wide eyes reflecting the same mixture of awe and fear. “Mom, is that... another wolf?” I wanted to sit up and hug her to me, reassuring her that her dad would be alright.

Maisy, the younger and slightly more fearless of the two, chimed in with a hint of excitement, “It's like a real-life animal show, instead of on the TV!”

“As if that’s what we should be thinking right now.” Amelie rolled her eyes at her sister before focusing back on me. Her concern was palpable as she asked, “Mom, are you alright?”

I managed a reassuring smile through the pain that had surfaced with a vengeance. “I'll be fine, sweetie, don't worry about me. Just keep an eye on your dad and Isaiah.”

I turned my head to watch the showdown of the century, or at least the strangest wrestling match I'd ever witnessed. It became obvious why Isaiah was the undisputed alpha in this suburban jungle. His larger wolf was easily gaining control of Arjun's smaller, less-experienced wolf. It was like watching a seasoned pro teaching a rookie some manners.

Amelie gasped, her fingers digging into my arm. “Mom, is that wolf gonna hurt Daddy?”

I sighed, trying to reassure them despite the chaos unfolding before us. "Don't worry, sweetie. Isaiah is here to help Daddy. They're just having a little wolf chat, that's all.” At least I hoped that was what was happening. The truth was I had no idea what was going to happen. It looked as if Isaiah was playing with his dinner before he pounced. The snarls and growls made the hair on my arms stand on end.

Maisy moved closer to me as she watched the battle unfolding. “Isaiah is the one who is supposed to be helping teach daddy control, right, Mom?”

I chuckled, despite the throbbing pain in my chest. “Yes, honey. But you know your daddy's always been a bit of a wild card. It might take some time.”

Amelie's eyes widened even more, and she turned to me. “Mom, should I call Auntie Kaiya? She’s an experienced witch, maybe she can help!” Her voice was filled with urgency.

I nodded, proud of Amelie's quick thinking. “That's a great idea, sweetie. Call Auntie Kaiya and tell her to bring her wolf-whispering skills. And maybe some dog treats just in case.” My attempt at lightening the mood failed miserably when I sucked in a pained breath.

The pain made black spots dot my vision. On the one hand it was a good thing to miss how close the altercation came to the girls and I. And on the other it was bad because I couldn’t protect my girls. I tried to lift my hands and shove them away from the noises of the fight when I saw Brylan.

The majestic Pegasus, trotted over to me with all the grace of a four-legged ballerina. His presence alone felt like a gentle, magical embrace. Not for the first time, I wished he was my familiar. If he were my personal mystical guide, he could have spoken to me and told me how to get us all out of this bewildering mess in one piece.

Brylan nuzzled me gently. It was as if an electric charge passed between us. I gasped as I felt a rush of magical energy flow through me, tingling like a river of stardust. It was a sensation that I'd never even heard of in legends. And it left me both awestruck and slightly bewildered.

When we made contact, I also felt an incredible connection between the two of us. It was as if our souls had briefly merged, and I marveled at the profoundness of the moment. A sense of unity washed over me, a silent understanding that transcended words. This was almost as good as if he were my familiar.

But the moment of awe was abruptly interrupted by a sharp surge of pain that shot through my body like a lightning bolt. It was a reminder that, despite the magical connection with Brylan, I was still very much flesh and blood.

As I gasped in pain, my firefighter instincts kicked in, and I mentally assessed my injuries. The flesh of my chest was sliced open all the way across and the muscle beneath was cut, too. I was assessing my internal organs when the wave that followed was altogether more unpleasant. Pain surged through me, as though my body had decided to remind me that I was very much mortal. I cried out, a mix of surprise and discomfort escaping my lips before I could stop it.

Brylan snorted softly, as if in sympathy, and his eyes met mine with a depth of understanding that transcended words. It was as if he was saying, “I know, it's a lot, but you've got this.”

With a wry smile, I muttered, “Guess I'm not cut out for this horse-whispering business.”

Amelie had her phone in her hand as she moved back to my side. She met my gaze as she muttered, “Auntie Kaiya, you gotta come over, like, now! Bring a healer and some dog treats for Dad and Isaiah. We've got a full-blown werewolf fight!”

I couldn't help but overhear her and chimed in, “And maybe a bottle of ibuprofen and a soothing playlist, too. You know, for the ambiance and pain.”

Just as Amelie was explaining our predicament, Brylan bumped his head against Amelie and Maisy. The Pegasus wasn’t so graceful that time. Something I appreciated because it seemed as if he was trying to get them out of the way when the fighting wolves got a bit too close. The girls looked at the wolves and then me and each grabbed me under one of my arms. They lifted and tried to pull me out of danger. It felt like an avalanche of emotions and sensations.

Pain flared as their small hands pulled my arms, making me gasp. “Easy, girls,” I managed in a strained voice. “Give me a minute. I’m just having a moment with gravity, that's all.”

Amelie and Maisy, wide-eyed and anxious, babbled reassuringly to me as they struggled to move me to safety. “It's okay, Mommy! We've got you!” Amelie said, her voice trembling. My heart lurched when I heard her call me that. She hadn’t called me that in years. It was usually either mama or ma. It highlighted how frightened she was.

“Yeah, Mommy, we're like superheroes, saving the day!” Maisy added, her words slightly jumbled in her worry.

I couldn't help but smile, despite the pain, at their unwavering determination to keep me safe. “You sure are, my little superheroes,” I whispered, grateful for their love and courage in the midst of our magical creature calamity.

A wave of dizziness washed over me and my vision wavered like a faulty TV signal when I tried to get to my feet. I couldn’t even manage to lift my shoulders off the ground. “Okay, Nylah, this is not the time for an impromptu rollercoaster ride,” I muttered to myself as the world continued to spin around me.

Amelie must have heard because she stopped pulling and crouched next to me. “What happened? Are you okay? You're the color of paper.”

“Like you saw a ghost or something,” Maisy added with wide eyes.

I managed a half-smile through the haze. “No ghosts, sweetie, just a little... whoa.”

My head spun faster than a top and my heart started beating erratically. I’d lost too much blood and I had to act fast. “Put pressure on my chest wound, okay? Just like I taught you,” I told my daughters.

Amelie's eyes widened in panic, but she nodded and pressed her hands onto my chest. She was joined by Maisy, who wasn't about to let her big sister tackle the situation alone. Together their palms pressed down on my chest with the force of their love and fear combined. It was like being hugged by two little elephants. The thought made me want to chuckle despite the dire circumstances.

My vision was fading fast, making me lose my sarcasm. “Good job, girls. Keep pressing... Mommy's counting on you,” I told them. I didn’t want them to watch me die, but I couldn’t afford to send them away. They had to help me stay alive until Kaiya showed up with Seraphina.

As they continued to apply pressure, I felt a mix of pride and worry. Pride in their bravery and quick thinking, but worry that I might not make it through this ordeal. No! You are going to make it. Stop thinking like that. The last thing I wanted was to leave them to pick up the mantle I would drop on them by dying. They weren’t ready to become Relic Keepers.

Just when I thought I was going to pass out, in walked Kaiya and Aeira, flanking none other than the healer extraordinaire, Seraphina. I'd have said hello or even raised an eyebrow if I could muster the energy, but for now, my body felt as responsive as a soggy noodle.

Kaiya's brow was furrowed with concern as she approached the three of us. “What in the hell happened?”

“Nylah, are you okay?” Aeira, the Fae we’d become fast friends with after saving her from a fire in her apartment complex, asked.

I managed a weak thumbs-up, or at least I thought I did. It probably looked more like a thumbs-crooked-to-the-side, but they got the idea.

Seraphina was a calming presence in our chaotic world. I didn’t know her very well, but her presence alone made me feel better. I met her gaze as she knelt beside me. Her hands glowed with a soft, soothing light. As she began to heal my wounds, it felt like a gentle wave of warmth washing over me. The pain ebbed away, replaced by an indescribable sense of flesh knitting together. There was a tugging sensation followed by millions of tiny ants crawling throughout my body.

I could feel the girls' small hands still pressing on my chest, their concern and love palpable. It was joined by the same from Kaiya and Aeira. My group of close friends was small, but fantastic. I couldn’t ask for better.

Kaiya leaned in closer to me, her voice a mix of sarcasm and genuine worry. “This is quite the predicament you've found yourself in this time, Nylah. Should I start addressing you as ‘The Mistress of Magical Mayhem’ now?”

I managed a weak laugh, wincing slightly at the strain it put on my healing body. “Please, Kaiya, ‘Mayhem Mistress’ has a much better ring to it.”

As Seraphina continued her work, Amelie and Maisy sighed in relief and lifted their hands. They knew if Kaiya and I were exchanging our typical banter that I was going to be okay.

As the battled waged not far from us, Aeira stood up and took a step toward the wolves. She raised her arms, and a swirling gust of wind enveloped Arjun, forming an invisible barrier that separated him from the alpha wolf, Isaiah. As a Fae, Aeira had control over the elements and was trying to help diffuse the situation. And she was doing it without causing further harm to either wolf.

“Well, it looks like Arjun's stuck in a supernatural time-out now. No more playdates with the big, bad wolf,” I quipped through pained breaths.

Kaiya shook her head and laughed. My brow furrowed when she got up. I was about to ask her what she had planned when I watched her pick up the throw that had dropped to the floor as Arjun had attacked me. She approached Arjun, armed with the blanket and determination.

“Kaiya,” I said on a gasp, “have you lost your mind? Now isn’t the time to offer my furry husband some fashion advice?”

She shot me a knowing look. “I'm not offering advice so much as 'let's keep our inner beast in check.' Arjun can’t continue like this. Someone is liable to get killed.”

As the wind continued to swirl around Arjun, and Kaiya approached cautiously, I marveled at the incredible teamwork of my friends and how they had my back. It was like a scene out of a fantasy novel, but with more sarcasm and less dragons.

With Seraphina's magical touch, my wounds were finally healed enough that I was no longer bleeding and in danger of succumbing to my injuries. I pushed her hands away when she swayed on her feet. There was only so much healers could do for a person. The healing had to happen with time and rest.

“We are so lucky you make house calls, Seraphina,” I quipped as I finally sat up. “Once again, I owe you one.”

Seraphina waved my comment away. “Nonsense. It’s my job to help those in need. I will always come if I am able.”

I thanked her and watched as she disappeared through the house. My daughters reached for me and I let them help me to my feet. My top had a bloody gash right beneath my boobs and the tops of my jeans were soaked, but I was in one piece.

A sudden shift in the energy drew our eyes to the alpha wolf just as he started to change form. I put my hands over my girls’ eyes. “Your father will kill me if I let you look at a naked man. Besides, he’s not like most men, so it’s not a fair representation." He was far bigger all over than a majority of the male population.

Isaiah ignored me and turned to Kaiya. “Kaiya, I'll help him and ensure no one is injured.” His alpha aura, if that’s what it was called, radiated confidence.

Kaiya nodded in agreement. “I’d be happy to leave this to you. Spells and potions are my area of expertise.”

As Isaiah approached Arjun, the night seemed to vibrate with tension. I couldn't help but feel a pang of heartbreak as I watched Arjun, my husband and the father of my children, locked in Isaiah’s arm and unable to move. Isaiah wrapped the chain around his neck and I was relieved to see that it grew with his size. I held my breath once it was in place.

Arjun stopped frothing at the mouth and fighting the air keeping him contained. He was still snarling, but he wasn’t changing back into his human form. The anger radiating off of him was still palpable.

Isaiah whistled and men streamed out of the shadows. They converged on Arjun. I watched with a growing tightness in my chest as the alpha asked Aeira to remove her cage of wind. The men jumped on Arjun when he tried to bolt. My heart was in my throat as I watched Arjun being taken away by the alpha and his wolves. It was for the best, but I didn’t like it.

Tears welled up in my eyes, and I whispered, “Arjun, please be safe. We'll find a way to bring you back.”

Kaiya was always attuned to my emotions and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. “We'll get him back, Nylah. I promise. He’s in the best hands possible right now.”

As the wolves disappeared into the night with Arjun in tow, I couldn't help but wonder what other surprises the night had in store for us. It didn’t feel like it was over. My gaze roamed over our property as we made our way back inside the house. I inclined my head to my Pegasus, trusting him to alert us to any other problems.

The atmosphere hung heavy with uncertainty as I closed the French doors. Aeira turned to me with a concerned expression. “Nylah, you need to find a way to distract yourself from all of this. You are going to obsess over Arjun and kick yourself for not being able to help him.”

I lifted a shoulder. “I can’t help it.”

She cocked her head to the side. “I know which is why I suggest you distract yourself.”

“How?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine anything that would occupy my mind and divert my focus.

“I have been thinking that the magical world could benefit from knowing there is a Relic Keeper out there,” she said almost hesitantly. “Maybe there's something you can do to get the word out without exposing yourself."

I shot her a look and said, “Oh, sure, just casually distract myself from the life-altering magical mess I’m in by giving the Tainted witches a new target.”

Aeira winced and shifted from foot to foot while lifting her hands with her palms out. “That’s not what I meant at all. The magical world would be a safer place if the population knew there was a secure location to send any magical objects they might find. As it is, when OOPs are unearthed, they draw the attention of Tainted witches, placing the entire area at risk.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “You have a point, Aeira. Maybe it's time to use my 'powers' for good. What did you have in mind?”

“How about finding a safe way to spread the word that there's a Relic Keeper in town, without revealing your identity? It might deter others from seeking the Objects of Power and it will make the Tainted witches wary,” Aeira said.

My gut twisted into a knot as we discussed the pros and cons of going public with this information. I couldn't help but look over at my girls. They had to be frightened by the prospect. This affected them as well. Maisy was there, but Amelie was gone. As I wondered if she had gone to bed, she walked into the room carrying a stack of clothing.

I took them gratefully. “Thanks, sweetie. I've had enough of the ‘bloody and battered’ look for one night. What do you guys think?”

Kaiya grabbed a can of soda from the fridge and looked back at me as I asked that. “You should call Phoebe and ask her to act as a go-between,” Kaiya suggested. “She has a hotline already set up for magical emergencies. It wouldn’t be difficult for her to expand the calls accepted to include those about OOPs. There are plenty of people out there who find Objects of Power and don't want the responsibility that comes with them. Phoebe can keep your identity secret while connecting you with those folks.”

I nodded, impressed by Kaiya's support and practical wisdom. “You're right, Kaiya. Phoebe has resources and a way of winning people to her side. She seems to be as big of a target as I would be, but she shuts every one of her would-be attackers down.”

Maisy frowned as she looked at me. “But can she can work her magic in this mess and make sure no one can find you magically? Just knowing there is a Relic Keeper will make bad witches search for you.”

Kaiya placed an arm around Maisy’s shoulders. “Phoebe is the most powerful witch alive. If she says she can help hide you and your mom, then she will. But I know having a place to send items will save lives.”

The girls nodded and kept further comment to themselves. I would have to check in with them later. Our suburban lives had taken a sharp turn into the realm of the supernatural, and there was no turning back. So they knew there was only so much we could do or not, as was the case.

“Spreading the word to discourage potential seekers of the Objects will curtail some chaos. People might think twice if they know there's a Relic Keeper in play,” Kaiya explained. “Didn’t Artemis say that artifacts would call to you? Many will not want to tangle with you while fulfilling your role.” Kaiya followed that with a con, “But it could also attract the wrong kind of attention. We don't want people with nefarious intentions coming after you.”

“On the plus side,” I said. “It might lead us to others who share our cause, those who want to protect the Objects rather than exploit them. We might be able to recover them before they are turned into Dark OOPs.”

Amelie frowned at me. “But Mom, what if it puts you in more danger? I don't want anything bad happening to you.”

We all exchanged looks, each of us aware that whatever path we chose, it wouldn't be without its risks. Our normal lives had taken an unexpected turn and we were navigating uncharted territory now. As much as I fought it at first, this was our calling. The path we were meant to travel down.

I pulled Amelie into a hug. “I don’t want that either. But doing nothing is no longer a choice. Doing the right thing isn’t always easy. And right now, I have to do what’s best for the magical world. You two might not be full-fledged Relic Keepers yet, but you will be. I’d rather have a safe system in place before you join me in keeping OOPs safe and secure.”

Amelie nodded as she leaned her head against my chest. Maisy stepped into my other side and I wrapped that arm around her. Looking over, I raised an eyebrow at Aeira. “So, what's the story behind this brilliant idea of spreading the word without exposing me?”

Aeira lifted a shoulder before chewing on her lower lip. “Well, one of my friends called me from Bali a couple of days ago. She's on this incredible vacation, right? So, she's strolling along the beach, waves gently lapping at her feet, when she stumbles upon this mystical artifact just lying there.”

I couldn't help but quip, “Ah, yes, just another day in Bali, dodging magical artifacts on the beach. Sounds like a relaxing vacation. How does shit like that happen?” I’d never have a moment of peace if that was the case.

Aeira chuckled, the sound didn’t ring through with amusement. “It’s not common at all, but there was a magical storm in the Atlantic Ocean a few months ago that stirred up all sorts of shit before some sisters in New Orleans stopped it.”

“I imagine this won’t be the last time someone calls about a relic showing up,” Kaiya said and then turned her gaze to Aeira. “And what did your friend do when she found this artifact?”

Aeira's grin widened. “Oh, she was smart. She didn't touch it or move it too far using the elements. She knows better than to mess with things like that.”

Amelie, who had been listening intently, chimed in with her own quip, “Well, at least your friend has some sense. Unlike some people who shall remain nameless.” She gave me a pointed look.

I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “Hey, I can't argue with that. Magical artifacts call to me. You’ll find that out someday. Thankfully, we are immune to their powers to a certain degree.”

Maisy walked out of my hug and picked up my bloody shirt off the island and dropped it into the trash. “We need to up our magical lessons. I don’t want to be left high and dry because I don’t know what I’m doing.”

I couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all. Maisy’s comment hit home with how accurate it was. “So, am I supposed to jet off to Bali now, or should I pack my bags for a whimsical English adventure?” I mused as I told them about the request for help that I’d gotten from Fiona, Violet, and Aislinn with an artifact. “It's like we're playing a magical version of ‘Where in the World Is Nylah?’”

Aeira smirked. “Oh, the choices you have to make as Relic Keeper. It's a tough job, Nylah, but someone has to do it.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her and added, “Here I was thinking I'd get a break from magical mayhem for a change. But I suppose Fate had other plans.”

Just as we were pondering the logistics of this new artifact retrieval mission, my phone buzzed. It was Archibald, the owner of Inkwell Sanctum. The enchanting bookstore nestled in the heart of the Whisperwind Bazaar. The place was a book lover’s haven.

I looked over at my friends and said, “It seems both Bali and England will have to wait. Archibald must have something for me. I swear, my life is like a never-ending magical scavenger hunt.”


CHAPTER 3
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Asmile spread over my face as I answered Archibald's call. “Hello, Archie. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call? It’s rather late.”

He wasted no time diving into the heart of the matter. “Nylah, my dear, I've stumbled upon something in my research that might pique your interest. It's a peculiar relic with a rather cryptic history. And a book that contains vital information. And, I apologize for the late-night call. When I came across this, I didn’t stop to think about the time.”

I couldn't help but sigh, already envisioning the rabbit hole of magical investigations I was about to dive into. “Of course, Archibald.” As if my life wasn't magically chaotic enough already. “Please, share what you've uncovered.”

“I believe it has ties to an ancient spellcaster's guild,” he continued with an air of excitement, his words dancing like fireflies in the night. “The markings on the artifact are unlike anything I've seen before.”

My gaze swung over to Kaiya. “The spellcaster’s guild? What’s that?” I put the call on speaker phone.

Kaiya gestured to my cell. “I’ll let Archibald tell that story. I imagine he has more knowledge about what happened.”

Archibald cleared his throat. “Thank you, Kaiya. There was a time when I searched high and low for every book on the subject. I devoured each one I could find. Now, a long time ago magic flowed like a river in the world. The mystical arts were a way of life and magic users were at the heart of the magical world. The Spellcaster's Guild was created as a way to keep better control over those wielding magic. This guild was overseen by the seven wise and formidable witches known as the Pleiades.

“As you know the Pleiades witches oversee all witches, warlocks, and mages. They were masters of their craft and the guardians of magical knowledge. They ensured that magic was practiced responsibly and ethically. The guild set up schools that guided novices in the ways of the arcane and maintained a delicate balance between the magical and mundane realms.

“For generations, the Spellcaster's Guild thrived. They nurtured the growth of magical talents and preserved ancient spells and rituals. Witches and warlocks would seek its counsel, and the guild's leadership kept a watchful eye on the use of magic.

“However, the Tainted witches arose and sought to wield forbidden magic and disrupt the delicate balance of the magical world. In their ruthless quest for power, they targeted the lineage of the Relic Keepers first because they were entrusted with the protection of powerful magical artifacts.

“In a series of devastating attacks, the Tainted witches hunted down and killed the Relic Keeper line and followed that up by killing every last familiar. Those mystical creatures bonded to spellcasters, served as protectors, companions, and sources of magical strength. Without them, the magical community began to wither.

“As the loss of familiars rippled through the magical world, the Spellcaster's Guild faced an unprecedented crisis. The very fabric of magic itself began to weaken, and the Pleiades witches, burdened by grief and the overwhelming loss of familiars, found it increasingly difficult to maintain order.

“Amidst this turmoil, the guild's leaders made a heartbreaking decision. They disbanded the Spellcaster's Guild, knowing that there wasn't enough magic left to sustain it. The once-thriving community of spellcasters was left to fend for themselves, and the magical world became fractured and fragmented.

“In the aftermath of the guild's dissolution, the knowledge of ancient spells and magical traditions began to fade. The world of spellcasting changed, and magic became a more elusive and mysterious force. The Pleiades witches too, withdrew and took a less active role in society.”

I ran a hand over my face as the weight of what he said hit me. “I'd love to delve into this more with you, but it's late and I need to get my girls to bed. They have school in the morning and this will require more than a brief conversation.”

There was a brief pause before Archibald responded. “Ah, yes, priorities. How about this, my dear? I'll come to your house in the morning, and we can discuss this over breakfast?”

I chuckled, not surprised by the man’s audacity to invite himself to breakfast. He took his research and food seriously. “Sounds like a plan, Archibald. See you bright and early, and bring your appetite for both knowledge and waffles.”

After we hung up, I turned to my daughters, who were listening to everything. “Alright, girls, it's time for bed. It's been a long and arduous day for us all.”

“But Mom,” Amelie protested, “what about Dad? Is he going to be okay?”

As I herded Amelie and Maisy toward the stairs, they both wore that look of reluctance mixed with worry that I knew all too well.

“Yeah, Ma, we're really worried about him,” Maisy added.

Knowing I needed to ease their fears, I dialed Isaiah's number, hoping he could provide some reassurance. I put the call on speaker so they could hear the conversation.

Isaiah's voice was calm and reassuring when he answered, “Nylah, everything is under control here. We're helping Arjun, and he'll be okay.”

I looked at my daughters. “See, girls? Isaiah is taking care of Dad. Now, off to bed with both of you.”

“I promise we are doing everything we can to help him regain control. We are all learning through this process. His wolf doesn’t respond to my command like my kind, so it might take more time. But we will not give up on him,” Isaiah promised.

I thanked the alpha and hung up. After giving my girls hugs, they reluctantly headed to their rooms. After they were gone, the three of us settled in the living room. Kaiya and Aeira could obviously sense my unease.

“Nylah, we're here for you, you know. We'll figure this out together,” Kaiya promised me.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “I appreciate that. Really, I do. But how am I supposed to manage all of this? I took time off work to deal with the magical chaos and went back when I thought we had it managed. Cap will think I've lost my mind if I ask for more leave.”

Aeira squeezed my thigh. “We'll find a way, Nylah. You're not alone in this. We are here with you. And who knows. Maybe we can even find some answers about the Relic Keeper business tomorrow morning.”

I nodded, grateful for their reassurance. “I also worry about Arjun. This curse or whatever it is, it's tearing him apart. And I don't know how to help him.”

Kaiya offered a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Arjun is right where he needs to be right now. Isaiah is the best bet for Arjun gaining control over his wolf. None of us understands what he is going through enough to be able to give him helpful advice.”

We talked about everything from Arjun to my power to what Archibald might have discovered. Before I knew it, the first rays of light crept through the curtains. With a grunt, I decided to take control of something I could handle and got up. Kaiya and Aeira watched as I started making waffles. Cooking had always been my way of calming myself down. It seemed like the perfect time to indulge in some homemade comfort food.

As the morning sun streamed through the windows and the scent of freshly made waffles filled the air, there was a knock at the door. Archibald had arrived, looking as dapper as ever with his long white beard and the spectacles perched upon his nose. He wore his signature velvet waistcoat and this one was also adorned with a myriad of ornamental brooches.

“Good morning, Nylah,” he greeted me with a warm smile.

I waved him in. “Morning, Archibald. What's the latest discovery you've got for me?”

He took a seat next to Kaiya at the kitchen table, and I poured him a cup of coffee. “Well, my dear, I recently attended an estate sale. One that led me down a most intriguing rabbit hole.”

I set the platter of fresh fruit and waffles on the table and took a seat. “Go on.”

Archibald leaned forward. “The estate was in a house that dates back centuries. It was once inhabited by witches. Witches who I suspect, may have been Relic Keepers.” His voice was hushed as if sharing a secret.

I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow. “Relic Keepers? Were they related to me?”

He sipped his coffee. “Not that I can tell. The estate itself is a treasure trove of magical artifacts. Books, scrolls, and all sorts of relics. But before you ask. No. I didn't bring any with me.”

I couldn't hide my surprise. Neither could Kaiya as she blurted, “Why on earth not?”

Archibald's eyes gleamed with mischief. "Because it's far too dangerous. I couldn't risk those precious items being lost or falling into the wrong hands. But I do have a proposition for you. I have the relics and books at my store. I'd like you to take a look at the information and see if any of it resonates with you. The books don’t outright make the claims about relic keeping magic, but my instinct tells me it’s what the spells are all about.”

I sighed, realizing that this was another twist in my ever-chaotic life. “Of course, Archibald. But seriously, my life was so much simpler before all this magic business.”

He chuckled, his laughter echoing through my kitchen. “Ah, my dear Nylah, but where's the fun in a simple life? Besides, you're doing a fantastic job of handling it all.”

Amelie and Maisy bounded into the kitchen and their youthful enthusiasm filled the room like a burst of springtime energy. “Yeah, ma,” Maisy added. “You’re keeping it together when we all expected you to lose it.” As they had been since discovering we were magical beings, they were eager to be part of whatever magical mystery was unfolding.

I snorted, making Maisy drop a kiss to my cheek. Archibald watched with amusement shining in his eyes while filling his plate. I proceeded to make myself a plate as the girls grabbed seats of their own.

“Good morning, Auntie Kaiya, Auntie Aeira,” Amelie greeted, her eyes shining with curiosity. “What did we miss?”

Aeira grinned. “Archibald has some fascinating research that might shed some light on your relic magic. And he has an artifact he wants your mom to look at.”

Amelie's eyes widened, and she turned to Archibald. “Can we help, Mr. Archibald? We're pretty good at researching things on the internet!”

Maisy nodded eagerly, her enthusiasm matching her sister's. “Yeah, and we're learning about all this magical stuff too. We are junior Relic Keepers, after all.”

Archibald chuckled warmly. “I love enthusiastic young apprentices. I would certainly welcome your help.”

I couldn't help but interject, a hint of censure in my tone, “Hold on, hold on. Don't you have school to attend? You know, that place where you learn math and history, not to mention how to survive in the non-magical world?”

Maisy was a budding lawyer as she tried to make her case. “Mom, magical education is important too. Besides, we can balance it with our regular school. We have it much harder than you did having to get two very different educations.”

Amelie nodded vigorously in agreement. “Yeah, Mom, it'll be fine. We can handle it.”

I exchanged a look with Kaiya and Aeira, silently asking for their input. It seemed my daughters were determined to embrace the magical world, and who was I to stand in their way?

“Nylah, magical education can be valuable for them too,” Aeira spoke up in a gentle voice. “It's a part of who they are, and they need to learn to control their abilities.”

Kaiya added, “And it's not like they'll be alone. We will all make sure they're safe and well-instructed.”

I sighed, realizing that my daughters were growing up in a world I couldn't fully comprehend. “Alright, fine. But school comes first. No cutting classes, and no staying up late with your noses buried in magical books.”

Maisy beamed. “Deal, Mom. We'll be the best apprentices ever.”

“And the best students too, Mom, promise.” Amelie said with a broad smile as she began to eat.

With that, we tucked into breakfast and talked about how Archibald learned about these estate sales and what you could find at them. Magical researchers, witches, and ancient relics were now part of our everyday existence.

Amelie and Maisy grabbed their backpacks and headed off to school. I wondered if I should tell Theo, our oldest, about the magical turn our lives had taken. He was away at college. I had grabbed my phone to ask Theo to call me later when Archibald stood up.

Archibald dropped his plate in the sink. “Shall we head to Inkwell Sanctum? I’d like for you to look things over sooner rather than later.”

I looked up from my phone. “Alright. Let me finish cleaning up first.”

He inclined his head and helped Aeira, Kaiya, and me clean up. Once done, the four of us jumped in Archibald's car, ready for the day ahead.

“We should stop for caffeine,” Kaiya suggested, and I couldn't have agreed more. After all, we had a long night and didn’t get a wink of sleep.

As we pulled into a drive-thru of a coffee shop, I placed my order for an iced espresso. “You need to teach me how to make that potion to stay awake. Not that I don’t love coffee, but too much of it makes me jittery.”

Aeira chuckled, leaning forward to place her order. "You have a point there, Nylah. We should avoid caffeinating ourselves into oblivion.”

Kaiya lifted a shoulder. “Who needs sleep when you have coffee?”

With our drinks in hand, Archibald drove across town to the Whisperwind Bazaar and his shop. This early in the morning there weren’t many visitors walking around. We made our way through the streets and were safely behind the locked door to his store within a few minutes.

He led us to the cozy study of Inkwell Sanctum. A sense of anticipation hung in the air. Archibald cleared his throat, his eyes twinkling with a mixture of excitement and solemnity, he handed me a book from a pile of them. One of them called to me. It had a richly textured leather cover and was adorned with intricate runic engravings that shimmered with faint, ever-shifting colors. There was no doubt it was a powerful relic.

“Tell us about the house and family where you got this stuff from,” I said with a wave of my hand.

“That came from a home in the depths of South Carolina. It is a grand mansion known as Ravenswood. I was able to learn that it was a place of great power and history, but also one haunted by a dark past.”

We exchanged intrigued glances, captivated by the aura of the story that began to unfold. A shiver danced down my spine. It had to be from my anticipation because he hadn’t said much yet.

“In the late seventeenth century, the Ravenswood mansion was inhabited by a family of witches—the Vanthorns,” Archibald continued. “They were known for their exceptional magical abilities, their connection to ancient relics and their dedication to safeguarding powerful artifacts from falling into the wrong hands.”

My curiosity grew with each passing word. “Were they Relic Keepers, like me?”

Archibald's eyes sparkled with intrigue. “Ah, that is the very question that has intrigued many for centuries. Legends speak of the Vanthorn witches possessing a deep understanding of ancient relics and their true nature. It is believed that they may have indeed been Relic Keepers, charged with the sacred duty of protecting these artifacts.”

Aeira's eyes widened with wonder. “But what happened to them? How did their tragic fate unfold?”

Archibald's gaze turned somber. His voice was filled with a tinge of sorrow. “The Vanthorn witches were not met with kindness by those who wanted their powers. Rumors spread, suspicions arose, and their presence became a threat in the eyes of the magical world. They brought the attention of the Tainted down on the town. In a cruel act of persecution, the Vanthorn family was ruthlessly hunted down and their lives were tragically extinguished within the very halls of Ravenswood.”

Kaiya gasped, her hand instinctively covering her mouth. “Such a senseless act of violence...and destruction.”

Archibald nodded. “Indeed, the world lost an irreplaceable wellspring of magical wisdom and history. But the echoes of their legacy still resonate. For it is believed that remnants of their enchanted artifacts may still linger within the depths of Ravenswood, waiting to be discovered.”

My heart swelled with a mix of grief and determination. “Is it possible that Ravenswood holds artifacts that could aid me in my quest to know more about my powers?”

Archibald's eyes gleamed with possibility. “Anything is a possibility, my dear Nylah. If the Vanthorn witches were indeed Relic Keepers, their hidden caches may still exist, awaiting the touch of a true seeker.”

I opened the book I was holding and looked through it to put my thoughts together. “I want to go to Ravenswood Manor. If the current owners are selling off what they find, I want to look through the place before it’s empty.”

Kaiya frowned at me and shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re upset about Arjun and what’s happening with him. Archibald can go and see if there’s anything else of importance.”

I scowled at my best friend. “Archibald will not know if there are any hidden relics. That’s a power only I have, Kai. I can deal with my emotions and do my job. I'm good under pressure. You know that. You don’t have to go with us.”

Aeira put her hand on Kaiya’s arm, stopping whatever she was going to say. "Of course, we’re going with you,” Aeira said for both of them.

Archibald pointed to the book that called to me. “Paying Ravenswood a visit is a good idea. But I want to talk to you about that book when we return.”

I nodded and looked around the room. “You have a deal. But, before we go, I would like you to lock that up somewhere Kaiya and I can mask its presence. It is incredibly powerful and I would hate to return to your wonderful store being destroyed.”

Archibald gasped and snatched the book up and dashed to the corner of the room where he moved a bookcase and revealed a large steel safe built into the wall. Kaiya grabbed my hand and we walked over. After Archibald stored the book and locked it up, Kaiya and I cast the spell she’d taught me before. The magic came much easier this time. It was nice to see the progress.

As Kaiya, Aeira, Archibald and I arrived at the grand mansion in South Carolina, it felt like we'd stumbled into a scene straight out of a gothic novel. The sprawling estate exuded an eerie aura. I exchanged a nervous glance with my friends.

We were there to investigate the magical artifacts rumored to be hidden within the mansion. I doubted that would go over well with the family currently living there. Kaiya leaned toward me as three individuals, two women and one man approached us from the side of the front yard.

“They’re witches like us. Do you feel the vibration?” When I nodded, Kaiya continued, “That’s how you can pick out our kind.”

I smiled at Kaiya and turned my smile onto the family. “Hello there,” I greeted in a tone as friendly as possible. “Archibald told us about the magical items you have for sale. We came to take a look at what you have to offer.”

The family, clearly on edge, exchanged hesitant glances. The oldest of the group, a woman with dark brown hair, inclined her head. “There isn’t much left. I’m afraid Archibald took most of it.”

Kaiya stepped forward with a chuckle and slapped Archibald’s shoulder lightly. “That doesn’t surprise us. We’re looking for a present for Nylah’s daughters who are showing an interest in learning more about their heritage.”

The younger woman laughed. “You must be happy about that. I know mom has been pushing me to show a bigger interest.”

Just as they seemed to be warming up to our presence, there was a rustling in the trees on the left of the property. I turned and nearly swallowed my tongue. A group of five women stood there with black lightning crackling over their hands. My gut churned. They were Tainted witches. Their dark auras were unmistakable and they had appeared out of nowhere.

“Oh, how lovely,” I muttered sarcastically, rolling my eyes. “Just what we needed, uninvited guests.”

Kaiya and I exchanged a quick, knowing look and we both raised protective shields just in time to block the first barrage of dark spells the Tainted witches unleashed. Our magical barriers crackled with energy as we deflected their malevolent attacks.

Aeira didn’t have magic like witches, so she summoned the elements to her aid. A gust of wind swirled around her and deflected the spells they sent her way. Aeira sent a powerful burst of air towards the Tainted witches, knocking them off balance. She followed up with a torrent of water, drenching them and causing their spells to fizzle out.

Within seconds, we were all embroiled in a magical fight. Archibald wielded the elements more efficiently than even Aeira. That wasn’t surprising given that he was a Fae elder. The battle raged on, with spells and counter-spells flying through the air. It was a chaotic dance of magic and willpower, but we were determined to protect the innocent family caught in the crossfire.

A surge of anxiety threatened to overwhelm me as Kaiya and I faced off against a formidable Tainted witch. This wasn't our typical magical conundrum. This was a life-or-death battle, and sarcasm wasn't going to save us this time.

The witch cackled maliciously, her dark magic swirling around her like a sinister storm. “You witches think you can defeat me? Or keep me from what I want? You're in for a rude awakening!”

Without a word, Kaiya and I launched a barrage of spells towards the Tainted witch. But to my shock, our opponent was skilled in deflecting them, and they fizzled out harmlessly in the air, creating sparks and flashes of light. I continued throwing spells her way so fast my arms got heavy. To make sure I didn’t lose my intent, I went through the motions of physically throwing them.

Just as despair threatened to overtake me, Archibald, who had been lurking in the shadows, emerged with a surprising burst of speed and skill. He engaged the Tainted witch with a level of finesse and determination I never expected from him. He had a column of fire surrounding her and followed it with wind to direct the flames where he wanted them.

“Looks like Archibald has a few tricks up his sleeve,” I muttered in disbelief, my admiration mixing with surprise.

As the battle raged on, I found myself momentarily forgetting to use my own magic. It wasn’t second nature to me. And I really only knew one offensive spell, the magical bomb.

In a desperate attempt to evade a lethal blow from the witch, I resorted to my mundane fighting skills, narrowly dodging her attack. It was a close call, and I mentally berated myself for my momentary lapse. I reminded myself that magic was my greatest weapon.

Kaiya, too, was deep in the struggle, her face a mask of concentration as she cast spell after spell, trying to weaken the Tainted witch's defenses. Her movements were fluid. Her incantations were precise, each spell a calculated strike against our formidable adversary.

Archibald fought alongside us and his movements were surprisingly graceful as he wielded the elements with deadly force. Together, we formed an unlikely but determined team, battling against the relentless onslaught of dark magic.

With each passing moment, it became evident that this battle was far from over. As the Tainted witch unleashed a fresh wave of dark magic, I muttered under my breath, “Isn't this just a delightful little magical showdown?”

Amidst the mayhem of our magical battle outside several spells hit the walls of the mansion, making them tremble. From the corner of my eye, I looked through a window and saw furniture flying about like disturbed spirits.

As spells clashed and the mansion suffered considerable physical damage, I noticed Archibald in full-on panic mode, his eyes wide as saucers. "Oh dear, oh dear, they'll blame me for this! The insurance, the repairs, the...the mess! My reputation will be destroyed," he exclaimed, waving his hands frantically.

I rolled my eyes and sighed, taking charge as always. “Archibald, calm down. We'll deal with this. Kaiya, Aeira, make sure the Tainted witches don't get away.”

We renewed our efforts to fight off the Tainted witches. I was covered in sweat and sore all over from the number of times I was thrown around and collided with hard objects. Thunder boomed, glass shattered, and screams filled the air. When in the middle of a fight like this, it was easy to forget we were less than a mile from a mundie home. Until you heard the sirens. The shrill high-pitched noise fluctuated in frequency and created a distinct rising and falling pattern.

Just as the authorities started to arrive, I knew I had to handle the situation before the magical world was exposed. I broke a nearby gas line discreetly using magic to ensure that the scent of gas filled the air. While I was busy, the surviving Tainted witches disappeared. I looked at Kaiya, Archibald and Aeira wondering why they hadn't stopped them and discovered them using various means to hide the bodies of the three that died.

As the firefighters and police officers approached, I walked over to them with an air of faux concern. “Officers, thank goodness you're here! We heard a loud noise, and there was a massive explosion,” I declared and put my acting skills to the test. “If my nose isn’t mistaken, it’s a gas leak. You should evacuate the area immediately for safety."

The officer nodded as he looked me over. “And who are you?”

I smiled at him and wiped my brow with the back of my hand to covertly look around. “I am a friend of the family and a firefighter in North Carolina, so I know the smell of natural gas.”

The officer nodded, asked us some more questions and then went to work. The mansion's once-grand facade was now marred by the aftermath of our battle, with walls cracked and belongings scattered in disarray.

With my quick thinking and a touch of magical misdirection, we managed to divert their attention from the magical chaos inside the mansion. I provided them with a detailed account of the supposed gas leak and urged them to evacuate the area swiftly.

As the authorities worked to secure the area and ensure everyone's safety, a mixture of relief and exhaustion washed through me. The once-stately interior of the mansion lay in disarray, a chaotic battlefield that told the tale of our recent magical clash.

Archibald, who had been in full-blown panic mode earlier, now looked at me with newfound respect. "Nylah, I must say, your unique skills in handling both magical and mundane situations are truly remarkable. You're scrappy and unexpected, and being underestimated might just play to your benefit."

My sarcasm never too far from the surface. "Well, Archibald, I do pride myself on keeping life interesting. Now, let's not forget why we came here in the first place.”

We turned our attention to the older sister, who had watched the entire ordeal with a mix of astonishment and gratitude. She nodded, still trembling from the chaos that had unfolded in her home.

"Thank you for your help," she said, her voice filled with sincerity. "You've saved us from a terrible fate. Please, take the books you came for as a token of our appreciation."

I held up a hand in protest. “We will pay for them.” I didn’t want them to think we took advantage of their fear and gratitude. Plus, I wanted to ask them to look through the house. Even outside, I could feel the magic of relics calling to me.

It was a couple of hours later that we began to browse through what was left of the house. The inside was charred in places where the spells managed to cause fires. Some books survived. We carefully selected the ones we believed would provide valuable insights into our ongoing magical research. As we did so, the surviving sister, whose name was Isabella, joined us.

“These books have been in our family for generations. My parents protected the house and its contents while they were alive,” Isabella shared, her voice tinged with sadness. “I never imagined not keeping up the protections would lead to such chaos.”

“How do you know what led the Tainted to your house?” Kaiya asked.

Isabella looked over at her daughter. “We were outside because we felt a disturbance in our wards. With you coming back for more, it didn’t take much to put the pieces together. You can have them, but I need your promise to keep them safe.”

Archibald bowed at the waist. “They will not fall into the wrong hands. I promise to honor your family's legacy, dear Isabella. I’ll use this knowledge for the greater good.”

As we continued to sift through the remains of the house and books, Isabella shared stories of her family's magical history. It was a poignant reminder of the responsibilities and dangers that came with being a Relic Keeper.


CHAPTER 4
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The blaring of the bells jolted me off the couch. Kaiya was right beside me as I ran for my gear. We suited up in our firefighter gear, ready to tackle whatever crisis was waiting for us this time. The sun hung low on the horizon as we clambered onto Engine seventeen with its red paint shining brightly even in the muted early evening light.

The familiar dump of adrenaline prepared me to deal with whatever was on the other end of this call as we sped through the city streets. Our sirens wailed in the crisp air and the camaraderie amongst us gave way to focused determination. The adventure, challenge, and camaraderie were things I loved best about being a firefighter.

Cap briefed us on the situation, letting us know we were facing a downed power line which had triggered a cascade of emergencies. The danger this presented was different from running into a burning building, but still just as deadly.

Our Captain, Mitchell Hayes, was a grizzled veteran with a no-nonsense attitude and first out of his seat. Sparks flashed across the asphalt and a few feet into the air as we approached the site.

“Engine seventeen, this is your scene,” Cap had barked. “We've got multiple injuries, one confirmed fatality and a live power line down. I’ve already called Duke Energy to get power cut. You know how slow they can be so let's move with purpose, people.”

The scene was nothing short of controlled chaos. A tangle of wires lay strewn across the street, crackling with dangerous energy. The road itself had become electrified. There were several victims strewn about the area, most with some form of burn marks. Nearby, a car had been charred and twisted by the electrical surge, its driver clearly unconscious and if we were lucky only in critical condition and not deceased.

Kaiya and I exchanged a quick glance as we jumped out of our seats. Our boots hit the pavement with purpose. We knew the drill – secure the area, ensure safety and tend to the injured. Thankfully, the police had already arrived and were handling the diversion of traffic. That part could be a big pain in the ass.

Kaiya's voice came through the cacophony of sirens and shouted commands as we approached the downed power line. “Nylah, make sure we've got a safe perimeter. We don't need any more casualties.”

I nodded and got to work, signaling to other members of our crew to help create a clear zone around the dangerous wires. A few sparks flew as we moved cautiously, but with each step, we got the people we could away from the encroaching threat of electrocution.

Meanwhile, the paramedics scrambled to provide medical assistance to the injured. Their voices blended with the wailing sirens and the hum of generators that powered the scene's floodlights as another crew began setting them up and lighting the darkening scene.

As the minutes ticked by, our teamwork kicked into high gear. In the midst of the chaos, I couldn't help but feel a profound sense of purpose. We were a well-oiled machine, each of us playing a crucial role in mitigating the disaster.

Through it all, Kaiya and I communicated with a glance, a nod, or a few words. We had a bond forged through decades of friendship, countless emergency responses, and shared experiences. It was why Cap always put us together.

In this moment, we were firefighters. We were a team, working tirelessly to bring order to the chaos and to save lives. We made a difference in a world that often felt unpredictable and perilous.

I was reaching for a young girl that was on the edge of what we knew was a live zone when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I cursed as my hands wrapped around the child’s wrists. In my distraction, I yanked her a bit too hard and I felt her shoulder pop. The second she was free, I carried her over to the medics as fast as safely possible.

“Aside from the electrocution, she’s got a possible right shoulder dislocation. I felt it go when I lifted her up,” I told them as I laid her on a gurney.

They got right to work as I headed back to the victims. My phone rang again and I fished it out. My gaze jumped from Kaiya to the sparking cable. My heart skipped a beat when I saw Lila's name flash across the screen. A knot formed in my stomach. Something must be wrong. She never called me. Why would she be calling me instead of her wife? I prayed it wasn't about one of Kaiya and Lila's kids. I don’t think I could break bad news to Kaiya.

I stepped aside from the bustling scene of firefighters and paramedics, my heart racing with worry. Lila never called me during work hours unless something was wrong. I answered her call before it went to voicemail again. “Lila, what's going on? Is everything okay?”

There was a pause on the other end, and then her voice came through, tinged with frustration. “Everything’s a mess. You won't believe the stories I've been hearing from some friends I have in Bali. They say the artifact you're looking for, the one they found on the beach, it's been stolen.”

“Jesus, Lila. I thought something was wrong with Asher or Maya.” I breathed a sigh of relief as my worry gave way to exasperation. "Of course, someone took the relic. Why am I not surprised? The universe just loves to throw us a curveball, doesn't it? Not to mention that leaving priceless artifacts lying around on a beach is just the epitome of stupidity.”

I wanted to kick my own ass for not dealing with it sooner. In all fairness, there was only one me. This shit was bound to happen. I couldn’t reply to everything right away. I had a family, a full-time job, and more than this request for help.

Lila chuckled. The sound was one of shared annoyance. “Seems that way. But you know what they say. When life gives you stolen artifacts, make a plan to get them back.”

I snorted as I ran a hand through my hair while watching Kaiya and the crew working diligently to secure the scene. “You could say that again. I don't have much time right now. We are on a call. What's important to know right now is what the relic is. Did they tell you what was found on the beach, Lila?"

“Well from what I've gathered, it's believed to be a Siren's Song." Lila's voice was hesitant and filled with a sense of unease.

A shiver ran down my spine while my stomach twisted into a knot. A Siren's Song? That didn’t sound like an ordinary artifact. Instinct told me it held immense power. If I went based off of myth about sirens, I imagined it was the kind that could enthrall, manipulate, and control people. The thought of such a potent relic being out there, potentially in the wrong hands, sent a chill through me.

Something deep within me stirred. It was the unmistakable surge of my innate Relic Keeper powers. It was the first time this happened without an Object of Power being present. It was my connection to the world of magical artifacts that ran in my blood. The urge to leave immediately, retrieve the relic, and secure it was almost overwhelming.

I clenched my fists, fighting the impulse. I had a duty here, a commitment to my team and the injured. There was no way I could leave the scene of a call and everyone hanging. That didn’t change the fact that the relic called to me. It was a siren's melody in my mind.

“Lila,” I said, my voice tight with resolve, “I promise I'll deal with this later. For now, I've got to focus on the situation here. We'll talk more about it after my shift.”

“Of course. I’m sorry for calling. I wasn’t sure if you were out on calls or would be able to do some research before you guys get off. Be safe and take care of my wife.”

I nodded, even though she couldn't see it, and we said our goodbyes. As I hung up the phone, I couldn't shake the weight of responsibility that had settled on my shoulders. The Siren's Song was out there, and it was up to me to ensure it didn't fall into the wrong hands. How in the hell did I get saddled with this part-time gig? It was even more stressful than my full-time job.

I raced back to the wreckage in time to help Kaiya extract the one fatality. The power was out and we were able to get to the last of the victims. It took another hour and a half to finish at the scene. The rest of the night was filled with one call after another.

The shift finally ended, and Kaiya and I made our way back to her house. After a busy shift like we’d had, it was a sanctuary of sorts. As we walked through the front door, the cozy feeling of being home enveloped me like a hug.

The warm, earthy tones of their living room greeted us, and the soft glow of candles added a touch of serenity to the space. The scent of something delicious cooking in the kitchen wafted through the air, making my stomach rumble in anticipation. Our new friend, Aeira, was standing at the stove.

“Aeira, I had no idea you are a culinary wizard,” I called out, shedding my shoes and feeling instantly more at ease.

Aeira was a Fae woman we’d saved from a house fire and the third member of our trio. “I can’t compare to you, Nylah. Breakfast will be ready in no time.”

Kaiya and I exchanged knowing looks. If the smell was anything to go by, Aeira's culinary skills would only be rivaled by her ability to manipulate the elements, and she never failed to impress us with the latter.

I settled into one of the comfortable chairs, feeling a sense of home that only Lila and Kaiya's house could provide. It was more than just a place to crash after a long day. It was a haven. A refuge where we could let our guard down.

As we chatted and decompressed from the day's events, I appreciated the deep bond we shared. It kept Lila and Aeira from pouncing right on the topic of the missing Siren’s Song. I needed a few minutes to decompress.

True to her word, Aeira had breakfast on the table within a few minutes. We sat and ate while we talked about Aeira’s plans for her future. She lost everything in the fire and had been staying with Lila and Kaiya for several weeks. She was working and replacing things like her wardrobe.

“How much do you like your job, Aeira?” I asked.

Aeira’s brow furrowed and she cocked her head to the side as she looked at me. “Doing manis and pedis has never been my life’s goal. Why?”

A smile spread over my face. “Because, I was thinking more about your idea of getting the word out. Phoebe has agreed to spread the word and act as a go-between, but once her mother and Nana receive the calls, they need someone to contact. I don’t want to give up firefighting. It’s who I am as much as being a Relic Keeper. I can’t do that unless I have someone that I can trust to field the calls. I can pay you in gold or jewels.”

A smile split across Aeira’s face as she started nodding. “Yes! I’d love to help. I can devise a spreadsheet and prioritize cases. Research will be easy with Archibald’s help.” Her excitement was palpable and had the rest of us smiling right along with her.

“We can iron out the details. For now, I’ll give Phoebe your phone number and let her know you’re the contact person. With that handled, let’s talk about the missing Siren's Song,” I told Lila and Aeira. “What does that even mean? What is this relic?”

“It’s not good," Lila began. “A Siren is a lovely creature who is oh-so-compelled to lure unsuspecting men to their untimely demise. It takes significant strength to even have the audacity to deny the irresistible allure of the song. Only the mated or those with nicotisa level strength can eventually break free from its clutches. And that’s only if they manage to stay away from the ocean. Combating it is a real test of willpower, let me tell you.”

I let out a snort of laughter. “So, they're like seductive aquatic saleswomen? Sign me up for that career path.”

Lila shot me a playful glare. “It's not a laughing matter, Nylah. The stolen Siren's Song is a dangerous Object of Power. The song can still be used to influence and compel people, even without the enchanting voice of the siren. And guess what? The thieves took a knobbed welk shell which is commonly used to store the Siren's Song. It will make it much more difficult to locate unless you’re a Relic Keeper. Brilliant move, I must say."

I leaned back in my chair, contemplating the absurdity of it all. “Well, at least the thieves have great taste in their choice of storage containers. I'm sure that knobbed welk shell will look lovely on their mantelpiece.”

Lila shook her head, concern was evident on her face. “We need to track down that artifact before it falls into the wrong hands. The power of the Siren's Song should not be underestimated.”

“The thieves will rue the day they decided to mess with the alluring power of the Siren's Song,” I promised. “It’s going to take time to get there, though. Bali is halfway across the world.”

Aeira snorted. “And there is no easy way to get there.”

We moved into their inviting living room, where I was able to curl up on the couch with one of their super-soft blankets in my lap.

Kaiya turned to me with curiosity dancing in her eyes. “Nylah, just how fast do you think Brylan can go? Could we potentially reach Bali on his back?”

A playful grin tugged at my lips as I considered the question. My Pegasus had flown me across the city in mere seconds as we practiced so we would be comfortable with one another. “Well, if Brylan's previous performance holds true, we might find ourselves in Bali by the time we finish savoring a well-made latte.”

Aeira and Lila exchanged amused glances, their skepticism evident. “A latte-flight to Bali?” Aeira chuckled, raising an eyebrow.

Lila shook her head in disbelief. “Let's not get too carried away here. Are we seriously contemplating an intercontinental journey on the back of a horse?”

I nodded. My initial excitement was tempered by a touch of uncertainty. “It’s not like I can take the red eye out there. It would take too long. Besides, the goddess did grant me Brylan to aid in swift transportation. Although, I'll admit, the notion of traveling such a vast distance on his back does give me pause. It's almost beyond my comprehension.”

Kaiya leaned forward, her eyes alight with adventure. “Well, there's only one way to truly understand Brylan's capabilities. Nylah, are you up for a test flight?”

My sense of adventure reignited, and I nodded enthusiastically. “I say we put him to the test and just head there. We don’t have time to waste. We will know within minutes whether a 'latte-flight' to Bali is within the realm of possibility. But first, I need to call Arjun and check in. He will need to come home while we go to Bali." I shook my head at how ridiculous it sounded to be saying this so casually that we were heading across the globe for a quick trip.

Lila gave me a tight smile. “They are always welcomed here if he is still struggling. The full moon was only last night.”

I thanked her and stepped outside to call my husband. My heart skipped a beat and a lump formed in my chest. The last time I saw Arjun he was trying to attack us. I pulled out my phone, steeling myself for a difficult conversation. He had been with the pack since he lost control and attacked us. It was good this issue was forcing my hand. Putting off calling for too long would make him worry I was mad at him.

Arjun answered after a few rings, and I could hear the weariness in his voice as he said, "Hey, Nylah."

“Arjun,” I replied and swallowed the lump that formed in my throat. “How are you?”

Arjun’s sigh echoed through the tiny speaker. “I’m a mess, Nylah. This animal inside me is driving me insane.”

My heart ached for what he was going through. I can’t begin to understand what you are going through, but I am here for you.”

There was a heavy silence on the other end before he finally spoke, his voice filled with remorse. “That's the only thing keeping me from totally losing my shit right now. I don't trust myself anymore. I'm so grateful you acted quickly because I would never forgive myself if I ever hurt you or our girls."

Hearing about the torment he was going through was tearing me up inside. “Arjun,” I said softly, “we'll get through this together. We'll find a way to control your transformations, I promise.”

He let out a shaky breath. “I hope so.”

“I love you. Never forget that. And I’m a witch with powerful friends.”

He chuckled softly. “I love you too. My badass wife.”

I smiled as I paced through the backyard. “Listen, Arjun. There's something urgent I have to take care of. I need to go to Bali."

“Is this for a relic?”

I sucked in a breath. “Yeah, it is.”

“I can’t come home for the girls right now. Can this wait?”

I rubbed the ache in my chest. He’d never not been there before. “I understand which is why I think it's best if the girls stay the night with Aunt Lila. It'll give you more time to figure things out.”

“Yes, you're right. Thank you, Nylah,” Arjun agreed. His relief was evident in his voice.

"Of course," I replied. "We'll make sure they're safe. And I promise, I'll come back as soon as I can."

Arjun's gratitude was palpable as he said, “Please be careful in Bali, Nylah. And come back to us soon.”

"I will, Arjun," I assured him. "We'll face this challenge head-on, and we'll come out of it stronger than ever. I love you.”

“Love you, more,” he said before he hung up.

I went back inside and told them the plan was to leave as soon as the girls got home from school. I didn’t want to leave without talking to them. Kaiya went with me to my house to pick up the girls. They were already home and sitting at the island having a snack.

“Hey, girls,” I said, trying to sound casual, “we're going to stay at Aunt Kaiya's place for a little while. Why don't you grab some clothes and essentials for a couple of nights?”

Amelie raised an eyebrow. "Why the surprise sleepover, Ma?”

I chuckled. “Does it matter? You love Auntie Lila and Auntie Kaiya.”

Maisy narrowed her eyes at me. "Is this about dad?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not. Your father is going to be with the pack a few more days to learn more control.”

Amelie crossed her arms over her chest. “Spill it, Ma. What’s going on?”

With a sigh, I told them about the call we got about the Siren’s Song being stolen in Bali and the need for it to be dealt with now given the powers of the relic.

Maisy glared at me. “When can we go on missions to retrieve artifacts, like you and Aunt Kaiya?”

I lifted a shoulder, trying my best to hide the horror I felt even contemplating them going on these missions. “You two are growing up so fast. Maybe someday soon.”

Amelie opened her mouth to argue but Maisy stopped her with a hand on her arm. “It’s not worth it. We don’t have any Relic Keeper powers, yet, Ami.” Maisy turned hard eyes on me. “But when we get them, we will be joining in.”

I nodded. “Of course, you guys will. It’s our family job to find and store OOPs. Now, go get packed for a couple days.”

They both nodded and darted up to their rooms. I could feel their excitement over my agreement they would join me. I shoved those thoughts aside because it wasn’t a concern for right now.

As the girls began to pack, I smirked at Kaiya. “Well, this is turning out to be quite the adventure, isn't it? But it will pale in comparison to when they start helping us.”

Kaiya grinned back. “Absolutely. For now we’re going on a 'surprise sleepover' to Bali.”

I couldn't argue with that logic. “I’ve always wanted to visit Bali and see the monkeys and have a Nusa daiquiri.”

Kaiya laughed. “There's always a silver lining, Nylah.”

The girls returned with their bags and ready for our impromptu sleepover. I couldn't help but feel grateful for the support of my best friend and the excitement of my daughters. In the midst of this uncertainty, it felt odd to feel this exhilarated.


CHAPTER 5
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Flying through the open skies on Brylan was an exhilarating experience, to say the least. The wind rushed past us, and the world below blurred into a mesmerizing mosaic of colors. It felt like we were soaring on the very edge of reality. It would be perfect if I could ignore the way my stomach turned inside out while my heart threatened to leap right out of my chest. It was an odd combination of reveling in the sensation while cringing and praying it ended soon.

“Kaiya, I think Brylan might have taken that 'latte-flight to Bali' idea a tad too seriously,” I called out as we picked up speed.

Kaiya had her arms around me and was gripping onto Brylan's mane. The wry grin she shot me wobbled a little. “You might be right, Nylah. This is faster than I expected.”

Just as she finished her sentence, a particularly strong gust of wind nearly sent Kaiya tumbling off Brylan's back. Her eyes widened in alarm as she struggled to maintain her balance after losing her grip on his hair.

Instinct kicked in and I snatched her arm before she fell. “Hang on, Kaiya!” We needed a barrier to keep us from plunging to our deaths. “We should cast a spell to glue our backsides in place.”

Kaiya’s arms came around me again and her mouth pressed against my ear. “We should use a bubble charm. You’re good at them. Doing something like you suggested could backfire.” Her voice rose into a scream on the last part as Brylan dipped around a flock of birds.

With a quick incantation, we cast a spell that created a protective barrier, keeping us firmly on Brylan's back. Kaiya let out a relieved laugh as the spell took hold. “That was a close one,” she said. Her voice was lighthearted which was good. I didn’t want her to refuse to join me in the future. This would be far more frightening without my bestie by my side.

I nodded in agreement. “Tell me about it. Maybe we should stick to the speed limit on the way back.”

We both laughed at that as we continued our journey to Bali. Filled with a sense of wonder and adventure, I tried my best to enjoy the unreal experience of flying on Brylan’s back. The trip took all day and I found myself dosing here and there. Without the bubble around us, I would have been too terrified to catch even a second of rest. Benefit number one hundred and three for having magic.

We arrived in Bali at night to find a bustling island. Despite being close to ten at night we could hear music and laughter on the beach where we landed. “I didn’t expect this much activity this late,” I observed.

Kaiya lifted a shoulder as she looked around. “People let loose when they’re on vacation. Can you feel any relics?”

I cocked my head to the side and reached deep in my core for the illusive Relic Keeper magic. It hummed in my center like an Italian sports car waiting to be driven. It took a few tries for me to coax it into action. Once I did, I had no idea exactly what to do, so I opened my mind and started searching for anything that triggered me.

I sighed as I followed a particular hot spot to our left where there were some palm trees grouped together. “There is power all over the area, but nothing is jumping out at me. We should walk around and search the old-fashioned way.”

Kaiya nodded in agreement and we immediately embarked on our quest to find the missing relic. The moonlight bathed the coastline in an eerie, ethereal glow as we combed the area scanning our surroundings for any sign of an ancient artifact.

I couldn't help but mutter sarcastically, “You know, Kaiya, I thought finding a needle in a haystack was supposed to be the hard part, not the needle hiding itself. Is Lila’s friend going to meet us here to help?”

Kaiya chuckled softly, a wry smile dancing on her lips. “Seems like this needle has some serious hiding skills, Nylah. And I have her number so we can reach out to her. I didn’t want her waiting out here for us when we had no idea how long our journey would take. Speaking of which, we made it in just over five hours. Not bad given we would have been on a plane anywhere between twenty-four and thirty hours.”

Our feet sank into the sand as we walked along the deserted beach. Frustration mounted with every passing minute. My hope and desire to continue searching died along with the music and laughter. And just as our search seemed to be veering into futility, a hauntingly beautiful melody filled the air. The notes were so enchanting that they seemed to wrap around me, pulling my attention toward the source.

I turned to Kaiya, my eyes wide with both surprise and fascination. “Do you hear that?” Glancing away, I looked for the source.

“Yeah,” Kaiya said distractedly. “It's a siren's song.” She would know given that her wife was a siren who gave up her voice to be with Kaiya.

I immediately went on alert knowing sirens were driven to enchant people and lure them to their doom. Moving closer to Kaiya, I considered how I could protect myself and was about to ask her when a stunning woman emerged from the dark waters.

There was no doubt she was a siren. Her body glowed in the silvery moonlight and she was a vision of otherworldly beauty. She had long, dark hair cascading over her shoulders. And her cerulean eyes shone with an unearthly allure. Her presence was mesmerizing. I was relieved when I felt a mixture of awe and caution. The latter would save me.

“Well, at least now we know why we couldn't find the shell," I quipped nervously. “It seems our friend here has taken it back."

Kaiya frowned as she watched the siren. “I’m not so sure. She wouldn’t be back if she took it. We need to tread carefully, Nylah. Dealing with sirens is never straightforward.”

I clutched Kaiya’s hand as we approached the siren. The Balinese night had just become infinitely more complicated. The tension in the air palpable and I felt a peculiar sensation coursing through me. It was almost like I was floating at the same time I became energized.

The sigils on my arms, symbols of the ancient Relic Keeper magic, began to flare with an iridescent light. These markings were intricate patterns of teal and gold. When we got close to the siren they came to life, illuminating my skin with their mystical glow.

The sensation was both exhilarating and unnerving. It was a reminder of how little I knew about my powers. And of the immense responsibility that came with being a Relic Keeper. I couldn't help but steal a glance at Kaiya, who noticed the sudden transformation on my arms.

Kaiya's eyebrows furrowed as she asked, “Nylah, what's happening?”

My attention snapped back to the siren as I heard the tendrils of music for a brief, tantalizing second before it stopped. Shaking my head, I tried to clear the cobwebs. “I have no idea. Something ignited my powers.”

“I am Nesareia and I am here to retrieve my clan’s Siren Song. You must return it to me.” Nesareia’s cerulean eyes locked onto mine. I swear I detected a hint of sadness flickering within their depths.

I pasted a smile on my face as I flung my hands in the air. “I don’t have it. We were sent to find the stolen relic.”

Kaiya crossed her arms over her chest. “How did you misplace your siren song? And what tribe are you from?”

The siren shifted to the side and looked out at the water. “I am from Aquavale Harmonia. My tribe lost our Siren Song during a devastating hurricane not long ago. I’ve been tracking it for many days. I cannot return without it. It's a part of our heritage, a source of great power and protection.”

I nodded, my skepticism giving way to empathy. “It sounds like you've been searching a long time. Are you on this quest alone? Could one of your tribe members already have recovered it?” We hadn't been provided with the information about who took the artifact. It was possible it was one of them. Not to mention, I needed to know if there were others waiting in the shallows. The last thing we needed was to be ambushed.

The siren sighed and her voice carried a mournful note. “Many of us were sent to look for the relic. My efforts brought me here. I have not encountered others in the area and if it had been found by someone in Aquavale Harmonia, I would know.”

The siren's words hung in the night air. There was a haunting melody intertwined with her story. She spoke with a sense of melancholy and I felt a growing empathy for her and her tribe's plight.

Something occurred to me as I replayed her comment. “So, let me get this straight,” I said. “This Siren Song you're searching for is not just any song, but the creation of an entire tribe of sirens?”

Nesareia nodded solemnly, her cerulean eyes reflecting the weight of her tale. “Yes, that's precisely it. When a tribe decides to create a Siren Song, every member of the tribe gives a piece of their essence and their voice. It's a harmonious symphony of our shared power, and it's even more potent than any song an individual siren could sing.”

Kaiya and I exchanged glances. I knew her better than I knew myself and I could tell she was thinking the same thing I was. The missing relic had the potential to destroy countless lives if it fell into the wrong hands. The idea of a collective, a song created from the essence of an entire tribe, was beyond my previous understanding of siren magic.

“That sounds like a pretty exclusive karaoke club you've got going on there. I imagine your tribe’s leaders aren’t very happy that it’s gone,” I said.

Kaiya elbowed me gently, a subtle reminder to show a bit more sensitivity. But Nesareia merely smiled. I noticed a flicker of amusement in her eyes. “You could say that. But it's also a responsibility we take very seriously. Our Siren Song holds immense power, but it can also be a source of great protection and harmony for those who listen.”

As we continued to converse with the siren, I found myself wondering about the complexities of her tribe's traditions and the unique challenges we were about to face in our quest to recover their lost Siren Song. One thing was certain, this was a journey that would test not only my abilities as Relic Keeper and my understanding of the intricate tapestry of magical relics that existed in this world.

Kaiya pointed a finger at the ocean behind the siren. “What can you tell me about the missing Siren Song? We need to understand what we should be looking for to determine if it’s been used. My wife is a siren, so I know a little about how things work.”

Nesareia inclined her head. “You must be a wonderful woman to have such a commitment from one of us. Our Siren Song is no trifling enchantment. Let me explain some of its rules and powers.”

The siren started pacing across the beach, letting the water lap at her feet as she told us about the relic. “Of course, it contains an Enthralling Melody that can captivate the hearts and minds of anyone who hears it.”

I tried to repress the shiver that caused. “What does that mean?”

Kaiya pursed her lips and looked at me as she said, “Its enchanting notes possess an irresistible allure that can draw individuals towards the source of the song.”

Nesareia nodded in agreement. “Its influence is almost impossible to resist. It ignites intense desires within those who hear it. It compels them to follow its call, regardless of the consequences.” That sounded exactly like what I’d been warned about. While Kaiya and Lila told me about instances where others had broken free of a Siren Song’s thrall, something told me that wouldn’t be the case with this particular relic.

Nesareia watched us closely as she continued. “Unlike a regular Siren Song, the collective power of the tribe's creation allows the Song to affect larger groups of people simultaneously. Its mesmerizing effect can extend to entire towns or cities, entangling them in its spell.”

Bile burned the back of my throat with those words. That was one of my worst fears when I first heard what was missing.

“Our Siren Song has the ability to evoke and manipulate intense emotions in those who listen to it. It can amplify existing emotions or instill new ones, such as love, desire, or despair. All with an intensity that overwhelms rational thought,” Nesareia continued.

“Our Siren Song has the power to create vivid illusions, seducing the senses of its listeners. It can conjure images of paradise, alter perceptions, and create a fantastical world that further entices those under its influence.

“And once ensnared by the Siren Song, individuals become irrevocably connected to our tribe of sirens. This connection can be exploited to maintain influence over their subjects, even beyond the range of the Song's audible reach. However, that is not how we use it,” Nesareia promised.

Kaiya snorted and glared at the siren. “How can this be used by others? What are the dangers there?”

Nesareia moved gracefully across the sand as if she was gliding. “The wielders of the Siren Song have the ability to summon and command a legion of loyal followers. They can make people do their bidding. When sirens unite their voices in song, their combined power amplifies the potency of the Siren Song. The harmonious blend of their voices creates a force that can shape reality, bend minds and the will of all who hear it.”

My mind grappled with how much I loved Lila and what she was capable of before giving up her song. Setting that aside, I needed to know more. “Is there any way to combat it? If we go after this artifact, I don’t want to fall victim.”

Nesareia nodded her head. “Yes. Resonant Immunity. Those with exceptional mental strength or a strong affinity for sound magic may possess a partial immunity to the Siren Song's effects. Their resilience allows them to resist the allure and retain some semblance of control over their actions. With our Song, they would need to use all of their power.”

Nesareia lifted a finger. “Our Song isn’t meant to be wielded by others. If it is abused or used recklessly, the Siren Song can consume the very essence of those under its influence. Prolonged exposure to its enchantment may drain the life force of its victims, leaving them weak and depleted and mere husks of their former selves.”

That sounded awful. But if someone was abusing its power, they deserved what they got. The Siren Song was a force to be reckoned with. It was capable of swaying the hearts and minds of many. It was only fitting that it carried dire consequences for those who misused it.

Kaiya pulled her phone from the backpack she was wearing. “I need to call Lila. She will want to know what we are up against.”

“Hey, babe. Is everything alright?” Lila's voice was rough and it sounded like she might have been asleep.

“Lila, you won't believe what we just found out,” Kaiya said. There was no missing the excitement and trepidation in her voice. “We met a siren from the Aquavale Harmonia tribe. It turns out that the Siren Song we're dealing with isn't your average tune. It was actually created by the entire tribe of sirens!"

There was a pause on the other end of the line, and I could almost sense Lila's surprise through the phone. "Wait, you're telling me that this Siren Song is the result of an entire tribe of sirens working together? That's...very dangerous. You won’t be immune to it. You need to be careful and contain it before getting too close. Your spell must block all sound and vibrations.”

Kaiya’s gaze hardened. “We will do whatever it takes. It seems as if several members of the tribe are out looking for the relic.”

Lila's voice grew serious. "So, what are you dealing with exactly?”

“Well,” Kaiya began, relaying some of the information we had discovered, “this particular Siren Song possesses amplified influence. It can affect larger groups of people at once, and its allure is nearly impossible to resist. It can manipulate emotions, create illusions, and even establish an unbreakable connection between the sirens and those under their influence."

There was a moment of silence as Lila absorbed the weight of the information. “None of that is all that surprising. But you'll need to be cautious and strategic in your approach. Did the siren share any ideas on how you can counter its power?”

I leaned closer to the phone and answered. “She didn’t give us specifics. She said those with a natural immunity might be able to battle it using all her power. I was thinking we might need to explore ways to disrupt the collective strength of the sirens. Perhaps finding a way to sever their connection to the relic or find a weakness within their harmonies.”

Nesareia clenched her hands into fists. “Now, wait just a minute! I shared information with the expectation...”

“Unless you got a binding promise, you made a mistake,” Lila interrupted. “And I bet it’s one your tribe won’t take kindly to. It’s a good damn thing you’re dealing with the most honest, trustworthy people on the planet. Don’t mess with my wife and her best friend or you will regret it. They’re friends with Pleiades and gods. Beings that can decimate you.”

Lila cleared her throat, the sound was loud coming through the tiny speaker. “Kai, Nylah, we will figure this out together. Just be careful, okay? These sirens and their Song sound like a force to be reckoned with.”

I nodded, even though she couldn't see me. Kaiya smiled down at the device as she said, “We will, Lila. And we won't let the thief wreak havoc unchecked. We'll find a way to protect ourselves and put an end to this dangerous artifact.”

With that, we ended the call and turned our focus to Nesareia. I hoped my smile was reassuring. “We appreciate your candor about the Siren Song. We aren’t here to take what doesn’t belong to us. Our goal is to get it out of the wrong hands. We will find it and return it to you if you promise to cooperate with us.”

The siren scowled at us. “What do you want me to do?”

Kaiya sighed as she fixed her ponytail. “We are going to search further inland and talk to the supernaturals living here to find out if anyone knows who stole the relic. We need you to stay here until we need you. Most will not speak openly with a siren around.”

Nesareia gave Kaiya a wry smile. “Tell me something I don’t know. Most tuck tail and run when they see me. I appreciate your help with this. It’s important I restore balance for the tribe before all is lost.”

After promising to stay in touch, Kaiya and I continued our hunt. As we trudged through the lush island foliage, searching for clues about the Siren's Song and the identity of the individual that stole it, I got tired real quick. I was using my Relic Keeper magic to identify any trace of power associated to any OOP. There were several threads throughout the area, but most were decades old and barely there.

We walked through the forest for hours until the sun came up and the island started stirring. The years of working twenty-four-hour shifts doing highly physically demanding tasks paid off that night. The first thing we did was locate the Honeycombers and got some caffeine. We talked to the barista who Kaiya said was a Fae. Kaiya took the lead in identifying the island's paranormals because I was too inexperienced. The barista didn’t have information but pointed us to a resort where several supernaturals worked.

It felt like we kept coming up empty as we spoke to countless people about the Siren Song. It was Lila’s friend that gave us the most promising lead. Unfortunately, her friend wasn’t feeling as chatty as we’d hoped.

“Clearly, I missed the 'How to Talk to Paranormals 101' class. Of course, it would have helped if I’d had any training. You'd think supernaturals could at least wear name tags or something,” I suggested with a laugh.

She shot me a playful grin, her eyes scanning the area for any paranormal activity. “Don't worry, Nylah. You'll get the hang of it. Besides, I've had decades to practice.”

I couldn't help but tease her. “So, you can give me a crash course when we get home then.”

As we continued our search, I couldn't deny that Kaiya's expertise was invaluable. Her ability to connect with the island's supernatural inhabitants was an asset I hadn't fully appreciated until now. By lunch time, I was ready to pass out. I needed a break and we decided to stop for a bite to eat.

We sat at a quaint outdoor café, the warm breeze rustling through the nearby palm trees as we sipped our coffee. The frustration was palpable, and I turned to Kaiya with a deep sigh. “Kai. I can't shake the feeling that we're going in circles here. We need a breakthrough, and we need it fast. Maybe we should consider asking the siren for help with that hotel employee. You know the one that we suspected was holding something back.”

Kaiya's brow furrowed as she gazed at the bustling street. “Siren magic can be tricky, Nylah. They're not exactly the most trustworthy allies. Relying on them comes with its own set of risks.”

I nodded in agreement but pressed on, desperation creeping into my voice. “I get it, Kai. But we're running out of leads, and time is not on our side. The siren might have a way to coax the truth out of that employee.”

Kaiya hesitated, obviously torn between caution and necessity. “Alright,” she finally conceded, “but on one condition, Nylah. We need to be ready for anything. You'll prepare a protective spell, just in case the siren decides to play her own tune. We can't afford any surprises.”

I nodded firmly, appreciating Kaiya's plan. “Agreed, Kai. I'll have the spell ready. Let's hope this siren can lead us down the right path.”

Lila walked us through getting a binding promise from Nesareia about not using her song for any reason other than encouraging the one employee to tell us what she knew. My heart was in my throat as we watched the siren approach the hotel employee. I almost stopped Nesareia when the employee’s eyes glazed over from the siren's enchanting allure. My stomach churned when I could feel the waves of influence radiating from Nesareia. It sent a shiver down my spine. The power of the Siren Song was not to be underestimated.

With a voice that oozed charm and enticement, the siren asked the hotel employee, "Do you remember who took the sea shell containing the Siren Song? Can you tell us anything about this person?”

The employee, completely entranced by the siren's presence, nodded slowly and began to speak. His words flowed like a river of secrets. “Yes, I remember him. Dylan Thorne. He is a mundie. He carried an air of importance about him and took the seashell from the beach and tossed back others he had previously found. The staff who knew what he had tried to talk him out of taking it, but he refused to listen and convinced us to leave him alone. We were all...under his thrall.”

As I listened to the exchange, I marveled at the siren's ability to coax information from the employee. The influence of the Siren Song was both alluring and terrifying. It was a double-edged sword that could enchant or ensnare.

The employee continued, “He mentioned something about living in the United States. It might have been New York City, but I can't be certain. He was elusive, like a shadow slipping through our grasp.”

The siren nodded in understanding, her eyes still holding the employee in her thrall. "Thank you for your help. We'll take it from here."

With a final glance at the mesmerized employee, we turned and made our way back to the beach where Brylan waited for us. I sighed and faced the siren. “We live in the United States and will search for Dylan Thorne. How can we stay in touch?”

Nesareia pursed her lips and scanned the ocean. “I can travel to your country, but it will take some time. I need to inform my tribe about what is going on.”

Kaiya shook her head from side to side. “It’s best if you go to the home you have on land. Give us the phone number and we will be in touch.”

My brow furrowed with my confusion as I looked at Kaiya. How did she know the siren had a house on land? Kaiya smirked at me. “Most sirens have a place they can visit on land. They never live there full-time, but they like to enjoy the delicacies found topside.” Kaiya turned to Nesareia. “We have no idea where this is going to take us. It will be easier for you if you stay put. We need to have a guaranteed way to reach you. We have been instructed to have the Relic Keeper secure the Siren Song, so unless we can hand it over and get a guarantee from your elders that you will not use it against anyone topside, it will not be returned to your tribe.”

Nesareia snarled. “You lie. There are no Relic Keepers.”

Kaiya chuckled. “That’s where you are wrong. The goddess, Artemis created new ones. No one knows their identities, so don’t bother looking for them. Or do and waste your time.” The ring of truth came through in Kaiya’s words, leaving no doubt she was telling the truth.

I thrust my hands on my hips. “Look, I get why you are wary. You’re lucky we don’t simply follow directions and turn the relic over. We aren’t about to keep it from you as long as we can ensure there are protections in place for the rest of us.”

Nesareia sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “That’s not for me to decide. The elders will have to weigh in. I can give you my number in Greece, but I cannot guarantee I won’t be in the U.S. on a search of my own.”

We nodded. There was no point in arguing the point with her. It would get us nowhere. A sense of urgency rode me hard as we watched her dive into the ocean. The hunt for Dylan Thorne and the Siren Song had taken an unexpected turn. It was up to us to unravel the mystery and prevent sirens from converging on our country while also trying to locate the Siren Song.


CHAPTER 6
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Ihad been hard at work in the last day and a half. In less than thirty-six hours, I had jetted off to Bali and searched for a missing Siren Song. We questioned a dozen supernaturals and worked with a Siren to get answers. Now we were flying back home My life was redefining what it meant to be busy. “You know, Kaiya. We've gone on more adventures today than most people do in a lifetime. Maybe we should start creating travel brochures.”

Kaiya pressed tighter to my back with her head turned to the side. “Sure, Nylah,” she retorted with a snort, “and our next destination could be 'Survival Island.'” I followed her gaze and saw a massive commercial airplane ahead. It was unnerving being in the air so close to the massive piece of machinery.

My heart sped up when I noticed the colossal aircraft looming closer. “Is Brylan planning an impromptu air show?” I asked as my mind played through so many possibilities. “Who needs tickets to Disney World when our ride rivals a seven-four-seven?”

Kaiya's steady voice cut through the tension. “Let's avoid any encounters with the FAA.”

My eyes widened as I grasped the gravity of our situation. “Right. That would be the least of our problems if we got sucked into that engine.”

The wind was whipping faster and the plane was too close for comfort. Was Brylan trying to make a point that he was superior to any aircraft? A scream left me when the airplane dipped and jerked to the side then fell lower.

“What happened?” I shouted as my heart hammered so hard in my chest that I thought I was going to pass out.

“The plane must have gotten caught in the magic surrounding Brylan,” Kaiya said as she cocked her head to the side.

I wanted to turn and glare at her, but couldn’t. “How is that even possible? Nesareia didn’t even feel him hiding and she was closer to him than this.”

Kaiya’s hands tightened on my sides as the plane dipped again. “The magic surrounding him has expanded to include hiding us from view. The amount of power that takes creates a larger wake.”

I nodded in understanding. “How can we stop this?” I swear I could practically hear the screaming on board. The number of people freaked out on board was visible through the tiny windows.

“Time to put your spellcasting skills to use. Remember what I taught you?”

My hands trembled as I tried to recall what she had told me about stabilizing things. Ummm, ventus aeris?”

“That will work. It’s all about your intent. Ready? We need to level it out before this becomes 'The X-Files: The Sequel,'” Kaiya quipped.

My desperation was clear as I muttered, “Terra stabilis!” Sweat formed on my brow, and my voice wavered as I blurted a spell I thought was more fitting. “Why is this so hard?” I asked aloud, my gaze on the terrified passengers inside the plane when the oxygen masks popped out of the overhead bins.

Kaiya's soothing voice guided me through the ordeal. “Your spell was about the earth. But you’re on the right track, Nylah. Refocus the enchantment. Ventus aeris stabilis," she suggested.

We chanted it together and I sagged against Brylan when the airplane leveled out and steadied it’s flying. Kaiya patted my shoulder. “Nice job.”

“That was a close one. Let’s not get too close to anymore airplanes, ‘kay, Brylan,” I said as I ran a hand down the side of his neck. “I think I need a power nap. It’s impossible to catch any Z's when you’re trying to save a plane from crashing. We should find a way to serve supernatural in-flight coffee.”

Kaiya chuckled behind me. “No coffee on this airline, Nylah. Just try and rest. I'll handle the navigation. Wake you up when we're safely back on the ground.”

“Thanks. Kai. I just need a minute.” My eyes drooped as fatigue made it hard to keep them open. After a few minutes, I closed my eyes, surrendering to my exhaustion. I wouldn’t have been able to do that without Kaiya to keep us on course the rest of this chaotic, surreal adventure.

I groggily blinked my eyes open what seemed like seconds later. The world spun for a moment before I realized I was back in my own backyard. “Are we home?” I muttered in a voice thick with sleep.

Kaiya shifted behind me as she nodded. “Yep. Welcome back to the good ol' New Bern.”

With a reluctant sigh, I leaned down and nuzzled Brylan in thanks for getting us across the globe safely. “It’s good to be back in the land of fast food and reality TV. I far prefer that drama to our lives right now.”

Kaiya chuckled as we both muttered incantations, veiling us with invisibility. No need for the neighbors to see us appear out of nowhere after we jump off the back of a mythical creature in our backyard.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw Arjun waiting by the back door. I practically leaped off Brylan's back and into his arms, hugging him tightly. “Arjun, you have no idea how much I missed you!”

He chuckled, returning my embrace with equal fervor. “Missed you too, Nylah. But we've got some things to figure out.”

I sighed, pulling away slightly. “I wish there wasn’t anything to talk about, but I know that’s not the case. What's on the agenda?”

Arjun looked at Brylan, a mix of awe and concern in his eyes. “First things first, we need to find a more permanent home for our feathered friend here. A Pegasus doesn't exactly blend in with the neighborhood and you can’t keep casting invisibility spells on us or our backyard. The Thompson’s are beginning to ask uncomfortable questions.”

I nodded, determination setting in. “Don't worry, Arjun. I'll make some calls, bring in the reinforcements, and we'll come up with a plan.”

As Kaiya agreed and began to discuss logistics, a weight settled on my chest. The powerful Siren Song was still out there. The urge to push Brylan’s living conditions back was practically undeniable which was why he didn’t have anything yet. Something always came up.

With a deep breath, I turned to Arjun. “Before we get too deep into planning, there's one thing you should know...there’s a powerful Siren Song in the hands of a mundie.”

Arjun paused as he entered the house. “What is that? Does it have to do with Lila?” We’d told him everything about our best friends, so he knew Lila was a siren who had given up her song for Kaiya.

Kaiya shook her head and explained about the missing relic as we entered the house. Emi bounded over to me and wound her small body around my ankles. I bent and scratched her behind her ears while Kaiya updated Arjun.

“I’m going to go and grab Aeira, so she can help figure out what to do with Brylan,” Kaiya said when she was done.

I nodded and watched her go with a mixture of admiration and relief washing over me. It was good to have someone like Kaiya on our side, especially in times like these. Arjun placed a kiss to my lips and pressed his forehead against mine now that we were alone. “I know we need to talk, but I have a meeting in five minutes and I need to get back in my office. We will catch up after work. Okay?”

I smiled up at him. I was getting good at ignoring the pit in my stomach. “Sounds good.”

I picked Emi up and went to have a seat on the couch. Exhaustion tugged at me, but my mind refused to slow enough to allow me to sleep. As the minutes ticked away, I realized that my stomach was demanding attention, not Emi. I decided to take a break from the whirlwind of magical tasks and deal with a much more mundane issue: food.

Rummaging through the kitchen, I gathered some ingredients for a sandwich. It wasn't a five-star meal, but it would do the trick. I put it together quickly and grabbed a drink, then settled down with my laptop at the kitchen table. Might as well do some research on our mysterious relic thief. Brylan’s ‘house’ seemed like it wouldn’t take long to figure out. My friends would help me problem solve where to put up the barn we would need.

My fingers tapped impatiently on the keyboard as I began my search. Dylan Thorne echoed in my mind like an unanswered riddle. Honestly, it was starting to drive me a bit crazy. The employee in Bali had dropped that name like a breadcrumb trail. And I was determined to follow it to its destination. I had no other choice if I ever wanted peace again.

Google was not my friend, though. It never had been. The internet was definitely in cahoots with Dylan Thorne himself. The thought was ridiculous but I was convinced of it. There was no other explanation for the multitude of possibilities that came up. Each time another led to a dead end, I became even more convinced.

Social media profiles, articles, and blog posts from countless Dylan Thornes filled my screen, but none of them seemed to fit the description of the man we were looking for. Our thief was said to be in his mid-thirties of an average height and with a fit body. His complexion was fair and he had short, chestnut hair and hazel eyes.

My eyes started to glaze over as I looked for sharp features, with a straight nose and a strong jawline. Frustration simmered within me. “Dylan Thorne, where are you hiding? And why is the internet so unhelpful?” I blamed the infuriating search engines for making me talk to myself. Although, venting my annoyance at the online haystack of information made me feel a tad better.

I was deep into the digital wilderness of social media profiles and internet rabbit holes, when the sound of the front door opening drew my attention. I glanced at the clock and was mildly surprised to see that it had been hours since Kaiya left for Aeira. I hoped that meant my bestie managed to take a short nap.

Aeira's familiar voice floated from the hallway, carrying with it a sense of excitement. “Nylah, you won't believe the idea we've come up with for the Pegasus pen!”

My fingers froze on the keyboard, and I turned my chair to face the doorway. “Really? I could use some good news after slogging through bullshit all morning.”

Aeira entered first, a grin stretching across her face. Kaiya followed behind her, looking refreshed. Jealousy over her nap burned through me. I dismissed it and focused on the fact that she looked just as excited.

“We thought about creating a pocket dimension for Brylan," Aeira began explaining as her hands gestured animatedly. “It won’t be big or anything. Just enough to give him room to roam a bit with space for his stable. And we can control the access point from our world.”

Kaiya snagged a grape off of my plate and popped it in her mouth. “And we won't have to worry about him being discovered or causing any disturbances in our neighborhood.”

I tilted my head, considering their idea. “A pocket dimension? That sounds ambitious. Can it be done?”

Aeira nodded vigorously. “Absolutely! I've seen it done before. I was a young girl and don’t remember much. But with the combined magic of the three of us, it should be manageable.”

Kaiya grabbed a soda from the fridge. “Archibald might have some books on the subject. We will need some time to pay him a visit and gather the necessary ingredients and prepare the spells. It won't be immediate, but it's a promising solution.”

A smile tugged at the corner of my lips. “It sounds like the perfect plan. It'll give Brylan a safe and comfortable place to stay. We'll just have to make sure he knows how to access it.”

Aeira grinned, clearly pleased with my response. “Exactly! We'll teach him how to come and go as he pleases.”

I turned back to my laptop and shut it down. I had to set aside the fruitless search for Dylan Thorne for the time being. “Alright, let's get this plan in motion. And, by the way, if either of you happens to have a knack for internet sleuthing, I could use a hand. It seems Google hasn’t forgotten how often I curse it.”

Kaiya chuckled. “Consider it done. We'll help you track down this mysterious Dylan Thorne.”

Thinking of the urgency of Arjun’s request for Brylan, I realized I needed more to give him than some nebulous plan to create a pocket dimension. Arjun was worried about attacking my Pegasus again. I couldn’t blame him for wanting Brylan safe in a building of some kind.

“I know you don’t know how to create the pocket realm. But you must have had some thoughts? What do we need to include?” I asked as I stood up and took my plate to the sink.

Aeira pursed her lips as she leaned against the counter. “I thought a lot about what kind of home he would thrive in and came up with a pen that blends seamlessly with the natural surroundings. Think a mix of sturdy stone walls and ethereal, transparent elements like enchanted glass or shimmering barriers. This combination would provide both security and a sense of openness.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “You guys have given this some thought. That sounds perfect.”

Kaiya nodded. “The pen should also provide a generous amount of space for him to move around freely. It should be large enough to accommodate Brylan's wingspan and allow for comfortable resting areas.”

My gaze shifted to the backyard where Brylan was grazing on our grass. “He could benefit from something better than a cramped acre along the Neuse River.”

“When we create his realm, we will surround the pen in lush greenery and vibrant flowers. I figure there’s no reason not to make it beautiful too. The most important thing is to give him a calming environment.

The water in the distance gave me an idea. “Oooh! We can incorporate a small pond or a gently flowing stream for him to drink from. Unless that’s too difficult to create.” I shook my head. “Who am I kidding, it all seems like a pipe dream.”

Kaiya clapped a hand on my shoulder. “It’s not impossible at all. We can’t forget to incorporate magical measures to ensure his safety and well-being, too.”

“Like protective spells and wards? Beyond the magical barrier that will prevent unauthorized entry while allowing Nylah and her family easy access?” Aeira asked.

Kaiya lifted a shoulder. “It can’t hurt. Just in case. If someone finds the pocket realm, they will try and find a way inside.”

A shiver traveled down my spine. “I can’t think about someone getting past my wards and the barrier to the realm. It makes me not want to let him out of my sight.”

Kaiya gave me an exasperated look. “You need to let go of your over-protective instincts. Brylan is a magical being, not a helpless child.”

I rolled my eyes. “That doesn't change how responsible I feel for him.”

“How about we talk about what the inside of the stable should look like?” Aeira asked. It was clear she thought we were going to start arguing.

I nudged her with my shoulder. “We should make a magical canopy outside where he can sit and watch the rain without being drenched.”

Kaiya set her can down with a smile. “And make his sleeping area cozy and warm with big, fluffy blankets.”

Aeira and I laughed at that one. “If we're going to be ridiculous, we should install a communication system so that I can call him.”

Aeira nodded eagerly. “Good idea. Ensuring effective communication and monitoring of his needs will be vital. We can use a tablet to make FaceTime possible.”

Kaiya rolled her eyes at Aeira. “How is a Pegasus, who can’t talk, going to FaceTime with Nylah?”

Aeira lifted a shoulder. “Don’t they have a bond, or something?”

“We have one, but we don’t communicate with each other. However, the tablet can be like a video camera that allows me to check and make sure he’s okay.”

Kaiya tapped her lips. “Your idea might not be so ridiculous, Aeira. Continued contact between Nylah and Brylan will be vital for their bond to grow. And who knows, maybe someday they will talk telepathically to each other. Should we include safety measures such as reinforced fencing or magical alarms or emergency escape routes? When you talked about someone getting through, I don’t want Brylan to be a sitting duck.”

"I take back my comment to let go of your over-protective instincts.” Kaiya shot me her I-was-wrong-but-we-won’t-mention-that look. “That is important. We need to provide him a secure and enchanting home that will be a sanctuary where he can thrive while maintaining a connection to you and your family.”

I grinned at them. “I don’t know what I would do without you guys. I never would have come up with this idea on my own.”

A weight lifted from my shoulders with the promise of a secure haven for Brylan in the works. The idea of him having a place of his own that was hidden away from prying eyes gave me a sense of peace. Arjun was right for demanding I deal with it right away. The case with Dylan Thorne could have easily overtaken everything else and my poor Pegasus would be left outside like a forgotten pet.

Speaking of the Siren Song thief, I turned back to the table and sat in front of my laptop. The persistent frustration of my search was still gnawing at me. “We can start planning what Brylan's stable will look like while we wait to get instructions on creating the pocket dimension.."

Kaiya nodded in agreement as she joined me. “Sounds like a plan. Once we know how it will look, we can make a list of the materials and spells we need. Some of the items we will create magically and others we will need to have delivered so we can take them through.”

“I'll reach out to some of my Fae friends," Aeira offered from her seat across the table. “They might have some helpful suggestions about how to encourage the earth in a pocket realm to create what we need on an accelerated timeline.”

As they began brainstorming ideas for Brylan's new home, I leaned back in my chair and sighed. “I appreciate your help with this more than you know. But one more thing. My search for Dylan Thorne is hitting a dead end. There are too many Dylans on Facebook and social media. All my searches are coming up with bupkis.”

Kaiya gave me an understanding look. “You and Google will need to come to an understanding someday, Nylah. For now, we are here to help you find a way to locate him. But, we should finish what we started with Brylan so we don’t get too sidetracked. Arjun is right to worry about his safety.”


CHAPTER 7
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“Will the Whisperwind Bazaar be busy today? It’s a beautiful day to be out roaming around and I don’t want anyone to overhear what we are planning.” I said as I took in the kaleidoscope of sights, sounds, and smells that greeted us.

The otherworldly wares displayed before us was just as stunning as the first time I saw them. The magical marketplace was a place where the mystical mingled with the mundane and the extraordinary rubbed shoulders. Mundies didn’t shop here. They didn’t know it existed which was for the best when the unexpected lurked around every corner.

Kaiya flashed me a wry grin. “Nothing screams 'relaxing Sunday outing' like hunting for tomes about pocket realms and magical secrets.”

Aeira rolled her eyes at the same time she chuckled. “Here’s to hoping this trip doesn’t end up like so many of your others have.” She spun around and faced front again. “Anyway, I hope Archibald will have just the books we need to understand how to create a pocket realm.”

We navigated the vibrant market streets and passed stalls hawking enchanted trinkets. The fortune-telling booths manned by creatures with an uncanny knack for prophecy were the most surprising. It made me wonder if women at mundie fairs pedaling the same services were supernatural.

We passed an apothecary peddling potions that promised to cure everything from warts to lovesickness and I promised myself we would stop in next time. I wanted to see what real potions were like.

But just as we were about to turn down the street to Archibald's tucked-away bookstore, the unexpected made its entrance. Why was I surprised by the cacophony of squawks that filled the air? We were us and walking through a magical marketplace. Not to mention Aeira had tempted Fate by her earlier comment.

The sky darkened as creatures swooped down upon us. I ducked and threw my arms over my head. “Dammit,” I muttered, raising an eyebrow at my friends. “This isn’t the kind of surprise I was hoping for when we decided to visit Archibald. Thanks for putting it out there, Aeira. What are they?”

Kaiya didn't miss a beat. “Harpies. Vicious little bitches who generally leave others alone.”

Aeira nodded in agreement as they turned and came back at us. “I’d bet they were on their way to Frostbite Haven for carrion curry.”

The harpies screeched and circled overhead. “Caw! Caw! We smell water magic on you, witches!” One of them screeched.

“Shit!” Kaiya hissed.

Aeira and I exchanged a perplexed glance. “What the hell does that mean, Kai?”

Kaiya deftly deflected a harpy with a spell that left me baffled. “Apparently, they're still nursing a grudge from decades ago when the sirens enthralled their queen. Talk about a bad break-up.”

The harpies' screeches grew louder, a chorus of anger that fueled their attacks. With a determined look, I conjured a wall of water to protect us from their talons. “It's not our fault their queen fell for a siren's charm. But I'm not here to mend harpy relationships. Let's send these pests packing.”

Kaiya snorted. “Nothing says 'fun weekend activity' like getting burned and dive-bombed by these feathery nuisances.”

Aeira conjured a gust of wind that sent one of them spiraling into the side of a building. Pieces of brick flew when it impacted. I thought I'd just managed to dodge one of the harpies, but it managed to leave a fiery scratch on me. Kaiya did something that sent the harpy tumbling into a cart that sold candles. Wax, wood, and nails sprayed the area like a bomb went off.

I really needed to practice fighting and casting spells more. My focus was all over the place and I didn’t trust I would do what I wanted. More than once I’d resorted to good, old-fashioned hand to hand combat. That would be hard with these bird-women as they flew around my head.

I bent down and picked up a piece of shrapnel. With a swift toss, I hurled a piece of wood at the harpies, hoping to stall the relentless onslaught of the harpies' talons. As the brawl intensified, I couldn't help but mutter under my breath, “Why does it seem like chaos follows us wherever we go?”

Kaiya chanted something that sent several harpies spiraling through the air. She replied in a wry tone, “Because it's in our job description—'Attract Trouble: Must be Skilled.'”

Aeira, her fingers crackling with fire, sent forth dazzling flames that momentarily blinded the harpies and disrupted their coordinated attacks. “Can we save the reminiscing for later? We have some feathery foes to deal with!”

Mundane objects and feathers intertwined in a chaotic dance. In the heat of battle, I was distracted when the burly gatekeeper of the marketplace came to warn us. "You three! This is a place of commerce and serenity. No brawls or you'll face a ban from the Whisperwind!"

I felt like a child admonished by her mother. My gaze skipped away from the guard and traveled over the owner of the destroyed cart who was huddled at the mouth of a nearby alley watching us with angry eyes. My feet started toward her so I could apologize when a torrent of flames engulfed my right side. Training made me drop to the stone walkway.

I was rolling around to put the flames out when I heard Kaiya mutter, “Well, that's a fine pickle we've gotten ourselves into.”

“We aren’t allies to sirens,” Aeira called out. “They tried to manipulate my friends too. That’s why they smell the way they do.”

That made the harpies pause a moment. Kaiya took advantage to reiterate the sentiment. "My wife’s tribe didn’t like that she gave up her voice to be with me. They’d kill me if they could, but her sacrifice gave me immunity. Something they learned real quick.”

Agony stole my breath as I sat up. I didn’t know how much more fight I had in me when the harpies stopped attacking. “Caw! Caw! Tell us the tribe and we will decimate them!”

Kaiya waved away their offer. “We took care of them. I’m sorry we ruined your plans. Dinner is on us. Tell Glacius to put your tab on Kaiya’s bill.”

Kiaya’s offer prompted a series of excited bird noises as the harpies flew off, leaving us alone. Our triumph, however, came tinged with regret, for the cart we'd unintentionally damaged in the fracas lay in disarray.

I let out a moan of pain as I surveyed the candle cart's charred remnants. My conscience was weighed down by guilt. “We need to take responsibility for this mess, make amends.”

Kaiya nodded in solemn agreement, though Aeira appeared preoccupied by the clinging harpy feathers that now adorned her attire, a chaotic reminder of the battle we'd just navigated.

As we set forth to rectify the situation, I couldn't move without excruciating pain. Kaiya made arrangements to pay for the cost of the cart while I mustered the strength to continue to Archibald’s store. By the time my friends made it to the corner they realized I wasn’t with them and came running back to me.

“Are you alright?” Kaiya asked as her hands fluttered at my sides.

I sucked in a breath and shook my head. “No. I smell like rancid burnt bacon.”

Aeira frowned and conjured a cool breeze to blow across my flesh. “We need to go home and treat these burns before we go see Archibald. He won’t take kindly to having his store smell like a barbeque gone wrong.”

“I’ll have Seraphina meet us there,” Kaiya said as we turned back to the car. It took twice as long to make our way back to my house thanks to the many stops I needed to make.

I collapsed on one of the stools at my island and tried not to dwell on the recent events. The searing burn on my side and arm, courtesy of a harpy's furious assault, throbbed as a constant reminder of the chaos we'd just encountered in the Whisperwind Bazaar.

“Ow!” I yelled as Kaiya gingerly applied a soothing ointment to my skin. The scent of herbs filled the air overpowering the awful smell.

“Seraphina will be here shortly,” Kaiya promised.

As she carefully tended to my wound, my gaze wandered around the room, taking in the snapshots of my life. Family photographs adorned the walls, capturing moments of laughter, love, and shared adventures. Yet, amidst the warmth and comfort of my home, there was an undeniable shift, an added layer of responsibility that had woven itself into the fabric of my existence.

I pondered the magic that had become an integral part of my life. Some aspects of it had rushed forth, almost insistently, while others remained elusive, dancing just out of my reach. My newfound role as a Relic Keeper had thrust me into a world of ancient artifacts, mystical creatures, and danger. With the enigmatic sigils that surfaced on my skin when the magic struck, left me feeling both empowered and burdened by the weight of my newfound duties.

As I contemplated the unpredictability of magic, my thoughts turned to the moments when I had needed it most. During that intense battle with the harpies. My abilities had eluded me, forcing me to resort to mundane means - fists, makeshift weapons and sheer determination. I frowned at the memory, frustration prickling at the edges of my consciousness. How could I master my power when I was constantly having to deal with one crisis after another?

With a resigned shake of my head, I acknowledged that the magical world was as enigmatic as it was capricious. It would take time, practice, and perhaps a dash of patience to unravel the intricacies of my newfound abilities fully.

When warmth replaced the pain making nausea churn in my belly, I looked over with a start. “Seraphina? When did you get here?”

The healer chuckled. “A few minutes ago. You were lost in thought, so I figured I would get started. These burns look painful.”

My gaze dropped to the burned flesh. “They're like a relaxing stroll through the fiery depths of Hell. Thank you for coming again.”

“I told you. I will always come.” Seraphina worked quickly and efficiently. “It’s the least I can do for you.”

My eyes started drooping as her power took away the pain. When she was done, Kaiya squeezed my hands. “You need some rest. We will be back later to go see Archibald.”

I gave her, Aeira, and Seraphina hugs and then collapsed on my sofa. My mind wandered back to the thoughts that were playing through my head before Seraphia showed up. I leaned back against the cushion with a wry smile tugging at the corners of my lips. Throughout my life, I'd always been fiercely independent and self-assured. Doubt? Well, that had seemed like a distant cousin I'd never had the pleasure of meeting which made it all the harder now.

Even as a child and teenager, I'd approached challenges with the unwavering belief that I could conquer anything if I just put my mind to it. After all, I was the girl who had scaled the tallest tree in the neighborhood just because the boys said I couldn't. And I'd solved complex math problems that left my classmates scratching their heads, all while daydreaming about far-off adventures.

It was humbling, to say the least, to find myself thrust into a world where expertise wasn't instantaneously bestowed upon me. Being a Relic Keeper was a responsibility that demanded respect, knowledge and above all, patience. It was as if the universe had decided to throw me a curveball, reminding me that even someone as confident as I was had much to learn.

I chuckled at the irony. As a firefighter and medic, I'd faced danger head-on, tackling blazing infernos and tending to the injured with unwavering resolve. Yet, here I was, humbled by the mysteries of ancient relics, supernatural creatures, and the intricate web of magic that bound them all together.

But perhaps that was the true essence of growth—to embrace the unknown, to acknowledge that expertise was cultivated through experience and time, and to be humbled by the journey itself. As I sat there, contemplating my past and the uncertain future that lay ahead, I decided to take a different approach and appreciate the lessons that had come with my newfound role.

With a self-deprecating smirk, I acknowledged that maybe, just maybe, a touch of doubt here and there wouldn't be the end of the world. After all, it was the challenges and uncertainties that made life—and this magical midlife adventure—worth living.

Arjun walked into the room distracting me from my train of thought. His face made my heart sink. This wasn't going to be a casual evening chat.

“Are you ready to talk?” I asked. “We have a plan for Brylan. We’re going to create a pocket realm where he will live until I need him. We were on our way to get a book to help us when we were attacked by harpies. I was burned and had to come home and get healed.” I stopped myself from babbling to allow him to respond.

He sighed heavily, looking like a storm cloud had parked itself over his head. “That’s why it smells like hell in here. I’m glad you have a plan. That isn’t what is bothering me. I know you will get Brylan taken care of.”

He paused and looked at me. “It's just... Nylah, I can't stop thinking about everything that's happened. About us, the girls and now this whole werewolf thing. It's driving me crazy.”

I felt a pang of guilt. My recent adventures as a Relic Keeper had undoubtedly put additional strain on our relationship. The magic, the artifacts, the constant surprises—none of it had been part of the life we'd envisioned together. And it had led to him being attacked and nearly killed. He was struggling right now because I had turned him into a werewolf to save his life.

“I can’t begin to understand what this is like for you. I’d like to, though. Will you share with me?”

Arjun nodded and then launched into a tale about his time as a wolf, the struggles and the lack of control that had haunted him. The details were like a slow descent into darkness. With each sentence, a sense of foreboding grew within me. He would never forgive himself for attacking the girls and I. I had to find a way to make him.

“Maisy and Amelie understand you weren’t yourself the other night. So do I. You shouldn’t feel bad. It’s not your fault,” I told him.

He shook his head regretfully. “It was my fault. I couldn't wrangle my inner beast.”

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Everything that had been his lifeline to humanity, hadn't been enough. My heart ached as I listened, unable to comprehend the depths of his torment.

“I'm so sorry, Arjun,” I finally managed to whisper, my voice filled with genuine sympathy. “I can't even begin to imagine what you went through.”

He reached out and gently grasped my hand, his eyes searching mine for understanding. “It was brutal, Nylah, but I survived. I’m not sure I can keep the beast in check.”

“What are you saying, Arjun?” A lump formed in my throat. Was he going to leave me?

“I will be locking myself up in the cells the pack has for wolves with moon sickness five days a month until I can be sure I won’t attack,” he replied with a sad smile.

I found myself sitting on the edge of the cushion, staring at Arjun with a mixture of relief and amusement. His restless movements and fidgeting were clear indications that he was upset.

“Are you trying to outdo me at that time of the month?” I wanted to lighten the mood. “I’ve had decades more suffering than you. Hey, the girls and I can give you some pointers for dealing with the cramping and cravings.”

Arjun's gaze met mine with a mixture of laughter and frustration in his eyes. “I have you beat on restlessness, irritability, and the sudden urge to chase after anything that moves.”

I chuckled, trying to keep the conversation light despite the seriousness of the situation. “Ah yes, the irresistible urge to howl at the moon and leave muddy paw prints all over the house. I'm okay if you sully Isaiah’s house.”

Arjun's lips curled into a half-smile, but his eyes held a touch of worry. “You forgot the fun part of tearing through my wardrobe. Seriously, searching for something that’s easy to remove and stylish is a fashionista's worst nightmare.”

I raised an eyebrow, playing along. “Oh, come on. The ripped jeans and shredded shirts are all the rage this season. You're just setting trends.”

He let out a genuine laugh, but it quickly faded as the reality of his condition settled in. “But in all seriousness, Nylah, it's not just about the physical discomfort. It's the battle with my own instincts, the struggle to keep my humanity intact when the wolf takes over.”

My tone softened as I reached out to him, taking his hand in mine. “I know, love. It's a challenging time for both of us. But remember, we've been through this before. We'll get through it again.”

Arjun nodded, his expression a mix of gratitude and resignation. “I appreciate your support, Nylah. It is what has kept me tethered to reality. I don’t want to let you down.”

I squeezed his hand gently, offering reassurance. "You could never disappoint me. I love you more than you know. And I'll be right here with you every step of the way. We'll find strategies to manage the moon sickness, control the shift and ensure your safety and the safety of others.”

He smiled gratefully, his eyes reflecting his love for me. "Thank you, Nylah. I don't know what I would do without you."

I leaned in and kissed his forehead, my voice filled with determination. “Well, lucky for you, you don't have to find out. We're in this together, Arjun. Moon sickness and all.”

As the room filled with a comforting silence, I couldn't help but feel a surge of gratitude for the strength of our bond. The challenges of Arjun's moon sickness and my role as the Relic Keeper were real, but our love and support would always prevail. Together, we would navigate the treacherous territory of his shifting nature and emerge stronger on the other side.


CHAPTER 8
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As we walked into Archibald's mystical bookstore, Inkwell Sanctum, the familiar scent of old pages and dust enveloped us. The soft, ethereal glow of the lighting illuminated the countless magical texts and cozy interior. I doubted this place would ever lose its charm. Every time I stepped through that creaky door it was like entering a whole new world of wonder and enchantment.

We made our way to the counter where Archibald stood flipping through a thick, leather-bound book. His sharp, bespectacled eyes glanced up at us as we approached. “Good day, ladies. What can I do for you today?”

My gaze darted around to see who was around us before I shot him a smile. “Nothing major. Just looking for a manual on creating pocket realms. You got anything like that lying around?”

Archibald chuckled, his fingers deftly snapping the book shut. “A quest for the arcane mysteries of pocket realms, is it? Well, you've come to the right place, as always. I have a feeling you three will keep me on my toes. You have yet to come to me with a typical request.”

The three of us exchanged looks and started laughing as he led us to a section dedicated to advanced magical practices. “That's all Nylah,” Kaiya replied. “Life hasn’t been the same ever since she was visited by you know who.”

My heart hammered in my chest as my gaze roamed around the store. The last thing we needed was for someone to overhear and become curious about me. I’d faced enough dangers without what I am getting out there.

Archibald’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. There’s no one here right now. We’re alone or I would have asked you to cast a spell keeping our conversation private. In fact, we should come up with a signal for me to give you when you arrive so you can cast it before ever speaking.”

A laugh escaped me. “You make it sound like we’re clandestine private investigators.”

Archibald gave me a serious look. “My dear, that’s precisely what you are! It’s rather exciting. Our code word should be phoenix sunrise.”

I nodded in agreement while ignoring the way my stomach flipped over. I wasn’t sure how I felt about his assessment of our roles. Being Relic Keeper was my burden, but Kaiya and Aeira had willingly joined me in the process. “Sounds good to me.”

Kaiya smiled at me. “The second we hear phoenix sunrise we will cast the privacy bubble.”

A second later we were distracted by the ornate titles and intricate symbols adorning the book spines in an area we’d never visited before. They were stunning and confusing as hell. Nothing was in words. Who came up with this stuff? Were they trying to make it as cryptic as possible?

Aeira and Kaiya eagerly began scanning the shelves, running their fingers over the ancient texts, making it clear that they knew how to read the symbols. I leaned over to Archibald. “You know, I was hoping for a 'Pocket Realms for Dummies' kind of deal. Am I going to have to settle for a cryptic masterpiece?"

He gave me a knowing wink. “You always keep me entertained, Nylah.” The tinkle of the bell above his door made his head spin around. “You will find what you need on this aisle. Call out for me if you need anything.”

I sighed dramatically. “Thanks, Archibald. I'll leave the search to those who know what they’re doing.”

He chuckled as he turned and went back to the front of his store while Kaiya and Aeira each picked up a book and started to flip through them. “Someday, you need to teach me how to interpret the symbols and what they mean,” I told my friends.

Kaiya lifted the spine of the book in her hands so it faced me. “These are runes. The top one here indicates a temporal rune and the second is for a gate while the third indicates merging.”

Aeira showed me the spine of her book. “These are for anchor, boundary, and realm.”

A sense of excitement bubbled within me. Pocket realms were a whole new level of magic for all of us. The symbols made sense now. It gave me the courage to dive headfirst into the arcane unknown.

My gaze roamed over the books. “Would searching for a needle in a haystack be a walk in the park compared to this? Because I see realm on a lot. It seems as if that’s what we need.”

Aeira shot me an amused look while Kaiya grinned, clearly relishing the treasure hunt. “We’re going to have to put pieces together. There won’t be instructions in one book. The magical world doesn’t make anything that easy.”

“Of course not. That would be too easy,” I griped. After what felt like an eternity of perusing titles that seemed more like encrypted riddles than straightforward books, Archibald's voice suddenly cut through the mystical ambiance. “Ladies, I believe I've found something that might pique your interest.”

My heart leapt in my chest as my head swiveled to the left. “When did you join us?”

He smiled and lifted one shoulder. “You were all engrossed in reading.” I noticed he held a book that looked as ancient as the information it might contain. “This has vital information on pocket realms.”

I shook my head at him. “That doesn't look intimidating at all.”

Archibald approached us and extended the book with an air of reverence. “If you combine information in here with the three on this table you should find the answers you need. Is this pocket realm for your vault?”

I accepted the book and ran my fingers over its weathered cover. “No, it’s not for my vault. It’s for Brylan, my Pegasus.”

His eyes twinkled with excitement behind his glasses. “A Pegasus! You have some powerful connections. I feel blessed to have been brought into your circle. I have made this promise before, but I make it again. I will protect your identity with everything I am.”

Kaiya picked up the books and gestured to the front of the store. “We are counting on you to help us protect her. In fact, we are going to spread the word that the Relic Keepers are back.”

“Word is going to get out anyway. If we have the Pleiades, Phoebe, help us then we have a better chance of managing the information,” Aeira added.

Archibald paused by the door. “Thank you for letting me know. It would have caused panic when I heard word spreading. I will be sure to misdirect any guesses about who the Relic Keeper might be. Keep me posted about how these books work for you.”

I wrapped him in a hug. “We will. And we will bring the books back when we are done.”

With the books in hand, we made our way back home, navigating the bustling streets of the Whisperwind Bazaar. As the chaotic energy of the marketplace faded into the distance, a sense of relief washed over me that we managed that trip without any problems.

“That was a first,” I said as we climbed into Kaiya’s car.

Aeira snorted from the backseat. “Watch your mouth, Nylah. Let’s not tempt Fate again.”

“Yikes. I take that back,” I said as a yawn cracked my jaw, reminding me I hadn’t slept in too many hours.

Kaiya looked over from the driver’s seat. “We are going to drop you off to get some sleep before we do anything else. We will come back later.”

I laid my head back. “I don’t think I can keep my eyes open much longer.”

Kaiya chuckled as she drove across town. She said something but I didn’t hear her because my mind had drifted. I jolted when a hand landed on my shoulder. I blinked and saw Kaiya smiling at me. “We’re here. Do you need help getting inside?”

Shaking my head, I handed Aeira the book I’d been holding and climbed out of the car. “I’ve got it. Thanks you guys. See you soon.”

They agreed and said goodbye. My feet were heavy as I made my way to the front door. “Finally, some peace and quiet,” I muttered to myself as I unlocked the door to my cozy home.

Stepping inside, I sighed in contentment as the familiar scent of lavender and vanilla greeted me. Emi ran up to me and started barking in annoyance. She was used to me puttering around in the mornings of my day off.

I headed straight for the kitchen, where I decided to brew a cup of soothing chamomile tea. It would help shut off my mind. As I filled the kettle with water and set it on the stove, I forced myself not to think about the day's events. Thinking about pocket realms, harpies, and sirens would only keep me awake longer.

With my steaming cup of tea in hand, I padded over to the plush sofa and sank into its welcoming embrace. Emi jumped up next to me and I ran a hand over her side. Her snoring added to the tranquil atmosphere. I closed my eyes, savoring the moments of solitude. When my arms got heavy and I couldn’t pet Emi anymore, I set my tea down and went horizontal.

I was asleep within seconds. The next thing I knew, Kaiya was shaking my shoulder to wake me up. “Hey. How long have I been asleep?”

Kaiya smiled at me but it was strained. “A few hours.” I noticed she had a contemplative expression that made me sit upright. Her furrowed brow hinted at a brewing idea or, knowing Kaiya, a scheme of some sort.

“You've got that look in your eye, Kaiya. What's on your mind?” I asked.

“It’s about finding Dylan Thorne, not the pocket realm. I've been thinking," she said. “What if we reached out to Detective Mark Greene? You know, the one we worked with most?”

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued yet cautious. “Detective Greene?” I repeated. “What's he got to do with our search for Dylan Thorne? According to the woman in Bali, Dylan was in New York, not New Bern.”

Kaiya nodded with an unwavering expression. “True, but we also know that sometimes, when the mundane resources come up short, Detective Greene has a way of digging up information others can't.”

I couldn't argue with that. Detective Greene had been instrumental in helping with several arson cases in the past. Still, the prospect of bringing the NBPD into the mix made me a tad uneasy. “And how exactly do we explain this request? Hey, Detective Greene, we're looking for a guy named Dylan Thorne who probably went from living a quiet life in New York to running a fortune five hundred company. We have no leads whatsoever. Can you find him for us?”

Kaiya chuckled. “We don't need to explain it like that. We can just give him a name and let him work his magic. Besides, he owes us a few favors, don't you think?”

I grinned at her cunning approach. She did have a point. “Alright, Kaiya, I'm in. Let's give Detective Greene a call. After all, who could resist helping out the dynamic duo of paranormal investigators?”

“I’m no expert on mundies, but you might want to come up with a good reason why you’re looking for him,” Aeira pointed out. “Working with them, I discovered really quick that they always needed answers.”

I nodded in agreement and my mind started coming up with random options. I had my phone in my hand to dial the precinct's number when it began to ring. The caller ID displayed ‘Phoebe.’

I exchanged a puzzled glance with Kaiya before answering the call. “Hello?”

Phoebe's voice came through, warm and familiar. “Hey there, Nylah! I know you asked for space, but this can’t wait any longer.”

I couldn't help but smile. Phoebe was the Pleiades and had always been nice and respectful to me. “Okay. What is this about?”

“I wanted to ask you for a favor, Nylah,” Phoebe said. “Would you be willing to meet with some old friends of mine? Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet, you remember them, right? They’re the coven I told you about before.”

Recognition flashed in my mind. The Backside of Forty, as they were called, were on my list after creating the pocket realm for Brylan and finding the Siren Song. “Of course, I remember them,” I replied. I wanted to shut her down right away, but because I needed something from her, I didn’t dare. “What do they need?”

Phoebe hesitated for a moment before explaining. “They've been taking care of some relics like I told you before. It's time to entrust them to someone who can safeguard them properly. The risk is too high leaving them in their hands. And they are at my house, so they will be much closer than England."

I felt a mixture of surprise that they would be in the country. Relics were no small responsibility, and I knew the Backside of Forty had a penchant for finding the most unusual and potent artifacts. They were why Artemis located me and made me a Relic Keeper.

“I'd be happy to meet with them,” I said, “but I have several things on my plate. When are they leaving?”

“They’re leaving shortly. I will give them your phone number to make contact, if that’s alright,” Phoebe replied in a voice that was filled with relief.

I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. “That works. And it’s even better that they are going to be here soon. There is another relic I need to hunt down. I’m sorry I wasn’t ready sooner. Life has been crazy, to say the least. Someday I might even be prepared to deal with this whole new life that’s been thrust upon me.”

“You’ve handled your transition very well, Nylah. Being given a magical makeover is never easy. It’s doubly hard when it impacts those you love like it has. If there is ever anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to let me know.”

My lips parted and I hesitated for a fraction of a second. I wasn’t sure how to request to have her get the word out that there is another Relic Keeper available. But my new job was to take powerful relics. Having the hotline field calls about OOPs would be the most efficient route.

“That’s a brilliant plan, Nylah! Your friends were right to control the narrative. Trust me. Word will get out and this is the best way to keep speculation out of the game. And having me, or my family field the calls takes you out of the picture quite nicely. There are other factors we should talk about after I have time to think and talk with my immediate circle.” Phoebe was babbling like I did when I was thinking things through out loud. It made me feel more connected to her which was nice since we would be working closely in the future.

“Like what?” Kaiya leaned closer to the phone and asked.

Phoebe sighed, the sound echoing through the tiny speaker. “Well, we need to ensure the calls aren’t traps to lure you out. And when we determine they are real, we need to protect your identity when you pick the items up.”

Kaiya scowled. “I take it back. This isn’t a good idea. We don’t have the time to do this and keep working. We’ve already asked Aeira to quit her job to act as a liaison with you.”

I dropped my head, my chin hitting my chest. “I’m going to have to quit firefighting.”

Kaiya shook her head and grabbed my arm. “No. You love our work. That’s not fair.”

Phoebe cleared her throat, getting our attention. “You don’t have to quit, Nylah. First, Kaiya is right. You and your family have been put through enough. Keeping your job will be the perfect cover. No one would think the Relic Keeper would work in the mundie world. When Hattie gave me her magic making me the Pleiades, she also gave me her money. We will find trustworthy people to hire to look into calls. You won’t have to worry.”

“I am happy to work with them on these matters,” Aeira offered. “I would feel better before we go out on calls.”

“And we will start looking into ways to protect your identity,” Kaiya said.

The weight that had landed on my chest as Phoebe spoke lifted. “I don't know what to say. The fact that you would use your money to help me is unbelievable.”

Phoebe chuckled. “I’ll be helping more than just you. Besides, I have Hattie’s reputation to uphold. I have no idea if this is what she would have done, but it feels right. We can hammer out the details more later. I need to go and give Fiona your contact information. Call me anytime for anything.”

“We will be in touch soon, I’m sure. Thank you for everything,” I said before hanging up.

I set the phone on the table and collapsed into a chair. Kaiya and Aeira both joined me. “That conversation took a left turn. I can’t believe I didn’t consider someone might try to set up a trap for me.”

Kaiya patted my shoulder. “You can’t expect yourself to consider everything. Including Phoebe was a wise decision. I feel better about things now.”

My phone buzzed on the table, and I glanced at the caller ID. It was a foreign number. “It must be Fiona, Violet, and Aislinn. They’re the only ones who would call me from another country.” They were from Cottlehill Wilds in England but I didn’t know the country code for Great Britain.

“Hello?” I said, putting the phone on speaker.

“Nylah, it's Fiona, a friend of Phoebe’s.” Fiona's voice crackled with excitement on the other end. “We need to talk. It's important.”

I raised an eyebrow, glancing at the clock. Late-night calls were rarely good news. “Fiona, now might not be the best time,” I replied cautiously.

“Nylah, we understand that you've been through a lot. But we have several Objects of Power that we can’t allow to fall into the wrong hands. And we have an emergency situation we need to resolve with the Auric Blaze, so we need to get these artifacts to you immediately,” Violet persisted. I didn’t appreciate the pressure. I had a lot of shit going on in my life, too.

I sighed as the weight of their request sat on me. A lot was expected of me in this role, and I wasn’t even given time to adjust properly to the changes. “I can't promise anything, but tell me what you’ve got,” I finally told them.

Fiona recounted their recent events. My jaw dropped open when she talked about the creation of a Godstone and the discovery of the Fountain of Youth followed by their encounter with the Auric Blaze. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that any of this was possible, and yet, there was no denying the urgency these three women felt.

“We're in over our heads, Nylah,” Aislinn admitted. It was surprising to hear her admit such a thing. “We need your help. We need you to take these artifacts and keep them safe. We are headed to Maine for a celebration with Phoebe and can bring them to you if you’re willing to meet.”

I paused as I considered their request. I had a lot on my plate and didn’t need anymore bullshit. But I couldn’t deny them, either. I was the only one that could secure these OOPs. I let go of some of the anger I was harboring for having my life upended. However, I couldn’t forget it entirely. “Alright. When are you leaving?”

“Phoebe is sending a plane for us. We will be there in a few hours,” Violet said.

“I’ll text you a location for a meeting tomorrow,” I told them. I would need to think about where to meet. “If you're telling the truth, I'll take the artifacts. But if anything feels off, I won't hesitate to walk away.”

“We understand, Nylah,” Aislinn replied in a tone that seemed friendly and appreciative. I couldn’t be sure since I didn’t really know the woman. “Thank you.”

The line went dead as they hung up. Meeting with them was a risk. Phoebe had sent them my way, but I was still putting my trust in people I really didn’t know. That’s what it all came down to. Trust. That word was like a heavy cloak, and I had to remind myself that it worked both ways. It wasn't just them having faith I wouldn’t misuse the OOPs. It was also me believing them when they spoke about the need for my unique power.

“We should be cautious with them. I know Phoebe sent them, but regardless of the location they send, you should arrange something else at the last minute,” Kaiya said drawing my attention back to her.

I nodded in agreement. “That’s a good idea. Let’s get back to what we should say to Detective Greene. We can give him a call while waiting to hear from the Backside of Forty.”

Aeira got up and put a pot of water on to boil. “We need a plausible story to give him.”

I watched Aeira get the stuff down for tea. “Yeah, but what would be believable? Finding something that belonged to him seems lame. Saying we know him and are worried doesn’t make sense because we wouldn’t need to find him.”

Aeira grumbled under her breath as she put the kettle on a trivet on the table then brought the tray of supplies over. Kaiya sat back in her chair and crossed her legs on her seat. “What if we say a friend of ours was dating him and she said some things that worried us about him?”

I cocked my head to the side and considered that idea. “We would have to say we haven't heard from her but it hasn’t been long enough to file a missing person’s report. And we have no proof to light a fire under NYPD’s backside.”

We sat sipping our cups of tea as we brainstormed ways to approach the detective. The challenge was finding a convincing excuse that wouldn't make us sound like a bunch of crazy stalkers. We exchanged glances and dove into the conversation.

“Oh! How about we tell him we suspect Dylan might be involved in an art heist?” I suggested, raising an eyebrow.

Aeira shrugged. “It's a decent idea. But I like the thought that we suspect he's responsible for a missing friend instead? That sounds more plausible. Why would we care about an art heist? You two are firefighters, not law enforcement.”

Kaiya set her empty cup down and looked between us. “I agree, Aeira. However, we could go with the classic fraud investigation. That always raises eyebrows and piques interest.”

I chuckled, appreciating her creativity. “True, but let's keep digging. How about we tell him we believe Dylan might be involved in a secret society that deals with ancient artifacts?” That got as close to the truth as possible.

Aeira scrunched up her face. “That's getting a little too close to the supernatural angle. We can't say we suspect Dylan is involved in some kind of supernatural smuggling operation. That would reveal the existence of our kind which is a huge no-no.”

Kaiya smirked at Aeira. “Can you imagine? The paranormal police would be banging down our door and hauling us off to Coldwater Creek. It would be interesting to see Greene’s reaction if we told him we suspect Dylan has unwittingly stumbled upon a magical object of immense power and could be in danger.”

A shiver worked down my spine. There was no way we would be getting anywhere close to a supernatural explanation. I couldn’t go to jail. “Okay, so we need something that feels both plausible and compelling. How about we approach it as a potential cult involvement? We could express concerns about Dylan luring our friend into a dangerous group.”

Aeira and Kaiya exchanged glances, nodding in agreement. “That could work,” Aeira said. “It's a delicate balance of intrigue and concern. We want to grab his attention without sounding completely outlandish.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of relief that we had finally settled on an approach. "Alright, let's go with the cult angle. We'll approach Greene, emphasizing our worry for our friend's well-being and expressing genuine concerns about Dylan's involvement with a potentially dangerous group. Oh, we could use one of the polygamist groups like the Order or the FLDS. The last one’s got their prophet in jail for molesting children. Or we could say we heard he was into human trafficking but we don’t have proof.”

Kaiya’s expression lit up at the end. “Human trafficking is the best option. It’s an issue that has been in the media a lot lately and is on everyone’s mind.”

With that agreement in mind, I picked up my phone and dialed Detective Mark Greene's number. After a few rings, he answered, his voice laced with suspicion. “Greene,” he said curtly.

“Hey, Mark.” I tried to sound casual, though I knew that was a long shot. My insides were in knots and I was nervous as hell. “It's Nylah. How's the detective life treating you?”

There was a pause on the other end, during which I could practically feel the skepticism radiating through the phone. “Nylah, what's this about? You usually don't call unless it's about a call we’ve both been on. And the last one settled with a plea deal.”

I sighed, knowing I had to get straight to the point. “Kaiya is here with me too, along with our friend Aeira. Mark, we need a favor. One of our friends, Carla, met a guy when she was on vacation in Bali and we think she’s missing.”

“What do you mean you think?” His tone was cutting and made me flinch.

Kaiya smiled at the phone and took over the explanation. “This guy, Dylan Thorne either put some kind of spell on her or he’s kidnapped her and she’s now a victim of human trafficking. The day she got home from Bali she made plans to go visit him in New York City and by the end of the week she left. She was supposed to be home yesterday and now she isn’t answering our calls.”

“Are you sure it wasn't just a weird vacation love at first sight? I’ve heard of stranger things,” Greene said. His tone was far less curt this time, though.

“Trust me, Mark, I've had my fair share of weird encounters. This one feels different. All we’re asking is that you look into this Dylan Thorne guy. See if there's anything unusual about him or if he's associated with any suspicious groups. We’re only looking out for our friend. We would hate ourselves if we did nothing and just let her disappear forever.”

There was a long pause, and I could almost hear the detective's internal debate. Finally, he let out an exasperated sigh. “Alright, Nylah, you've got your favor. But I won't be sharing any personal information with you guys. You know the rules."

I grinned, despite the seriousness of the situation. “Thanks, Mark. You're a lifesaver. Thanks a million. And don't worry, I won't ask for classified info. Just give us the gist of what you find, okay?”

He grumbled something that sounded like an agreement, and I knew that was the best I could hope for. Detective Mark Greene was a good friend, but he took his job seriously. With his help, maybe we'd get to the bottom of Dylan Thorne's mysterious behavior and find out if there was anything sinister lurking beneath the surface.

We got up and made some lunch then resumed a computer search of our own. As the hours ticked by, Kaiya and I grew increasingly impatient. The Backside of Forty witches—Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet—were supposed to text us with a place to meet, but they were seriously testing our patience with their lack of communication.

I glanced at Kaiya, who was tapping her fingers impatiently on the table. “Do you think something is wrong?”

She shot me a worried look. “They’re from another country. They might be dealing with jet lag. We shouldn’t worry yet.”

I nodded in agreement. The witches from Cottlehill Wilds in England were supposed to hand over two powerful OOPs (Out-of-Place relics) to me, and I wasn't exactly thrilled about the delay. I wanted to get this exchange over with.

After another half-hour of waiting, I couldn't take it anymore. "Alright, that's it. I've had enough of sitting around like this. Let’s go get some ice cream.”

Kaiya raised an eyebrow. “Sounds good to me.”

Aeira popped up like an eager bunny. “I’m in. And who knows, maybe we will run into them. After all, didn’t you say they had a young dragon shifter with them?”

“From what I remember, Aislinn had a little girl,” I said as we got in Kaiya’s car.

“Bear City?” Aeira asked.

Kaiya and I gasped and looked at her in surprise. “That’s our favorite place to go,” Kaiya admitted.

I nodded in agreement. “I can get Arjun some fudge while we are there, too. He’ll like that.”

The car was quiet as we drove. Despite wanting a distraction, we were all still wondering how long before they contacted us. It was clear none of us liked the waiting game we were currently in.

We pulled up to the ice cream and candy store. The smell of sweet chocolate immediately brightened my mood. I practically skipped inside and ordered the rocky road fudge for Arjun, a couple pieces of English toffee for the girls, and a double scoop of pecan praline for me.

With our treat in hand, we got back in the car and headed home. “I swear, ice cream is magical. It always makes me feel better.”

Kaiya laughed and then cursed as traffic slowed our progress. She turned down another street to avoid the back-up. Just as we rounded a corner, we came upon even more chaos. This time we could see what it was. An auto accident had occurred. There were two cars involved and several people were standing with the emergency response team already there.

Kaiya was about to go around when she shot wide eyes to me. I felt it at the same time she did. Magic had caused this collision. An unfamiliar sensation of something dark washed over me. “Something is wrong with this scene.”

Aeira stuck her head between the front seats. “It’s making me nauseous.”

Kaiya's eyes widened, and we exchanged a knowing look. Something paranormal had happened here and we couldn’t move on without ensuring the mundies didn’t find evidence of the magical world. The question in my mind was whether or not this involved the Backside of Forty witches and their powerful relics. Phoebe had said they were highly sought after by the evil in our world.


CHAPTER 9
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Kaiya and I got out of the car and headed for the firefighters nearby. I deliberately stepped close to have a discreet conversation with Gary, one of our fellow firefighters. He had moved to B shift a few months ago, but the years we spent riding together made us friends for life.

I leaned closer to him as I licked my ice cream, trying not to seem too interested. “Hey, Gary, you wouldn't happen to have the inside scoop on what happened here, would you?”

Gary was a good firefighter with a perpetual seriousness about him. He didn’t look away from the activity in front of us. “You two always seem to be sniffing around for work. What's the deal this time? You couldn’t wait until tomorrow to be back on shift?”

I couldn't help but chuckle. “Are you telling me you could drive past a scene like this and not stop to see what’s going on? I can’t help it if emergency response is in my blood. What can you tell us about the accident? Anything unusual about it? Something feels off to me.” That comment wasn’t risking too much. After decades of service most firefighters developed a sixth sense about scenes.

Gary let out a sigh, realizing he couldn't fend us off. “It’s a strange one alright. The black car was empty. The witnesses didn’t see anyone fleeing the scene despite having seen the car being driven. All we found is a car seat and a couple of suitcases.”

Kaiya and I exchanged quizzical looks. “Empty?” Kaiya echoed, her voice tinged with curiosity.

Gary nodded as he crossed his arms over his chest. “It feels like an abandoned ghost town. The car itself was practically brand new, no signs of a struggle or anything. It's like the driver just disappeared into thin air.”

My intrigue grew, and I couldn't help but press for more details. “Any leads on the identity of the driver?”

Gary shook his head solemnly. “Not yet. We're still trying to track down the owner of the vehicle, but no one can find anything yet. It’s not a rental and Batista’s initial search came up with nothing,” he said as he pointed at one of the responding police officers. “This one's got everyone scratching their heads.”

“That’s a new one. Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked. Gary shook his head and jogged over when his captain called to him. Kaiya and I waved to the captain but stayed where we were.

Kaiya leaned in closer to me. Her brows were furrowed with suspicion. “Something doesn't add up here. I mean, that car was empty. That shouldn’t be possible. He didn’t say anything about the other car, but the young man looked dazed and confused. The whole situation just reeks of foul play.”

Aeira flicked melting ice cream off of her hand. “Do you think they were ambushed for the OOP?”

I took a bite of my cone, praying it settled my curdling stomach. “That’s a significant possibility. Personally, knowing they were headed here with two powerful objects raises my suspicions.”

Kaiya nodded in agreement. “These ladies came all the way from England, and they were just in Maine for a party. That’s plenty of time for a Tainted witch or anyone else to track and locate the relics.”

I tossed my melting ice cream into the nearby bushes for the animals to eat. “I know, I know. This is just so bizarre. My gut is telling me Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet were involved, but we can’t assume. We need more information.” It could be my imagination leading me astray because I knew they were coming here with extremely powerful OOPs.

Kaiya tossed her ice cream too and gave me a pained look. “Well, you do have a point. Maybe this was just a group of eccentric relic holders who prefer road trips. We'll figure this out, but let's not overcomplicate things just yet.”

Aeira sighed. “We should stay vigilant and get a look around. This whole situation feels off, and I've got a feeling it's only going to get stranger.”

“Let’s look around. Stick close to us, Aeira. No one will wonder why we are walking around because we know everyone here.”

Kaiya gestured to the trees on our right. “I feel something coming from over here.” We headed in that direction and followed our senses. Initially, I kept our search close to the accident site and then we delved deeper. When we came upon a grocery store, we checked out the woods on the other side of the road for any clues or signs of what might have happened.

The air was thick with tension as we ventured deeper into the thicket. The tangled undergrowth and looming trees cast eerie shadows in the waning light. Our footsteps seemed to echo unnaturally, as if the forest itself held its breath and was waiting for us to uncover its secrets.

It was when we reached the other side, bathed in the dappled light of the canopy above us that my eyes fell upon the mangled wreckage of another car. The vehicle bore a massive impact and burn mark on its side, like a scar from some otherworldly battle. It looked like it had been through hell and back, its twisted metal and shattered glass telling a gruesome tale.

My voice trembled with a mixture of awe and unease as I turned to Kaiya. “Kaiya, look at that! There's no way this kind of damage could be caused by a mundane collision. It's like... something exploded here.”

Kaiya's expression mirrored my growing apprehension as we examined the wreckage more closely. “You're right, Nylah. This is anything but normal. And look, there's no sign of the occupants anywhere. It's as if they vanished into thin air too. What are the chances of that? And how did this vehicle get so far out here?”

A shiver ran down my spine. The situation had taken a sudden and ominous turn. My earlier desire for ice cream felt foolish in the face of this crisis. “We've got more than we bargained for here and I have no idea what to do now.”

Aeira started walking again. “We continue our search and keep our senses on high alert.”

I nodded as a nagging feeling that we were delving into a mystery far beyond our usual scope refused to leave me. The three of us combed through the dense woods and scoured the nearby neighborhoods for what seemed like hours. Our eyes darted over every inch of the landscape. The sun was slowly sinking on the horizon, casting long shadows that stretched like accusing fingers. I’d tried to call Fiona’s number numerous times and got her voicemail each time. We’d left several urgent messages.

“I can't believe they've been missing for hours,” Kaiya said. “It doesn't make any sense. They just got here from the party. It would have made more sense for them to be hit in Maine.”

I nodded, my thoughts racing. “It's strange. But we'll find them, Kaiya. We have to.”

Aeira stepped over a large branch and looked back at us. “Should we call Phoebe?”

I tilted my head from one shoulder to the other as I considered the question. “Not necessarily.”

As we continued our search, I decided to tap into my Relic Hunter skills, hoping that the same mystical connection that had led me to the necklace in the lake would guide us now. Closing my eyes briefly, I allowed the familiar sensation to wash over me. It was a current of energy that connected me to the hidden threads of magic in the world.

Kaiya shot me a curious look, but I didn't have time to explain. I needed to focus. Total concentration was the only way I knew how to let the magic do its work. The seconds ticked by, and then it happened. There was a subtle shift in my perception. My head spun around when I felt a faint resonance.

Excitement surged through me as I pointed to the left, or what I thought was east. “This way! I've got something. Let's follow it and see where it leads.”

Kaiya's eyes widened with a mixture of hope and determination. “Lead the way, Nylah. You can do this.”

With newfound purpose, we followed the magical thread I had detected, pushing deeper into the woods. Our surroundings grew darker and more foreboding with each step, but we couldn't afford to turn back. We had to uncover the truth behind the whereabouts of Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet no matter where our search might take us. I prayed they were out having fun and unable to answer their phones. Life has taught me that isn’t always the case.

As we reached the heart of the forest, the magical thread I'd been following seemed to grow stronger. I wasn’t sure if this was such a good idea after all. The tangled undergrowth and looming trees created an otherworldly atmosphere and casted long shadows in the nearly gone sunlight. The harder I tried to grab hold of the signal, the faster it drifted through my fingers.

With every step, my apprehension mounted. The sensation of urgency became palpable, like a knot tightening in my chest. The woods around us grew denser, the verdant canopy overhead blotting out the sky, and an unsettling stillness settled in the air.

Then, as if emerging from a sinister dream, we stumbled upon a chilling tableau of chaos. Broken branches, jagged tears in the foliage and scattered leaves painted a vivid picture of a violent struggle that had taken place there.

I turned to Aeira and Kaiya, my voice trembling with a mix of fear and determination. “Take a look around, guys. Someone got into a fight here and I want to know who it was. There was a child's car seat in the car.”

Aeira and Kaiya exchanged worried glances. As we stood amidst the eerie aftermath of the struggle, it became painfully clear that our quest for the Backside of Forty had taken a perilous and foreboding turn.

“We can’t wait to call Phoebe. I need to make sure they are okay,” I said.

My fingers raced across the screen of my phone as I dialed Phoebe's number, my heart pounding like a drumbeat in my chest. Each ring felt like an eternity until she finally picked up.

“Phoebe, it's Nylah,” I blurted out urgently. “We're in a really tight spot here. Fiona, Aislinn, Violet, and their family are missing. We found their car on the side of the road empty. And then another deeper in the forest. That one was a mess. Something seriously bad went down.”

There was a heavy pause on the other end before Phoebe responded. “Shit. This doesn't sound good at all, Nylah. They were traveling with Aislinn's daughter, the little dragon shifter. She’s not as helpless as most four-year-olds, but she is a little girl. I'll get there as fast as I can to help with the search, and I'll reach out to my contacts in the area for any leads.”

I nodded as I held back the tears that threatened. “Should we contact Fiona and Aislinn's mates? They were on this trip too. We need all the help we can get and I bet they can find them.”

Phoebe blew out a breath. “I will try them, but I imagine they would be together.”

“Okay, we will keep searching for a bit longer. We will also call our friends at the firehouse and see if they have arrived anywhere. Keep us posted,” I said and then thanked her.

As I ended the call and rejoined Kaiya and Aeira in the search, the sense of dread continued to hang over us like a storm cloud. We needed answers, and we needed them fast. We combed the woods and neighborhoods around the accident site, our eyes scanning for any signs of our missing friends.

My senses tingled as I tapped into the same power that had led me to the necklace in the lake. It was like following a trail of breadcrumbs made of magic, and it guided me further into the unknown.

“I’m not sure if you should be following me or not.” I cringed at how much of my uncertainty leaked through into my voice. “I'm getting a reading, but I have no idea what it means.”

The sound of voices in the distance made me speed up my steps until both Kaiya and Aeira grabbed my arms. Aeira was shaking her head at me. “Slow. We don’t know who it is.”

As we crept forward, we stumbled upon a chilling scene. There was a group of scaly demons and women working together. My heart raced, and panic threatened to overtake me. “They’re Tainted witches.” Kaiya's voice was filled with urgency and snapped me back to reality. “Stop using your Keeper powers. They’ll sense it any second.”

My breath caught in my throat and my power was extinguished like a candle being blown out. I tugged them closer.

“Can you two hide us?” Aeira whispered as her eyes remained locked onto the Tainted witches.

Kaiya nodded and leaned into my ear. “Use the invisibility rune and spell to conceal us from their prying eyes.”

“Okay.” Time seemed to slow down as I focused my intent on completing the spell.

Between one breath and the next, the dark magic of the Tainted witches brushed against us, sending shivers down my spine. It was like a sinister dance, where one wrong move could spell disaster. It was enough to knock my concentration.

“Almost there,” I muttered to myself, sweat forming on my brow.

“You’ve got this.” Kaiya's encouraging words pushed me to work faster.

It didn’t take long after that before we completed the spell and a shroud of invisibility enveloped us like a protective cocoon. We edged our way around the witches, who were dangerously close to discovering our presence. The tension was palpable, and every breath felt like a thunderclap in the silence of the forest.

As we slipped away from the Tainted witches, Kaiya whispered, “Nice job, Nylah. We'll laugh about this later, I promise.”

I rolled my eyes as we pressed on. I couldn’t see laughing about this ever. The forest seemed to close in around us. My heart nearly hammered its way out of my chest when the Tainted witches and demons started moving. Thank the gods Aeira thought to hide us. The cloak allowed us to follow them to a foreboding cave entrance. The darkness within seeming to swallow all hope. What the hell had we gotten ourselves into now?


CHAPTER 10
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As we stood at the entrance of the ominous cave my phone chose that moment to ring. I jumped, nearly dropping it in my surprise. I went to turn it off when I noticed it was Arjun. With everything he had been going through lately, I had to answer.

“Hey, babe. Is everything okay?” It took great effort to keep my voice steady.

“I’m fine. The kids are good. But you won't believe this,” Arjun's voice crackled through the phone. “Detective Greene called me a few minutes ago when he couldn’t get through to you. He said you guys might be onto something with the human trafficking.”

I exchanged a glance with Kaiya and Aeira, the gravity of the situation sinking in. “What did he say?”

“The guy you're looking for, Dylan Thorne? He's been acting incredibly odd at work and home. He hasn’t been in the office for a few days but before that he convinced his boss to give him a promotion. No one's seen or heard from him since then.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to process this new information. “Damn. That sure sounds like he’s used the Siren Song. Thanks for letting us know. We will be home soon to address this situation before our shift tomorrow. But we need to follow this lead through.” I explained how Fiona hadn’t contacted me and wasn’t answering her phone, as well as the accident scene we came upon.

“Be careful, Nylah. And if you need anything call me. I have some skills now, you know.” Arjun's voice had softened.

A smile lifted one corner of my mouth. “I know you do, babe. Love you.”

As I hung up the phone, an increased sense of urgency washed over me. We had a lead on Dylan Thorne and it seems as if he had used the relic. From what Lila said a lot of bad things could happen as a result. More immediate was the fact that it seemed as if Fiona and her friends were kidnapped by demons and Tainted witches. My legs shook as we entered the cave. My stomach knotted as I wondered what dangers awaited us in the shadows.

The cave was silent as we ventured deeper into its depths, the dim light of the flashlights on our phones flickering against the rocky walls. The air was thick with tension. I could feel Kaiya and Aeira’s uncertainty match mine with each step we took. Our search for Fiona, Aislinn, and the others had led us here, into the heart of the unknown.

As we rounded a corner, the scene that unfolded before us was nothing short of chaotic. Two witches stood their ground against what seemed like a horde. I didn’t need to ask Kiaya confirm that I was right in assuming they were witches. They had colorful flames bouncing on their palms and I could feel the difference in their spells compared to those Kaiya had identified as Tainted. It was evident in the way their enchantments clashed with the dark magic of two Tainted.

I clenched my fists, my heart pounding as I took a step to join the magical battle unfolding before us. I needed to keep my focus on creating spells to blast the enemies away from me. Kaiya had told me witchcraft was ninety percent intent and the words were used to direct the spell but the most powerful could manage it without uttering a word.

“Stay focused,” Kaiya whispered to me, her voice a soothing anchor amidst the chaos.

She had to go and say it out loud. Staying focused was easier said than done when magical bombs of energy were hurtling toward us, threatening to blow us into oblivion. I didn’t run around in a panic. My firefighting training kept me in place as I raised my arms, trying to shield us from the incoming onslaught.

Unfortunately, I didn’t think to use magic to protect me. The sheer force of the magical bombs left me feeling helpless. The raw energy seared through me, making me grit my teeth against the pain. I wondered what Aeira had seen in her life to remain so calm and collected. She reacted swiftly and extended her arms, manipulating the air around us. That deflected the majority of the magical bombs and kept them from tearing us apart. Kaiya joined Aeira as the three other Tainted witches turned their attention to us and threw spells at us.

Get your shit together, Nylah! I sucked in a breath and focused on creating an invisible wall. The next round of attacks collided with an invisible barrier. Their deadly force deflected harmlessly away. I had in no way mastered my power, but I had added a bit to my friends who were pretty damn kickass.

“Nice save,” I muttered to them with a hint of gratitude in my voice and winced when the Tainted didn’t miss a beat and threw spells at their victims too fast for anyone to react. Between one blink and the next, the two women who had been fighting back froze in place like several others around the cavern. This wasn’t looking good for anyone.

Kaiya gave me a knowing look, her eyes reflecting a mixture of determination and concern. “We need to send these assholes scrambling or we will not make it through this.” Her words made my heart skip several beats.

I nodded as my resolve strengthened. I had to manage more with the odds stacked against us like they were. Fiona and her friends weren’t here but there were some innocent witches we had to save. My firefighter training came in handy for the millionth time as part of my brain noticed the incoming spell while my mind was processing our situation.

My legs hurled my body to the side as a fireball smacked into the wall above my head. Magical explosions illuminated the cavern with bursts of fiery light. Rocks tumbled from the ceiling, and the ground shook with each powerful blast. It was the force of the magical bombardment that jolted me into throwing spells right back at them.

It turned out spending three seconds on focusing my intent was enough to power a counter-spell. I bounded to my feet when I watched a scaly demon blow sideways into another. I counted it a win when they started tearing into each other. That took two of the lizard-like bastards out and left four others. Surging forward, I kicked one of those remaining in the stomach. I landed in a crouch and was about to sweep the feet out from under a Tainted witch attacking Aeira when Kaiya’s voice startled me, making me miss my mark.

“Watch out!” Kaiya shouted. She used her elemental magic to create a barrier of swirling air that deflected a barrage of magical projectiles aimed our way.

A column of fire shot from Aeira and engulfed the Tainted witch who had looked at Kaiya. A gust of wind followed suit and knocked several of the demons off balance and stumbling into the Tainted that was on fire. I swung my foot back, hitting the witch and knocking her into one of their frozen victims.

An evil cackle left her mouth as she ran a sharp nail down the side of the woman’s throat, cutting it open. Blood flowed from the wound like a faucet. I propelled myself up and at the Tainted. After knocking her away, I put pressure on the wound. My mind scrambled for a way to help her and continue fighting.

Something hit my side and dug in. Pain exploded and I looked down to see the witch had her nails in my flesh. Without thinking too hard, I cast a spell and dropped it on her head. The magical bomb detonated with a bloody spray of Tainted shrapnel. I blinked in surprise when the pieces of bone bounced off of a shield.

Kaiya helped me up. “I had to put up a barrier so she didn’t bleed out. I almost didn’t get it over you before you popped her head like a melon.” She made a face as she looked down at the body.

Averting my gaze, I thanked her and we jumped back into the fight. I allowed my desperation to remain close to the surface. It had done me good so far. Keeping up any magical defenses was impossible. Kaiya pulled me and Aeira closer to her. Instinct told me the energy Kiaya was exuding was of a protective nature. To help her, I pushed some of my power into her. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I knew it would take a toll on her in no time. Aeira did the same and our powers surged and then melded together in a harmonious dance. The air thickened with an electrifying aura, and the earthy scent of magic filled the space.

It was easy to follow their lead and together we conjured powerful magic. The atmosphere grew charged with energy and Aeira traced symbols in the air that shimmered with power.

Flames erupted from my outstretched hand, forming searing walls that barred the demons’ advance. The fire crackled and roared, casting an infernal glow upon our faces. Aeira summoned fierce gusts of wind, creating a chaotic maelstrom that blinded and disoriented our adversaries. Debris swirled, turning the battlefield into a tumultuous tempest. Kaiya conjured surges and streams that swept over a couple of the demons, leaving them shivering and drained.

I’m not sure what happened next, but strength seeped into me from the ground beneath. The earth quivered under our feet, adding to the disorder and making me lose my concentration. I stumbled and lost my hold on Kaiya as I shot her wide eyes. Kaiya’s chant was joined a second later by the witches that had been held captive in the cavern.

Demons stumbled and shrieked, while Tainted witches faltered. Fear and despair radiated from their ranks. Without hesitating, we doubled down on our attacks. As a group we released a torrent of power that sent the remaining demons and Tainted scurrying deeper into the cave. As they fled, the cavern itself seemed to groan, rocks tumbling to seal off the passage.

Amidst the stillness that followed, we stood, chests heaving with exertion. The freed captives regarded us with gratitude, and I couldn't help but muster a weary smile.

“That clears up one pest problem but doesn’t tell us where Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet are now. We need to keep looking,” I said.

Kaiya gestured to the rescued witches. “Not before we get them to Seraphina for healing. How’s your side?”

Glancing down, I grimaced at the wounds. “I’ll be fine. They aren’t very deep. I might need a course of antibiotics, though.”

Trudging back through the cave, I had to resist the urge to blow it up when we got outside. Kaiya called Seraphina and we waited for the healer to come to the site of the accident. Arjun met us there too to help get the women home. As soon as everyone was healed, Arjun and I drove home while Kaiya and Aeira took others and Seraphina took one. We made plans to meet up back at my house after we were done.

I collapsed on my couch the second we got home. Arjun bent and kissed my brow. “Do you want something to eat?”

I smiled up at him and pressed my lips to his. “That would be wonderful. I need to let Phoebe know it wasn’t Fiona and her friends in the accident.”

I typed out the message and hit send. Her response was immediate. Fiona was still in Maine. A mixture of anger and relief surged through me as the events of our day played through my mind. Fate worked in mysterious ways. There was no other explanation. If I’d been able to talk to them, we never would have let the evidence at the accident lead us into a search through the woods. Those women would have died at the hands of the Tainted and demons if we hadn’t intervened.

I nearly dropped my phone when it pinged with a message from Fiona. “Phoebe told us you were worried about us. Sorry for the delay. Our flight leaves right now. Let's meet at the seafood restaurant on Front Street.”

My earlier wariness was no longer present. These women had asked Artemis to find a Relic Keeper so Objects of Power didn’t fall into the wrong hands. They didn’t mean me any harm. I wasn’t going to wait for Kaiya and Aeira, but I would use caution. “Change of plans. I'll meet you at the airport instead. When do you land?”

“Forty-five minutes. See you there.”

I had enough time to do some reconnaissance of my own until they arrived. Getting up, I went into the kitchen and wrapped my arms around Arjun. “I need to go meet Fiona and her friends to collect the relics they have. Let Kaiya and Aeira know I will be back shortly.”

Arjun turned and frowned at me. “Are you sure it’s wise to go without them?”

I patted his chest. “They’re the ones that asked Artemis for a Relic Keeper because they were worried about the power falling into the wrong hands. But don’t worry. I set the location and am going early to make sure there are no traps. I’ll be on Brylan and able to leave before anything can happen to me.”

Arjun sucked in a breath and nodded. “Be careful, babe.”

“Always,” I promised as I grabbed some apples and headed into the backyard. Handing the treats to Brylan, I told him the plans for us to rendezvous with the Backside of Forty at the airport and climbed on his back.

We arrived within minutes and I had him fly low around the landing strip and buildings while I called up my magic. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was doing, but after the encounter with Tainted witches and demons, I searched for any hint of the Dark magic I’d felt earlier. I kicked Brylan’s side and had him land when I was sure there was no one in the area with evil intentions.

I hid in the trees watching the skies for an approaching plane. My heart started racing when I saw lights getting closer. I waited until the jet was on the ground and the door opened. I moved forward and watched as three women, two men, and one toddler descended the stairs.

“I might need you to get me out of here in a hurry,” I whispered to my Pegasus. With a soft rustling of leaves I left the security of the trees. I clenched my hands and kept my senses open. Brylan's presence was comforting and intimidating if the women’s expressions were anything to go by.

“You made it,” I said in greeting as I looked at their group.

“We did. It’s nice to finally meet you, Nylah,” a woman with dark brown hair replied. It sounded like Fiona’s voice, but I couldn’t be sure because we hadn’t spoken many times. “And we are sorry for any part we played in the upheaval of your life. You have to understand that we needed someone we could trust to keep the Objects of Power we find safe.”

One of my eyebrows lifted to her hairline. “You don’t trust Artemis with them? She’s got to have the most secure vault of anyone.”

Fiona laughed at that. “No, we don’t trust the goddess with things that will make her more powerful which is why we asked for you. And now, we need you to take these artifacts. They're too dangerous for us to keep.”

A mixture of skepticism and concern filled me as I extended my hand to receive the small pouch containing the Godstone and the vial of the Fountain of Youth relics. My hand started to glow and my power left me before I could stop it. I had to tell myself not to close my eyes as I enjoyed the feel of my magic coursing through me. “I'll take them,” I told them. “But remember, if I sense any deception or danger, I won't hesitate to take action.”

Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet nodded in agreement. A sense of trust and understanding passed between us as the encounter didn’t result in a magical battle to the death. I could feel the relief emanating from their entire group.

As I turned to leave, Fiona’s voice stopped me. “How are you doing? You seem on edge. We’d like to help if you’ll let us.”

My gaze traveled over their group as I weighed telling them or not. In the end, I decided more allies were better than fewer. Besides, I had a feeling I would be working with them often. “Honestly, I’m not sure how I am going to make it now that my life has been destroyed. Arjun, my husband, was adjusting to his condition and then something happened. I’m pretty sure I’m going to lose him over this.”

Fiona grimaced and gave me a look full of regret. “And you blame us. We’re the ones that asked for a Relic Keeper. Please let us help both of you.”

The bigger of the two men stepped forward. “I understand your husband is going through a rough transition. I can craft him a charm that these three might be able to enchant with a spell to help him maintain a semblance of control over himself.”

I considered the offer as I leaned into Brylan. “I’d like that very much. I will text you my address and you can come by tomorrow.”

With a nod, they thanked me and watched as I climbed onto Brylan’s back and disappeared into the sky. Before my Pegasus leaped from the ground, I enchanted the relics so the energy pulsing from them was concealed behind my power. The last thing I needed was to draw the attention of the Tainted witches and their demons. We already knew they were roaming around the area.


CHAPTER 11
[image: ]


“We were one second away from racing to the airport to rescue you,” Kaiya griped. “Why did you leave without one of us?”

I jumped off of Brylan’s back and wrapped her in a hug. “I think I wanted to see if I could manage something as simple as a relic pick-up alone. Not that I plan on doing that often. I just figured since they are the ones that asked for a Relic Keeper, they were safe to test myself with.” I released her and hugged Aeira.

Kaiya scowled at me. “That’s the only reason we weren’t there any sooner, as well. I take it the trip went well.”

A smile spread over my face as I held up the bag. “I got the relics. And boy are they powerful.”

Aeira extended her hand to the pouch “I don’t feel anything.”

“That’s because I masked the power so none of those assholes that got away earlier were able to detect them.” I handed it to her while Kaiya looked over her shoulder.

Kaiya sucked in a breath. “What are they?”

I told them about the Godstone and Fountain of Youth as we headed to the root cellar in my backyard. “Those are women we want on our side,” Aeira observed. “What were Fiona and her friends like anyway?”

I held my hand out to the door and unlocked it. “I didn’t spend much time talking to them but they were definitely powerful. It was clear how close the three of them are. I bet they fight like a well-oiled machine. And their mates were like weight-lifters. Aislinn’s daughter was cute as a button, incredibly well-behaved, and protected. Her daddy held onto her the entire time.”

Kaiya sighed as she followed me into the cool, dimly lit cellar. “I wished I could have met them.”

I looked back at her over my shoulder. “I invited them over for dinner, so you’ll get your chance.”

Aeira’s steps were cautious as she took in the shelves lined with an intricate web of glowing runes. Her awe was understandable. The power contained within the symbols was a well of magic that rivaled anything else.

Aeira's eyes widened, and she let out a low whistle. “Nylah, this is... I mean, how did you even manage to⁠—”

I lifted a shoulder. “Part of what Artemis said was true. My powers told me what to do, but I have no idea what any of it means.” I secured the relics on shelves that called to me and drew the runes to secure them in place.

With that done, the three of us left the vault and went back into the house. We talked more about the information the detective gave us regarding Dylan Thorne before we decided to call it a night. We were all too tired to get much more done. I wanted to ask if it was possible for the Backside of Forty to create a charm for Arjun, but I was too afraid they would tell me no. I wanted to hold onto the hope they’d given me for a little longer. Arjun and the girls were already asleep when I made my way upstairs to wash my face and brush my teeth. I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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My heart stopped beating as I watched the scene unfold before me. Arjun, usually so calm and composed, lost his temper with our family dog, Emi. It had been a long morning, and I could see the exhaustion in his eyes, but that was no excuse for what happened next.

Emi had been barking incessantly at Arjun since he got up from his office chair. She didn’t like when he locked her out of meetings and she was letting him know she was upset. Her tail wagged enthusiastically as the noises she made changed and she tried to engage him in a game of zoomies. It all happened so quickly, like a nightmare in slow motion. Instead of shushing her or gently nudging her away, Arjun spun around in anger. His fingers morphed into razor-sharp claws, and before I could react, he had inadvertently swiped at Emi.

The poor dog yelped in pain, and my heart lurched in my chest. “Arjun, what have you done?” I screamed, rushing forward to scoop up our injured furry baby.

Arjun looked horrified, his eyes wide with shock and guilt. “I didn't mean to,” he stammered, his voice quivering. “I just got so frustrated, and then...”

Tears fell down my face as I cradled Emi in trembling hands. “She’s hurt, Arjun. I know it was an accident, but she doesn’t look good. I need to cast a healing spell to help her.”

He made a choking sound as I laid her in her soft bed and crouched next to it. For once it wasn't difficult to focus my intent. I chanted a spell but nothing happened. I tried again...and again.

“Why isn’t it working?” Arjun asked in desperation.

“I have no idea,” I replied.

A knock at the door interrupted our conversation and made me look to the entrance where Arjun was opening the door. I prayed it was Seraphina there by some miracle. I stood up to join him when I heard a little girl announce, “I’m Kalliopi and my dragon is purple and shiny.” Kalliopi was smiling at Arjun with a handful of the yellow flowers.

Arjun bent slightly toward the precocious child. “It’s nice to meet you, beautiful Kalliopi. I assume you’re here to see Nylah.”

“We’re here to see you both,” the same guy that offered to make a charm said. “We have something we think might help.”

Fiona’s eyes went wide and she looked down at the blood on my hands. “Is everything okay? Did we come at a bad time?”

I shared a look with Arjun whose expression was tormented. Without another word to them, he turned and walked back into the house. I sniffed and gestured inside. “This isn’t the best time, but then there’s never a good time nowadays.”

Fiona introduced everyone as they followed me into the house. I met their gazes, unable to keep the fear and fatigue off my face. "I'm so grateful you all came. I've had my hands full, and I had to take a leave of absence from the firehouse.” I’d done that the night before when I was so preoccupied that I couldn’t sleep more than thirty minutes. With my current frame of mind, I would be a liability to my team. I’d only called in sick for this shift but had been working on the paperwork to take a longer leave. What happened with Arjun and Emi sealed that decision.

“Although I wished it was an hour earlier. Then we might have been able to save Emi.” My heart clenched when I thought of my little princess bleeding from being sliced open by Arjun.

Fiona looked at me. “We're here for you, Nylah. Whatever you need. Who is Emi and what happened?”

I took a deep breath and wrapped my arms around myself. “Arjun... he's been behaving erratically. Easily irritated and shifting sporadically outside of the full moon. A bit ago he got mad and he hurt our family dog, Emi.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Arjun said as he walked into the room carrying Emi wrapped in her blanket.

Aislinn looked Emi over. “Is she alright?”

I lifted one corner of the blanket. “The cuts were deep and my healing spells wouldn’t work.” My stomach lurched when Emi started foaming at the mouth. “What’s happening? We need to take her to the vet.”

Arjun stood there shaking as Fiona crossed to the island and put the bags she was carrying down. “There is no such thing as healing spells. A healer’s powers are different. It’s best that you don’t take her in. This is magical in nature. Let’s see if we can help her. I have a healing potion that might help. It’s geared toward magical healing.”

Arjun's eyes were filled with hope as he looked at Fiona. “You mean it? This could save her?”

Fiona shrugged. “I can’t promise anything. It’s not as effective as having a healer help her, but the potion has helped many heal enough to get out of mortal danger.”

“I can call Seraphina if you get her better enough to survive the wait,” Nylah said.

Arjun handed Emi to Fiona. Violet grabbed a vial from the purse still hanging on Fiona’s shoulder and handed it to Aislinn. “I’m going to keep her calm while you drip this into her mouth, okay?” Fiona asked Aislinn who nodded.

I held my breath as Aislinn and Fiona worked together to get the potion in Emi. The foam coming from her mouth stopped immediately as did her whimpering. I could see the tears behind Arjun’s eyes as he pressed his head to Emi’s. “Thank you,” he told the witches.

I grabbed Emi from Fiona’s arms after I finished sending the healer a message. “Seraphina will be here later to finish healing you, Em. You’re going to be okay...I think.”

My gaze moved to Violet and then around the room. “What do you guys know about werewolves? Can they pass on the condition through a bite, like the lore suggests? That’s not something anyone has been able to answer for us.”

Violet cocked her head to the side. “Well, there are many variations of werewolf lore, and some do suggest that a bite can transmit the condition. But in reality, I'm not entirely sure because there never has been one before. Werewolves and their abilities can differ greatly from the stories we've heard.”

Aislinn's gaze widened. “I know someone who might have more information. Let's give Phoebe a call.”

I hadn’t really talked to Phoebe much about Arjun’s condition but I didn’t think she had any helpful information. I held onto hope, refusing to shoot them down with my negativity. “Yes, please. I'll take all the help and information I can get. I’ve pushed all of you away for so long and refused to help you. I’m surprised you’re still willing to do anything for us.”

“We will always help you," Fiona promised. “And not just because we need you to take the artifacts we find. That applies after we return to England. Even though we will be a continent away, there might be something we can do to help.” Fiona pulled out her cell and dialed Phoebe’s number.

“Hello?” Phoebe said when she answered the call.

Fiona explained the situation to her as succinctly as possible. There was a long moment of silence that made me antsy.

I sucked in a breath when Phoebe finally responded with, “I don't have all the answers, but I can definitely look into it. And, I'll come down to help.”

That was a major relief. I bet Phoebe was still prepared to leave since she was going to come down earlier when I thought Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet were missing. The garage door opening stalled further conversation. I looked over and watched Maisy and Amelie walk into the house. Their wary gazes took in the scene as they came to my side.

Maisy noticed Emi wrapped in the blanket and asked, “What happened?” The glare she shot around the room, told me she suspected our visitors.

“Be nice, Maisy. These witches are from England and they came to help your father. They also helped Emi who was injured.”

I introduced the group to Maisy and Amelie who were both too preoccupied with the dog to really acknowledge the others. “What happened with Emi?” Amelie’s voice broke, making it difficult for me to swallow through the emotion.

“Your dad had a problem with his impulses and Emi was hurt," Violet said. “We think we’ve healed your dog and there will be no repercussions for her. And we brought your dad a charm that we think will make it easier to suppress the urges.”

Aislinn’s smile was reassuring and just as charming as her daughter’s. “It's completely normal to feel scared in situations like this. But remember that you aren’t alone. You both have each other and your mom and dad. And while you don’t know us, we are always just a phone call away.”

“Thanks,” Maisy said while Amelie nodded silently.

“Getting magic has been hard on all of us," I told my girls. “And we’re doing our best to cope.”

“I see that you've started showing signs of powers.” Fiona’s comment was shocking. “I hope you are learning how to control them. For all witches, the first thing that usually manifests is their witch flames. Be careful with your emotions. My kids have had a hard time adjusting to their magic and they're a few years older than you.”

Maisy and Amelie shared a look that said they haven’t been telling me everything. I would have to change that soon. I was glad when Amelie asked, “Witch flames? Can you show us?" If they weren’t talking to me, I wanted them talking to someone who could help them.

With a smile, Violet turned her hand over and suddenly a small blue flame danced above her palm. “Of course. It's all about learning to harness your abilities while maintaining control of your emotions. If you let them get the better of you then your witch fire will burn through everything unchecked.”

“I’ve been able to manage my witch fire better, but I haven’t had time to practice with them," I admitted. “I had no idea they had this much power yet. I’ll find the time, I promise. We'll practice together, learn to control what we can, and support each other through this."

Fiona patted my shoulder. “That’s what matters. I live a continent away from my kids and talk to them as often as possible giving them advice and help on how to manage their powers.”

“You know, the first night I was back at the firehouse, my bright green flames almost burnt the place down," I admitted, hoping it would encourage the girls to share more with me. “I was terrified. I don’t have nearly the control I need which is why I used Arjun's condition as a reason to take a leave. I couldn't risk harming anyone else.”

Maisy gaped at me while Amelie glared. “You did what?” Amelie asked when Maisy said, “I thought you had all of this mastered. You make it seem like you know what you’re doing now.”

I grimaced and wished I had been open about how much I’d struggled. “I should have told you how much I was struggling instead of keeping it from you. The only thing I’m good at is hiding the Objects of Power and storing them in the vault.”

“Nylah, you did what you needed to do to protect yourself and those around you," Aislinn said. “It takes great strength to make the decision to do what’s necessary. And now you've told your family what you are experiencing. Guilt doesn’t belong in the mix. It’ll only muddy the waters and make it harder on you.”

Violet nodded. “And now, we're here to help you find a way forward.”

Maisy coked one hip out in a way that told me she was skeptical. “You mentioned you live in England and that you made something to help our dad, but why exactly are you here? And who are you?”

“That’s a conversation to have over food,” Fiona said with a laugh and unloaded the bags. “And before I forget, I wanted to ask you how can we arrange exchanges in the future, Nylah? I am positive Artemis will continue to send us after artifacts.”

My gaze immediately went to the backdoor. “I’ve got a method of relatively fast transportation now. Give me a call and if I’m not on shift, I will get to you as quickly as I can.”

We ate and the witches shared their stories with us. It was surprising to learn that Fiona’s powers had been bound most of her life. It made me feel better to know she had mastered her magic in a short time. I had a lot of catching up to do if I was going to be any good at my new magical job.

At some point during our conversation Phoebe arrived with an entire entourage including her familiar, a cat that spoke into our heads. The amount of information shared was astonishing. These men and women had been through just as much as my family and they were here helping complete strangers. A huge weight was lifted when Seraphina was able to heal Emi and she ran right up to Arjun. It eased a lot of his guilt.

The most disturbing event of the evening had been the trip through a portal to Arcanum Treasures, a store in a pocket realm owned by Morgana le Fey. It had all been surreal. I couldn’t wait to tell Kaiya and Aeira about it. I’d even watched them fortify the protections of the realm, so I had an idea of what to do for Brylan’s when we created it. I was no longer worried about being able to pull it off. I had proof we could do it.

After all of that, now here we were on the cusp of seeing what we could do to help Arjun with the amulet covered in runes and steeped in a potion Phoebe’s mom created. The magic buzzed through my hands and up my arms as I held my palms beneath the other witches. There was a sense of accomplishment. I didn’t participate in the last step, but offered my power as the others chanted a spell.

The moonstone was now charged and activated. It was Arjun’s hope for stability and control. It was his best chance at conquering his lycanthropic condition. Phoebe handed the charm to Arjun. I swear everyone held their breath while he looked it over.

“I can feel the energy humming off of this,” Arjun admitted and then slipped it over his head.

My hands were clenched into fists at my sides. “Do you feel different? More like your old self?”

“There’s less anger clouding my mind.” Arjun’s admission gave me even more hope. That was a good start. “I can’t tell if it will stop the change or not.”

“Only time will tell how effective it is,” Fiona said.

Phoebe’s mom touched Arjun's arm. “Having less anger is promising. It’s a start. That alone should lead to less uncontrollable shifting.”

Arjun smiled at her. “I can’t thank you all enough.”

“Mom’s right," Phoebe said as she looked around. “That is a start. But I think we should magically bind the moonstone to Arjun. It'll make it more effective in stabilizing his condition.”

A scowl formed in reaction to her comment. “I don’t like the thought of him being through even more magic. The only reason I can see that would be a good idea is if it will prevent him from losing it.”

“It won’t necessarily do that, but it will definitely make it harder for him to misplace,” Phoebe said.

My mind went through the ramifications as a discussion about tethering the amulet to Arjun went on around us. I shared my point of view and was ultimately glad to know Arjun would have a hard time losing the necklace. Already he seemed more like himself and that is what mattered most.


CHAPTER 12
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The time with Fiona and her friends and Phoebe and her family had been helpful, informative, and enlightening. But damn was I glad when they all left. My world wasn’t as big as theirs. I was happy with my small group. And I was even more happy not to have to file for a longer leave of absence. By the next morning, Arjun was practically back to himself.

I’d just finished telling Kaiya about the portion of the visit with our powerful allies that she’d missed when the crackling voice of the dispatcher filled the firehouse with urgency. “Warehouse fire, 5th and Elm. All units respond.”

Kaiya and I exchanged glances, the adrenaline pumping as we dropped the cleaning rags. Kaiya pointed at me. “Next time you’d better call me. I’ve heard about Arcane Treasures. I can’t believe you actually went there!”

I stepped into my gear and smiled at her. “I promise to take you if I ever go back.”

We were suited up and racing towards the scene a minute later. The headphones drowned out the noisy siren as Gibson drove across town. The warehouse loomed ahead, a towering inferno of flames and smoke billowing into the night sky. The heat was intense, even from across the parking lot.

The chaos was palpable as we arrived on the scene. Other engines were already working tirelessly to control the blaze. Four different hoses shot torrents of water towards the flames but didn’t seem to be making a dent. The warehouse was a colossal inferno. The swirling maelstrom of reds and oranges devoured everything in its path.

Amidst the chaos a firefighter from a station not far from ours, Mike, had sustained an injury. He was being tended to by the paramedics. The makeshift bandage that was hastily wrapped around his arm did little to hide the charred flesh. He wouldn't be able to continue fighting the fire tonight.

Kaiya and I jumped right in to help. I scaled the ladder that she extended so my hose could reach the roof. A third ladder arrived and was put on ensuring the flames didn’t ignite the buildings next door. Dozens of firefighters worked for over an hour before we saw a reduction in the flames.

We used every resource available to us and I was covered in sweat and exhausted by the time it was out. Unfortunately, Kaiya and I didn't get to so much as shower when we got back to the station because we were called out to deal with a medical emergency. Because we’d been on the ladder this time, we were the freshest of our team.

We climbed into the ambulance, our hearts still racing from the firefight, as I pulled out of the bay. Our destination was a quiet suburban neighborhood. We jumped out and unloaded the gurney before we raced up the path to the front door. Kaiya knocked and pushed it open a second later. The call was about chest pains. Time was of the essence in these cases.

“In here,” a man called out.

We moved through the entrance and left the gurney in the hall when we came to the main room. The house was neat as a pin and surprisingly modern for the age of the couple. I expected to see doilies and crochet blankets lying around.

My gaze shifted from the house to the woman lying on the living room floor. “Are you Margaret Johnson?” I asked as I watched her lay there clutching her chest in pain.

The older man nodded his head. “Yes, that’s my wife, Maggie. Help her. I think she’s having a heart attack.” Mr. Johnson's face was etched with worry.

I knelt down beside Margaret and quickly assessed her condition. She was pale, her breathing labored, and beads of sweat dotted her forehead. Kaiya placed leads on Margaret and hooked them up to an EKG machine. There was an elevated ST segment with a T wave that was more peaked than normal.

“Ma'am, my name is Nylah, and this is Kaiya," I said in my calm and reassuring professional voice. “It looks as if you’re having a heart attack. We're going to take you to the hospital.”

The woman’s hand fell limply to her side and I jumped up to grab the back board. Her breathing became more labored as I put the oxygen on her face. We loaded her on the board then lifted her to the gurney. I was picking up the equipment when Kaiya shouted, “I lost her pulse.”

I snagged the glyceryl tablet and shoved it under Margaret’s tongue to thin her blood while Kaiya started chest compressions. I resorted to the best weapon we had in this instance. The defibrillator.

"Clear!" I shouted as we placed the paddles on her chest and administered a shock. Mrs. Johnson's body jolted from the electrical current.

Her heart remained in a chaotic rhythm. We had to shock her three more times before getting a rhythm back. Mr. Johnson had collapsed in a chair and was begging us to save her. We were running out the door, pushing the patient in front of us the second we got her back into sinus.

“You need to get moving if you’re coming with us, Mr. Johnson,” I yelled at him as we maneuvered the gurney down the three stairs.

The older gentleman was ready to climb in the back with Kaiya by the time his wife was loaded and secured. I jumped behind the wheel and sped to the hospital. The ability to speed through the lights as we moved was Margaret’s only chance for survival. I blared the siren to clear a path as Kaiya kept losing Margaret’s pulse.

Kaiya repeated the process of delivering another shock during my mad dash for the hospital. Margaret’s heart stubbornly refused to find a steady beat. She administered more life-saving medications, including epinephrine and amiodarone, in an attempt to restore a normal rhythm. Using the radio, I shared the patient’s status as it changed.

My hands were shaking on the wheel and I was about to pull over and help her when on her third attempt the woman’s heart stabilized and the monitor finally beeped out a sinus rhythm. Hearing it echo in a steady and reassuring pattern eased the tension in my shoulders.

I screeched to a halt in the ambulance bay and was out and opening the back with one of the ER nurses. Kaiya was shouting Margaret’s vitals and we transferred her care to the hospital staff.

After the warehouse fire and the heart-pounding medical call, Kaiya and I returned to the firehouse with our adrenaline still pumping. It was nice to be able to shift our focus to the more mundane tasks of the evening like restocking the rig. The night continued to be busy as hell which kept us distracted from the OOP we needed to locate.

Lila called early in the morning and told me to go with Kaiya for breakfast at their house because she had information to share. She was our best source of intel about everything siren related because she was one herself.

“How was your shift?” Lila pressed a kiss to Kaiya’s lips as we walked in the house after a long night.

“It was one hell of a night," I mumbled as I popped a strawberry in my mouth. “We had one call after another with barely any time to eat a granola bar. And now, we've got this whole Siren Song thing to deal with.”

Kaiya nodded in agreement as she fixed her plate with waffles and fresh fruit. “Managing the two jobs is proving to be harder than I anticipated.” She held up the large fork in her hand, staving off my response. “Don’t get me wrong. We can do it, but we’re going to need to set up boundaries so we aren’t working ourselves to the bone. Both jobs will take every second of our time if we let them.”

“How do we say no when we’re dealing with dangerous shit like the Siren Song?” I asked around a mouthful.

“You're absolutely right. Both of you. This Siren Song was crafted collectively by a tribe of sirens and, as you know, possesses immense power. It's not something we should leave out in the world.”

I sighed as I chewed a crunchy, fluffy bite of waffle. “Shit like this is a real buzzkill. The magical world is a great place if you ignore the dangerous, life-threatening crap.”

Lila leaned forward with a grave expression. “Exactly. And knowing a relic containing a haunting melody that can captivate the hearts and minds of anyone who hears it is chilling. I know first-hand how its enchanting notes possess an irresistible allure that can draw individuals. It’s why I gave mine up.”

“And I read that one like this will be impossible to resist," Kaiya added. “It ignites intense desires within those who hear it, compelling them to follow its call, regardless of the consequences.”

Lila nodded, her eyes scanning the room as if searching for eavesdroppers. “Unlike a regular Siren Song, the collective power of the tribe's creation allows it to affect larger groups of people simultaneously. Its mesmerizing effect can extend to entire towns or cities, entangling them in its spell.”

That bit of information made me want to throw up. The doom and gloom were nearly suffocating, so of course, I needed to lighten the mood. "What you’re saying is that it’s basically like a supernatural pied piper with a playlist of doom.”

Kaiya shot me a wry smile before turning back to Lila. “What other consequences did you find out? Like, if it is used recklessly, can it drain the life force of its victims?”

“Actually, yes,” Lila said.

My jaw dropped open and my gut twisted into a knot at the same time Kaiya gaped at her wife and mate.

“Prolonged exposure to its enchantment may leave those under its influence weak and depleted. They’ll become mere husks of their former selves,” Lila continued.

I set my fork down unable to eat anything else as Lila shared the potential consequences of using the Siren Song. Wielding the Song required not just power, but wisdom and restraint, something few people had. Power was alluring and this was designed to lure you in and coax you into using it against your better judgment.

Lila pulled up an email at one point so she could get the information her friend in her old tribe shared with her. “One common outcome when the Song is used is called the Love Riot," she began, "People will fall into the hands of the charismatic individual. This person uses the Song’s powers to incite an unprecedented wave of infatuation and obsession. The catastrophe unfolds as people abandon their responsibilities, relationships crumble, and society becomes consumed by an epidemic of unrequited love.”

My eyebrows shot up in alarm as Lila continued. “And then there's the Sonic Tempest. In this scenario, a misguided soul unleashes the Siren Song's enchanting melodies on a grand scale, causing widespread chaos and disruption. The cataclysmic effects ripple through cities, where they trigger uncontrollable mass hysteria. This can disrupt communication systems. It could even lead to temporary loss of hearing in affected areas.”

The atmosphere grew more somber and the food I’d eaten threatened a return trip as Lila moved on to the next scenario. “There is also the Siren's Curse. If used by an individual with ill intentions, the Siren Song spreads a malicious curse that compels anyone who hears the song to slowly lose their mind and voice. As the curse spreads, people find themselves unable to communicate in any way. Historically this has led to social unrest and a breakdown in essential systems.”

Kaiya and I got up and read the message as Lila read it aloud. “The Melancholy Lament comes about if the Siren Song is used by a grief-stricken individual. The relic encourages these individuals to manipulate its power to amplify sorrow and despair. The catastrophe that unfolds is an overwhelming cloud of melancholy that settles over entire communities. It will plunge them into a deep collective depression, with devastating effects on mental health, productivity, and social cohesion.

“Lastly, there's the Dissonant Symphony. When used by a power-hungry individual to orchestrate a cacophony of chaos a series of uncontrolled sonic disturbances is unleashed. This causes widespread disorientation, dizziness, and even physical harm as the harmonious balance of sound and silence is shattered.”

Silence hung in the air as Lila finished her recitation and we finished reading. The weight of the potential disasters that could arise from the misuse of the Siren Song was palpable. We had to find Dylan Thorne. And to do that we needed to hear more from the detective.

I said as much to Kaiya when my phone rang. It was Detective Greene. “This man must have a sixth sense,” I muttered as I took the call. “Detective Greene,” I said as I answered. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

"Nylah, I've been looking into Dylan Thorne's background, as you asked. I hope Arjun filled you in. I wanted you to know before you and Kaiya did something stupid like trying to track the man down to save your friend." There was a seriousness in his voice that immediately set me on edge.

I leaned against the kitchen counter as a sense of dread settled in my stomach. “He told me. We haven’t tried to find him.” It was the truth. He didn’t need to know that we would be leaving shortly to go after the guy.

“Good. We found disturbing information from the Bloomfield neighborhood where Thorne lives in New York. A couple of people have gone missing in the area. And it started shortly after Mr. Thorne stopped showing up for work.”

My heart sank as the pieces fell into place. “You think he might be involved in human trafficking,” I said. It was what he had told Arjun.

There was a heavy pause on the other end of the line. “It's too early to say for sure, but it looks like it. I've already alerted the NYPD, and we're working together on this. Thanks for bringing it to my attention. I’ve wanted to hunt down some of the assholes selling people for years.”

I grimaced over the misconception we were encouraging. “I honestly, never thought we were right about that. I was worried he’d convinced our friend into running away with him. We’ve heard he’s very charismatic.”

Detective Greene chuckled dryly. “You're not wrong, Nylah. I’ve heard that from everyone that knows the man. Except his wife. She’s ready to geld him. But we'll get to the bottom of this. Just be careful and stay out of trouble, okay?”

“Trouble has a way of finding us, Detective. But I promise we will be careful and not get lured in by this asshole.”

Kaiya sighed as she scraped the uneaten food on her plate into the trash. “We can’t wait any longer. If he is already causing problems in his hometown, things could get much worse real fast.”

Lila wrapped her arms around her wife. “As much as I want you to avoid this entire situation, I have to agree. You two have to be careful. I think our bond will protect you, but I can’t be certain because you’re dealing with a tribe’s Siren Song.”

“Thank goodness for Brylan. All this last-minute traveling would get expensive,” I said. “Meet me at my house at five. We are more likely to find him at home if we go after working hours.”

“I’ll be there,” Kaiya vowed before I took off.

I went home, kissed Arjun who wanted to get frisky, and then slept more soundly than I had in weeks. Arjun was much more like his old self thanks to the amulet. I woke up at three when the girls got home and spent a couple of hours with them talking about the powers they’ve experienced. They’d shared some with me but stopped when Arjun started struggling more. They didn’t want to burden me.

I was ready to take on this task by the time Kaiya arrived. Arjun was doing better and my girls were talking to me about what they were going through. Plus, I’d gotten some sleep. Showered and dressed in my comfy, warm clothes, I was ready when Kaiya arrived right on time.

“You look better,” Kaiya said as we made our way to my backyard.

I ran a hand over Brylan’s flank. “It’s amazing what good sleep will do for a person.”

“Good sex is even better,” Kaiya said with a chuckle.

We climbed aboard my Pegasus and I was happy to note I didn’t lose my balance this time. Flying on Brylan was an exhilarating experience and it was early enough that we got to see some beautiful landscape as we passed. It was clear we were getting closer to the city where Dylan lived because the orderly streets transformed into a chaotic battleground of...emotions. That was the only word that came to mind to describe what we were seeing.

“Couples in Bloomfield don't seem to be having a good day,” I remarked as I pointed to a few heated arguments erupting on the sidewalks below.

Kaiya gripped my sides tighter. “Love's taken a sharp turn to the dramatic today. The Siren Song is impacting Dylan's hometown.”

As we descended further into the heart of New York, the peculiarities of the situation became even more evident. Passersby were locked in tense discussions. Many were shouting and gesticulating wildly. Others had faces contorted in frustration and anger.

“Looks like classic New York hospitality,” I quipped. It was a lame attempt to ease some of the growing tension.

Kaiya chuckled softly as her keen eyes scanned the scene below. “Dylan has certainly left his mark.”

Continuing our descent, we noticed that many people on the streets were openly pining for someone, lost in their own worlds of desire and longing, or fighting with a loved one. One man stood on a street corner, reciting poetry to no one in particular, while another woman danced solo in the middle of a crowded intersection.

“That relic is terrifying to be able to orchestrate a city-wide romantic symphony. I hope this doesn’t turn ugly. What did Lila say to do to counteract the effects? Did she give us a way to help?”

Kaiya grunted behind me. “Lila didn’t say anything. But, years ago she told me a strong wind could carry the Siren Song away enough to clear a person’s mind. We should combine a cleansing spell with one to conjure wind. After that, we locate Dylan’s house and get that relic back.”

“How are we going to find it?”

Kaiya snorted as Brylan swooped low. “It’ll be the epicenter of the bullshit. We should cast the spells from up here. It’ll spread easier.”

I shook my head and put aside my analysis of the situation. It was obvious the Love Riot was happening here and it didn’t change how we dealt with the situation. We needed to get the Siren Song out of Dylan’s hands.

“We will start our intent with cleaning the area of the influence,” Kaiya called. “Then follow that up with air.”

I nodded and thought only about what she’d said. We cast the enchantment together and I braced myself as I felt the first surge of power coursing through me. Kaiya's magic mixed with mine, creating a potent combination. Together, we channeled our energy into removing the Siren Song’s influence.

A rush of cool air enveloped us, and I could see the relic's influence dissipating like mist in the morning sun. The townsfolk below began to stir, as if waking from a dream. I let out a relieved breath. I didn’t expect it to work so quickly.

When I looked closer, I noticed the Siren Song's magic was stubborn and clung to one corner of the town like a ground in stain. I furrowed my brow, focusing on those lingering tendrils of influence. With a thought, I directed Brylan lower, closer to the source.

Kaiya's voice joined mine as we chanted incantations and our magic intertwined once more. A cleansing vortex swept through the streets, washing away the last remnants of the Siren Song's grip except for one street where it remained.

“Looks like we found Dylan Thorne,” Kaiya said.

Brylan flew in that direction as I nodded in agreement. I rolled my eyes when his house came into view. Kaiya and I had traveled halfway across the world, dealt with a siren, harpies, and who knows what else only to arrive at the front door of a guy who seemed like he'd misplaced his marbles.

Dylan was standing on his front lawn with his clothing strewn about him while his wife was fuming. Her arms crossed and her face twisted in anger. She pointed a finger at her husband. “You are no longer the man I married. I don’t even recognize you anymore. I see how crazy your obsession with that stupid shell has become, even if no one can. Our lives have been in turmoil ever since we got back from Bali!”

I raised an eyebrow and looked over my shoulder at Kaiya. We were in the right place. She was describing the Siren Song.

Dylan glared at his irate wife. “That shell was special. It called to me. But you’re right. It's been nothing but trouble. It's like it brought some kind of curse with it. That’s why I got rid of it.”

Brylan landed with a loud thud, scaring Dylan and his wife. Both were so frightened that they ran inside their house. I snorted as I jumped off of Brylan’s back. “You’d never know she was in the process of kicking him out five seconds ago.”

Kaiya chuckled. “Brylan’s landing wasn’t even that scary.”

We went up the walk to the front door. Kaiya knocked before I could ask her intentions. Kaiya didn't bother smiling when Dylan answered the door. “So, Dylan,” she began, her tone deceptively casual, “what did you do with that enchanting shell you found in Bali?”

Dylan scratched his head, his eyes darting from her to me. “What? You want the shell? Trust me, it’s not worth it. It just caused me trouble so I tossed it.”

My patience wore thin with this entire case. “You tossed it? Care to give us a more specific location, Dylan?”

“Who the hell are you?” Dylan demanded with his arms crossed over her chest.

Kaiya lifted an eyebrow and jerked her thumb at me. “We’re firefighters and have been sent to collect the object that’s causing so many problems in town. Surely, you've seen what your neighbors have been going through.”

Dylan flushed as he hesitated. It was clear he was uncomfortable. “I didn’t know what would happen. I never would have listened to its song. I wanted to save my marriage so I, uh, threw it in a dumpster in an alley.”

Kaiya and I exchanged glances. That narrowed it down to more than half of New York City. I folded my arms. “You do realize this is a big city, right? 'In an alley' doesn't exactly narrow it down.”

“It was near a deli,” he replied quickly.

Kaiya sighed and rolled her eyes. “That’s not much better. You’ve got to give us more.”

He shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Okay, fine. It was close to that famous deli, you know, the one with the giant pickles.”

I resisted the urge to shake the man as I thought about the trip Arjun and I had taken to New York over a decade ago. “You mean Katz's Delicatessen, the one famous for its pastrami sandwiches?” And if I recalled correctly, they were also known for their giant pickles.

Dylan nodded eagerly. “Yeah, that's the one! Is that all you need? I have a wife to seduce.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. Katz's Deli was iconic, but it didn't make finding a tiny enchanted seashell any easier in this sprawling metropolis. Add to that the thought of this man seducing his wife and my head was throbbing.

“Thanks, Dylan. You've been a real help,” I said sarcastically.

Our quest to find the Siren Song's location had just become a whole lot more challenging. Thanks to one man's greed and his vague sense of geography we had an impossible search ahead of us.


CHAPTER 13
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“This is absolutely vile. Where’s a decontamination shower when you need one?” I pinched my nose and fought the bile burning in my throat.

I couldn't believe we were about to jump into a filthy dumpster. We weren’t frickin’ freegans! Yet, here we were standing before a big, smelly behemoth. We were in a grimy New York City alley to boot.

Kaiya waved latex gloves in front of me. “How ridiculous do you think I am now?” She’d taken to carrying disposable gloves after we finished firefighter training. Her claim was that you never knew when you might come across someone in peril and need them.

I placed a hand over my heart and gave her a solemn look. “I will never give you a hard time about it ever again. In fact, I’m going to put together my own emergency pack to throw in my purse.”

The wind picked up and blew the putrid stench of urine, vomit and rotting trash down the alley at us. I gagged as bile burned the back of my throat and barely stopped myself from throwing up. And why were we about to jump into a New York City dumpster full of enough bacteria to kill an entire small Midwestern town? Because, according to Dylan Thorne, this was where he had casually chucked the enchanted seashell from Bali.

I shot Kaiya a sidelong glance, the disbelief evident in my raised eyebrow. “This is where Mr. Vague decided to dispose of our magical relic, right? This is the closest alley to Katz.”

Kaiya flipped her hair over her shoulder. “We have glamourous adventures. Dumpster diving in the city that never sleeps. I don’t know how we’re going to top this one. Although, are you sure we can’t just assume it’s not in here since you don’t feel anything?”

My responding chuckle turned into choking when bile escaped. “I haven’t tried to master my powers just so we can have experiences like this.” It would have been nice if I could say with one-hundred percent certainty that the missing Siren Song wasn’t in the trash can, but my magical senses were picking up too much and not enough at the same time. “This is the pinnacle of our magical careers. Now, let's get this over with."

We donned our gloves and began rummaging through the dumpster's contents, which ranged from rotting food to discarded clothing. It was a disgusting ordeal, and I was pretty sure I'd never be able to get the smell out of my skin. The clothes were a complete loss.

Kaiya's voice echoed my thoughts. “When you became the Relic Keeper, I thought we'd be dealing with ancient artifacts and mystical relics not sifting through garbage.”

I pulled out a particularly grimy plastic bag and grimaced. “Tell me about it. I mean, shouldn't magical quests involve more... glamour?”

Kaiya snorted then coughed so hard she started coughing and gagging. “I’m not sure if I prefer this or getting into fights with Tainted witches and demons.”

“Definitely the fighting. I can't see much with my eyes constantly watering,” I replied.

After what felt like hours of searching and a couple of near-vomiting incidents, we finally admitted defeat. The enchanted seashell was nowhere to be found in this vile pit of refuse. We clambered out of the dumpster, covered in grime and thoroughly disheartened.

I looked down at myself “Well, that was utterly disgusting and completely fruitless. Thanks, Dylan, for your precise directions.”

Kaiya laughed, but her eyes were filled with frustration. “Let’s move to the end of the alley and I’ll show you a trick to magically cleanse our bodies.”

I started sprinting away from the stench. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? This might not be so bad. I’ve been thinking about a literal bath in bleach.”

Kaiya caught up with me and pulled me to a stop before we could be seen easily by the mundies on the street. “The spell is mundare foetor. I don’t think I have to tell you about your intent on this one.”

I rolled my eyes and focused on removing every last molecule causing me to smell like month old road kill and then cast the spell. The tingle of my magic as it worked had never felt so good. A huge smile broke out over my face when I no longer reeked.

Kaiya’s grin vanished almost as fast as it appeared. “What do we do now?"

I sighed. Giving up wasn’t an option. “We keep searching, Kaiya. We can't let the Siren Song fall into the wrong hands. Let’s move through the alleys systematically.”

She nodded in agreement and with that, we headed back into the chaotic streets of New York. Continuing our quest to find the discarded seashell in the heart of New York City felt like a never-ending odyssey. Kaiya and I had already sifted through dumpsters in a fifteen-block radius of Katz's deli, and the scent of decaying garbage still clung to us like an unwanted companion despite the fact that we’d cast the cleansing spell. I doubted the smell would ever leave my nose.

Hours passed, each dumpster revealing nothing but disappointment. With the sun setting, our resolve began to wane. Dylan Thorne's vague directions had led us to dead ends, leaving us feeling as lost as the discarded items we sifted through.

Finally, as early morning light painted the city, we reluctantly admitted defeat once more. Emerging from yet another dumpster, we exchanged weary glances, covered in filth, and reeking of trash.

I practically collapsed when I jumped to the pavement. “Well, it seems we've combed through every dumpster in the vicinity. Dylan's directions were more cryptic than we thought.” There was more than a tinge of frustration in my voice.

Kaiya nodded warily. “You're right, Nylah. But you are right, we can't give up. There’s too much at stake. Do you think the can was already emptied and taken to the landfill?”

A hand flew to my mouth when I almost lost my hold on the vomit that had been trying to find its way up my throat for what felt like an eternity. “Don’t even think it.” I thought about her comment and horror dawned on me. “It might actually be possible. We have no idea when the trash was picked up. I don’t want to go to the landfill.” I practically threw myself on the ground and threw a tantrum.

Kaiya shook her head. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Think about the scene in Bloomfield. About how much chaos there was on the streets. We haven’t checked reports or social media posts coming out of that city, but I would bet a million dollars there was some mention of people losing their minds.”

I gasped and threw my arms around her. “I love you. You’ve saved my two remaining scent receptors. We can look for signs in another location. Where do we look, though?”

Kaiya pursed her lips as we walked down the street. “In and around New York, for now. We can expand if that comes up empty. If the Love Riot in Bloomfield is anything to go by, it hasn’t been gone from the area long”

As the first light of dawn painted the sky with soft hues of orange and pink, we decided to call it a night on our dumpster-diving escapade in the bustling city of New York. It wasn't exactly how we'd hoped to spend our evening, but sometimes, life had a way of throwing unexpected twists our way.

“Let’s get back to Central Park,” I told her. “If we’re lucky, we won’t be seen by any early morning visitors.”

Kaiya snorted as we turned toward the park. “Don’t count on it. There are always people on the streets here. It’s worse than Las Vegas.”

“Las Vegas is a lot more depressing. New York has a certain energy about it,” I replied. We discussed the two differences until we reached the entrance.

Central Park lay before us like a tranquil oasis, just as dawn's soft light began to paint the sky. The city was in the midst of a temporary slumber, its bustling streets quieted for a few precious moments. As we strolled through the park, a sense of calm washed over me, providing a welcome escape from the relentless energy on the streets only a few feet away.

"Isn't it something, Kaiya?” I remarked. “We went from the chaos of the city that never sleeps to this serene haven within minutes.”

Kaiya chuckled as her gaze swept across the peaceful scene. "New York has its own kind of magic, especially at this hour. Look at this, Nylah—joggers in high heels, artists capturing the skyline's beauty, and even a street performer juggling flaming torches. It's quintessential New York.”

I couldn't help but smile as I observed the tranquil park. “So much for not being seen. We’re going to have to be careful."

As we continued our early morning walk, we encountered a different, more serene side of the city's inhabitants. A lone saxophonist on a park bench filled the air with the soothing melodies of jazz, while a couple practiced tai chi nearby. The scent of blooming flowers and dew-kissed grass mingled in the air. It created a delightful sensory experience.

Then, something caught my eye as we approached a cluster of tall trees. A pair of eyes blinked at us from among the leaves. I extended my senses and realized that it was Brylan. My Pegasus.

I turned toward the location I felt Brylan. He was too well hidden for me to see him yet. “The supernatural world has its charms, but there's something profoundly peaceful about this early morning stroll through Central Park.”

Kaiya nodded in agreement, her eyes reflecting the tranquility of the moment. “Absolutely. The city may never truly sleep, but in these early hours, it whispers its secrets to those who are willing to listen.”

We reached Brylan and I scanned the area before petting his side. “How was your night? Ours could have been better.”

Brylan snuffled and threw his head back. Kaiya chuckled and climbed on his back. “I know we smell. We’ve been in every dumpster in the city.”

Shaking my head, I got up in front of her and kicked my heels to let Brylan know we were ready. He crouched and kicked off the ground, shooting straight up through the canopy. His powerful wings carried Kaiya and me gracefully through the early morning sky.

From above, the city looked serene, a stark contrast to the chaos we'd encountered on the ground. I twisted my torso, trying to work out the aches. “Who knew digging through trash could be so exhausting?”

Kaiya chuckled, the wind whipping through her hair. “This is the glamorous life we always dreamed of but never knew we wanted.” I laughed as we flew south to New Bern.

It wasn't long before the familiar landscape of our neighborhood came into view, and Brylan gently touched down in my backyard. Lila and Aeira were waiting for us on the patio. Lila greeted us with a wry smile, no doubt noting the state of our clothes and the faint stench that lingered.

“How did it go?” Lila asked.

I headed for the back door, sharing a look with Kaiya before recounting our dumpster-diving adventure in New York. “We started in the alley where he threw it away and checked another thousand. As you can see, our search of the dumpsters of the Big Apple came up empty. I'm sure you can smell the glamorous details.”

Aeira grimaced. “Did you feel anything?”

I shook my head, but Kaiya answered before me. “Not a trace. But that's not the worst part. When we were in Bloomfield, the chaos that was unfolding there was unreal.

Lila nodded. “It sounded like what we read about the Love Riot, which is troubling. Clearly the Siren Song's influence is spreading, and it's causing mayhem wherever it goes.”

I nodded in agreement. "Exactly. Which is why we're hoping you two can help us do some internet sleuthing.”

“What are we looking for now?” Aeira asked.

Kaiya grabbed a coffee cup. “Look for any signs of similar chaos. Any strange occurrences that might hint at the Siren Song's influence popping up in other places. We're trying to avoid visiting a landfill, if you catch my drift.”

Aeira smirked and there was a glimmer of mischief in her eyes. “Ah, the exciting life of hunting for relics. I'll start digging into online forums, news reports, and social media to see if there are any mentions of bizarre happenings or mass hysteria.”

Lila nodded. “I'll focus on tapping into the supernatural network. If it is in the hands of anyone near mundies, word will eventually get out.”

I smiled appreciatively. “We can’t afford to have it out there long enough for word to travel through the supernatural network. We should also keep an eye out for any patterns. We need to track down that Siren Song before it wreaks more havoc.”

I started making some breakfast while the others got to work. After feeding Emi and my girls, I joined them at the table. I opened my laptop and started combing through reports and news articles related to unusual occurrences in the New York area.

Lila's head shot up and her wide eyes scanned us before it dipped back down to the tablet she was working on. “Chaos reported in Hoboken, New Jersey. There have been electrical disturbances and the phone service is sketchy. There have also been a larger than normal complaints of hearing loss.”

Kaiya tapped her fingers on the table thoughtfully. “Sounds random, but it could be related to the Siren Song's influence. We need to investigate this further.”

I nodded in agreement. “Definitely. If there's any hint of that seashell's power spreading chaos, we can't ignore it.”

“What if we go in on a stealthy reconnaissance mission?” Kaiya asked as she shifted the gears of our conversation to hashing out our game plan. “You know, the whole secret agent deal. We could sneak around, hoping to stay invisible. Or actually stay invisible.”

“I think you need to go in guns blazing, so to speak,” Aeira suggested. “A direct approach will be best. You look for the paranormals in the area and ask them if they’ve seen the Siren Song. Otherwise, you will be looking for hours.”

“We will continue to look for more reports and see if there is a pattern. You know maybe there are more outages and hearing loss in one neighborhood or another. Like a giant sign saying, ‘Come investigate here!’”

Aeira snorted and shook her head. “What about a mix of approaches? Start with reconnaissance to see if there is a pattern in the chaos. You saw signs from the air last time. And if you find you need to take a closer look you can shift to a more aggressive stance if needed.”

We agreed that Aeira’s second idea was the best plan of action. We would go and investigate before our next shift. Despite hitting one blockade after another, our determination remained unwavering. And as we finished dinner and prepared to head out, I felt a surge of optimism.

Arjun wrapped me in a hug before we could walk out the door again. He'd been a bit distant lately, but he was getting back to himself as the days passed. “I love you, Nylah and I’m proud of how dedicated you are to this new role. I didn’t fully understand the importance before, but I am beginning to see just how vital you are to the magical world.”

I met his gaze, relief washing over me as I saw a glimpse of the Arjun I knew and loved returning. His words added to that. “I love you, too. And you inspire me to be better at what I’m doing. I see how hard you are working to contain something no one truly understands. We will be back as soon as possible.”

He told me to be careful, released me and I grabbed my purse from the counter. Looking at Kaiya, I gestured to the French Doors. “Ready for round two?”

“That five-hour energy potion I just drank says yes,” she quipped as we shut the door behind us.

I gaped at my best friend. “When did you start hating me, Kai?” I mock pouted at her furrowed brow. “There are energy potions and you haven’t told me about them?”

She clapped me on the shoulder as the concern smoothed away from her face. “It’s been a bit busy, Nylah.”

Wasn’t that the truth? And it didn’t seem to be slowing anytime soon.


CHAPTER 14
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, Kaiya and I mounted Brylan. Guilt swamped me when his lack of proper housing hit me for the hundredth time. I was coming to love the majestic Pegasus, and he’d become an important part of the family. Yet, we hadn't taken the time to create his pocket realm.

“As soon as we get back, we need to create Brylan’s home,” I told Kaiya as Brylan took off from my backyard.

“Right after our next shift. If we make it back with enough time before we have to go to the firehouse, then we will. Otherwise, we do it when we get off.” Kaiya pressed close to my back and wrapped her arms around my waist.

I nodded in agreement. “This has to be a priority. Don’t let anything get in the way before we do this. He deserves better. Without him we would still be making our way to Bali!”

Kaiya chuckled at that and settled in for the quick flight to Hoboken, New Jersey. The journey was brisk thanks to the late winter weather, but we landed in the heart of the city before we became popsicles.

My jaw dropped open as I remained on Brylan’s back in front of Kaiya. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing, Kai?”

“The Siren Song. The gift that keeps on giving,” Kaiya quipped as we took in the fact that chaos reigned supreme.

Hoboken was typically known for its picturesque streets, charming brownstones, and stunning views of Manhattan across the Hudson River. But tonight, the city was unrecognizable. Streetlights flickered erratically, casting eerie shadows on the cracked sidewalks. The hum of traffic had been replaced by the shrill sound of car alarms and the occasional explosion of a transformer. It was like stepping onto a dystopian film set.

“Isn't this a charming little vacation spot? I hear they have the finest streetlight discotheque in town,” I quipped back.

Kaiya chuckled softly, her eyes scanning the scene. “It really is. And I hear the power outages are all the rage this season. We need to find this relic and fast.”

Jumping off Brylan’s back, we moved cautiously through the tumultuous streets. We dodged bewildered pedestrians and tried to make sense of the chaos. Clearly, the Siren Song's influence had gripped the entire city and plunged it into disarray.

“What are the chances of running across that pesky seashell amid this madness?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.

Kaiya shrugged. “Slim to none. But we have to try. We can't let this chaos spread any further.”

“True that,” I said as we delved deeper into the madness of Hoboken, searching for clues and facing whatever challenges lay ahead.

The effects of the Sonic Tempest were palpable in every corner. The once vibrant streets now teemed with a sense of unease and confusion, as people moved about in disarray.

“How far will the damage go?” I asked as I took in buildings that once stood tall now appeared fragile and vulnerable. Their structures resonated with tumultuous energy. Neon signs flickered erratically, their messages distorted and unreadable. A feeling of disorientation hung in the air, as if time itself had momentarily lost its steady rhythm.

“I have no idea, but from the looks of it, the entire city will be destroyed if we don’t find that damn artifact.”

Kaiya’s words chilled my blood because I knew she was right. Hoboken's streets were crowded with people who moved with a sense of urgency, their faces etched with a mixture of fear and confusion. The normal flow of life had been disrupted, leaving a sense of disarray and unpredictability in its wake.

When I stumbled into Kaiya, I took a moment to set aside the input coming in all around me and focus on my innate magic. It was getting easier to recognize. I needed to scan using my Relic Keeper powers to determine if the Siren Song was still here. My gut told me it was. Or that it hadn’t been gone all that long.

We passed the city's renowned clock tower. It was usually a beacon of precision, but now displayed erratic hands that were ticking out of sync. The central plaza, a gathering place for the community, had become an improvised stage for spontaneous outbursts of emotions, both joyous and distressed.

“I can’t get a good reading on whether or not the relic is here. I am picking up the energy of an OOP, but it’s pulling me in all different directions,” I admitted.

Kaiya stopped and squeezed my shoulders. “That’s because someone either unwittingly, or on purpose, unleashed the Siren Song on a grand scale resulting in the Sonic Tempest. The cataclysmic effects have already rippled through the city. That’s what you’re sensing.”

Kaiya approached a small group of people engaged in a hushed conversation. I thought they were supernaturals. There was an otherworldly presence about them that had nothing to do with the effects of the relic.

“Excuse me, have you heard anything about the source of the unrest here?” Kaiya asked in a voice tinged with urgency.

One woman glanced at us. “I...I heard that some mundie found a shell in a dumpster in New York City.” Her voice was trembling. “He said the moment he touched it, the music started. Like an idiot he brought it back home and it spread like wildfire.”

Kaiya's eyes searching the crowd. “Do you know where we can find him? We need to speak with him.”

The woman nodded, pointing towards a nearby alley. “I saw him heading that way earlier. There were a few shifters and vampires following him.”

My eyes widened and I took a step toward the woman. “Were they planning on hurting him?”

She shook her head frantically. “I’m not sure they were actually following him. We tend to stick to alleys anyway and everything is hazy.”

I leaned into Kaiya. “She seems lucid enough.”

Kaiya sliced her head to one side. “Not really. Look at her eyes. They’re not entirely focused.”

My heart dropped as I did what Kaiya suggested. The woman looked like one of the thousands of drunk or high individuals we had pulled out of cars over the years. Her pupils were pinpoints and her gaze went in and out of focus. It was the same with the rest of her group. It was clear they were trying to fight the Siren’s Song effects, but not having a successful time of it.

After thanking her, we made our way down yet another alley. This one smelled as bad as all the rest. At least we weren’t jumping into another dumpster. That magical intuition that led me to the necklace in the pond last week flared to life and I was being tugged further down the alley.

“Do you feel something?” Kaiya called out as I practically raced down the street.

I nodded as I noticed a figure up ahead. Remembering what the woman had said, my eyes went on a swivel. The last thing we needed was to be caught off-guard by shifters and vampires. Our steps slowed as we approached the man leaning against a wall. His expression a mix of awe and regret. Approaching cautiously, I introduced us.

“Excuse me, sir. We've been hearing about the shell you found. Could you tell us more about it?” I asked, deciding on a direct approach.

He looked at us with haunted eyes. “Huh? The shell...I found it in a dumpster in the city. It called to me as I pushed the dumpster into place for my partner. The hum was so beautiful that I couldn't resist taking it home. But as soon as I touched it, the music started...and when I got back across the river everything went haywire.”

Kaiya leaned in like she was going to whisper to him. “What did the shell look like? Can you describe it to us?”

He hesitated for a moment before responding. “It was a colorful conch that was intricately patterned. The best part is that it has this enchanting glow. It looked like a small light to me.” Or like it held some ancient power, I thought to myself.

A sense of realization washed over me. “We believe this shell is connected to the widespread chaos in the city. We can put things back the way they should be, but we need it first.”

Kaiya put a gentle finger on his forearm. “We can tell you didn’t mean for any of this to happen. We can help set things right.”

The man's expression shifted to one of a mix of relief and guilt. “You're right, I never meant for any of this to happen. Please, do whatever you can to stop it.”

Going into my firefighter mode, I channeled that sense of calm that made people trust we would help them. “We will, but we need the shell. Do you have it on you?”

He shook his head from side to side as tears leaked from the corner of his eyes. I stifled a groan. “It caused so many problems. When my daughter lost her hearing, I threw it in the river.” He was mumbling under his breath and I had to lean close to hear him.

My eyes flew open and I gaped at the guy. “You threw it into the river?” I blurted. My voice was laced with horror. I couldn’t stop it. “Which river?”

He lifted tear-filled eyes to me. “I didn't know what else to do! It was causing so many problems. I thought it would be the best way to get rid of it.”

Kaiya and I exchanged glances, the weight of the situation sinking in. Our mission to retrieve the Siren Song had become even more perilous, with the artifact now submerged in the depths of the river. What would happen if it ended up in the hands of another siren tribe?

Kaiya pinched the bridge of her nose. “Where did you toss it away?”

“Sinatra Park. I walked to the rail and tossed the shell into the water," he practically shouted.

We thanked him and promised that we would fix the mess. We returned to the area we’d left Brylan. It seemed like no mere coincidence that it wasn’t far from Sinatra Park. “We need your help,” I whispered to my winged friend as I stroked its silky mane. We need to fly over the river near the park. That’s where the Siren Song was discarded.”

The Pegasus whinnied in response, its eyes gleaming with understanding. As I mounted the majestic creature, Kaiya joined me. With a swift motion, Brylan took flight, its powerful wings carrying us through the darkening skies. We coasted above the landscape, following the magical resonance that pulsed through the air. The problem was that the energy was coming from all around, so it wasn’t going to lead me directly to the artifact this time.

Kaiya and I surveyed the water beneath us, searching for any signs of the submerged Siren Song. A thought occurred to me as we flew. I turned around and asked Kaiya to cast the cleansing spell with me. Clearing the lingering magical resonance would help restore order.

Together, we chanted the spell that would conjure a wind to dispel the Sonic Tempest. When wind blew my hair around my head, relief washed through me. It might not return everything to normal, but it was going to help.

After doing one sweep, I nudged Brylan to land. We needed to get a closer look. His hooves were soundless on the paverment. Kaiya was down before me. I stuck close to her as we approached the river's edge. The water sparkled in the moonlight, its currents whispering secrets. Were some of them the whereabouts of the hidden artifact?

Our journey to reclaim the Siren Song had brought us to this new town and one of the most famous rivers in America. Kayia and I were ready to dive into the unknown depths and face whatever challenges awaited us. It was easier to consider when I knew Kaiya was immune to a siren’s call thanks to her mating to Lila. She’d pull my ass out of the fire if I needed her to. And that was the only reason I wasn’t back on Brylan’s back and heading home.

“Do you see anything?” I asked as Kaiya and I trudged along the Sinatra Park waterfront, scanning every inch of shoreline.

Kaiya grunted as she wiped sweat from her brow. “No. I’ve never seen a relic so determined to stay hidden. It’s really annoying.”

I chuckled. “I'll take your word for it. My experience with OOPs is limited. Are you having a hot flash? Because it’s freezing out here.”

Kaiya pulled the collar of her sweatshirt away from her neck. “Yes. They just started. I don’t have them often yet, but they’re annoying.”

I grimaced as I listened to her. At forty-two years old, I had only had the occasional hot flash. “I hope they don’t start in earnest for several more years. We have enough keeping us awake at night. We don’t need to add night sweats to the mix.”

The conversation moved to our changing eye sight and drying skin as we continued what was beginning to feel like another fruitless search. We got near the small patch of shore and a mesmerizing sight unfolded before us. A woman emerged from the water and her form was shimmering with an otherworldly radiance.

Leaning toward Kaiya, I whispered, “Siren?” The woman didn’t have a tail or scales.

Kaiya shook her head. “Nope. Water nymph. Sirens have scales. Not like mermaids, but their skin carries the faint pattern of them when they are wet.”

Kaiya turned her attention to our visitor and lifted her hand. “Hello there,” she said.

The water nymph greeted us with a serene smile. “Greetings, witches. I couldn't help but notice your search. Are you looking for something specific?”

I sighed, realizing there was no need to keep our mission a secret from this mystical being. “Yes, we're searching for a seashell called the Siren Song. It's been causing chaos. We need to find it and return it where it belongs.”

The water nymph's eyes twinkled with understanding. “I was hoping that blasted artifact would remain on land. I didn't want the problems to spread to my world.”

Kaiya’s expression showed her sympathy. “Do you know where it is located?”

“The currents have been quite lively lately, carrying it away to Edgewater. Perhaps you should look there,” the water nymph suggested.

Kaiya and I exchanged incredulous glances. “Edgewater?” I clarified. Why couldn’t the damn thing stay in one place.

The nymph nodded as her gaze turned to look out over the river. “Yes, it seems your elusive seashell is off on an adventure of its own.”

A chuckle escaped me at the absurdity of it all. How had this recovery mission gone so sideways? Although, I preferred running around to having my husband nearly killed. Having my loved ones in danger was not my cup of tea. It made it hard for me to think straight when I had to worry about their well-being.

“Of course, it is. Thank you for the tip,” Kaiya said. “We'll head to Edgewater and hope to catch up with it.”

As we left the water nymph behind, I shook my head in amazement. Our quest had just taken another unexpected turn and I was left wondering what other surprises awaited us on this bizarre treasure hunt.


CHAPTER 15
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Edgewater, New Jersey was nestled along the serene banks of the Hudson River. It had an unmistakable charm that was hard to miss as we flew above it. This peaceful town was a portrait of tranquility. The cozy cottages were adorned with vibrant flowers and lined the streets. The air carried the delicate scent of blossoming gardens.

From the look of things, I pictured Edgewater as a haven where neighbors greeted each other with genuine smiles. A profound sense of community was ingrained in its very essence.

Brylan landed in the heart of the town. It was after dinner, so there weren’t too many out and about still. The town boasted a lively marketplace showcasing the talents of local artisans and farmers, according to signs. I imagined this made the area buzz with life during the day.

I loved craft fairs and farmer’s markets. I doubted this place would be any different from what we had in New Bern. The place would be filled with tents and people showcasing their handcrafted treasures to lure in passersby. I was always enticed with the beauty and craftsmanship I had found in markets like this. The picture was so vivid in my head I could practically hear the cheerful hum of conversations and the laughter of children at play in the nearby park.

I turned to Kaiya. “What do you know about this city? Anything?”

She lifted her phone. “I looked it up. Edgewater is renowned for its tight-knit community. It's a place where neighbors lean on one another in times of trouble and celebrate together in moments of happiness. Festivals and gatherings are held here often.”

“That’s what I was just imagining,” I told her. “It’s beautiful here.”

Nature even seemed to flourish harmoniously with the town. Rolling hills and meadows stretched as far as the eye could see. They invited both locals and visitors to embrace the serenity of the natural landscape. The crystalline river meandered gracefully through its heart.

It was to that very water that we headed. We combed through every inch of Edgewater's riverbank. My heart skipped a beat when we noticed some disturbances to the peaceful town atmosphere. There were overturned park benches, shattered streetlights, and the remnants of a picnic meal close to the water. But no glowing seashell.

My growing frustration made me clench my fists. “This is turning out to be the longest scavenger hunt known to man. I'm beginning to think that seashell's got a mind of its own and it doesn’t want to be found.”

Kaiya's empathetic gaze met mine. “Nylah, remember, we're dealing with a powerful relic here. You might be right about it actively hiding from us.” If she was trying to soothe my frayed nerves, she was doing a shitty job.

My jaw clenched in irritation. “It's infuriating! My powers are supposed to help me locate relics, and yet, it's like this one's playing hide-and-seek.”

Kaiya's reassuring touch on my shoulder grounded me. “Take a deep breath, Nylah. Focus your magic, and let it guide you. The relic has to be here somewhere. It hasn’t been in the area long. The destruction isn’t all-consuming.”

Following Kaiya's encouragement, I closed my eyes and shut out the negative thoughts threatening to derail me. I concentrated, reaching deep within, tapping into the well of magic I carried. It was getting easier to find said well, using it was another story. I extended my senses, pushing them to the limit as I searched for any trace of the elusive seashell. But no matter how hard I tried, it was as if the relic had cloaked itself from my abilities.

I opened my eyes, the frustration still lingering. “It’s not working, Kai. It's like I’m hitting a brick wall every time.”

Kaiya furrowed her brows in thought, her eyes scanning the riverbank as if trying to decipher its secrets. “You know giving up isn’t an option. This relic is too dangerous to leave unchecked. Let's widen our search area and keep looking. We'll find it, Nylah.”

I nodded, determined not to let the elusive relic slip through our fingers again. We continued our hunt, pushing forward in our quest to bring an end to the chaos that had befallen New Jersey.

After hours of fruitless searching along the riverbank of Edgewater, Kaiya and I reluctantly agreed that we needed a breather. Exhausted and frustrated, we retreated to a nearby hotel room to regroup. The sun was coming up and I needed some sleep. I was dead on my feet. I slumped into a chair in our room, feeling utterly defeated.

Kaiya grabbed her phone and called someone. “Lila,” she said. Her voice softened as she spoke to her wife. “We've been combing the area for hours. This relic is like a phantom. It's not showing up on Nylah’s radar. We can't pinpoint its exact location. Do you have any suggestions?”

“I understand your frustration, but remember, we're dealing with a relic of immense power. It might be actively resisting your detection.” Lila's calm words on the other end of the line brought a glimmer of hope. And echoed what Kaiya and I had already been discussing.

“Just our freaking luck. We get sent after a stubborn seashell with an attitude,” I said.

Kaiya stifled a laugh as she remained focused on the matter at hand. “Babe, is there any way for us to bypass its tricks and get to it?”

“You're protected against the artifact's powers, Kai, so that's a start. But you'll have to be cautious. We have no idea how Nylah’s powers might be impacting it. Trust your instincts and each other. Sometimes, magic doesn't work the way we want it to.”

Kaiya and I exchanged frustrated glances. We knew that better than anyone, but wouldn’t say that. Without Lila’s help, we would be in a world of hurt. Besides, her words were an important reminder that the relic we sought was no ordinary trinket. It had the potential to wreak havoc on an unprecedented scale.

“Thanks, Lila," I said. “We will be back out there after we get some rest. There’s only so long we can go without sleep. We aren’t in our twenties anymore.”

Lila’s laughter echoed through the phone. “Thank the gods for that, too. This age is so much better. I'll do some more research and call you later.”

We hung up the phone and climbed under the covers. “Wake me when she calls,” I told Kaiya on a yawn.

Kaiya nodded and mumbled something unintelligible before her breathing evened out. The last thought I had before sleep claimed me was that it was clear that this relic wasn't going down without a fight, but neither were we.

I jolted upright when a rough hand landed on my shoulder and slammed my forehead into something hard. “Unh. What the hell?”

“Lila’s on the phone. You told me to wake you up,” Kaiya grumbled.

My eyes flew open and I grimaced at the annoyed look on her face. “Sorry,” I said sheepishly.

“You two alright?” Lila’s voice echoed from across the room.

Kaiya crossed to the dresser and picked up her cell. “Nylah was sleeping like the dead. We’re good.”

My face flushed. “It was a long two days. What did you find out?”

“I don't know how you two do it,” Lila said through the tiny speaker. “Now, you need to go to the river. The Siren Song draws power from water, and if it's there then there is a good chance a water creature like a mermaid or water nymph could have taken it.”

Kaiya lifted one eyebrow. “The last water nymph didn’t touch it. Why would another?”

“As you no doubt have discovered by now, the Siren Song has an undeniable attraction. You might find the ones near your current location couldn’t resist.”

Kaiya nodded as she picked up her discarded socks. “Water creatures might have extra layers of protection against the allure, but they aren’t immune. Let’s go hunt down local mermaids and nymphs and talk to them.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right, because talking to water-dwelling mythical beings is just a casual Tuesday activity for us. At least now it is anyway.”

“Be cautious, you two.” Lila's voice carried a hint of seriousness. “And I have sent you a text with a potion and spell Aeira found that will help you call them to you. Aeira found a woman to get some of what you need from. Keep us posted, please.”

“We will,” Kaiya promised. “Thanks, love. Talk to you soon.” She hung up and looked at the message. “Ready to go shopping?”

“Is this woman in a witchy store?”

Kaiya shook her head and left our room. “No, she's not. She will have what we can’t find at the market.”

We headed to the main section of town and bought the herbal ingredients we needed, including a small metal bowl to heat the potion in. I grabbed some fruits and veggies for Brylan and we headed to the copse of trees where my Pegasus was hiding.

We told him our plans and then headed across town. “Where’s the witchy store?”

Kaiya grimaced. “It’s not a store exactly. There isn’t a magical marketplace here. Lila found the name and address of a local witch.”

I clapped my hands together. “We need to buy Aeira some chocolate as a thank you. She’s saved us a ton of time. Where is this witch?”

Kaiya chuckled as she typed an address in her cell and started walking when it spouted directions. It didn’t take long to arrive at the witch’s house. As Kaiya and I ascended the quaint steps to the house, I hung back to allow Kaiya to take the lead. I was new to this world.

Kaiya knocked on the door and smiled at the woman when she answered the door. “Sorry to drop by unannounced, but I wasn’t given your number. You must be Elara. I’m Kaiya and this is my best friend Nylah.”

A smile spread across Elara’s face. “That's alright. I was expecting you. Your friend Aeira filled me in on your quest to keep the chaos from getting worse in our little town.”

“Yes, that's right. We've been trying to find the relic responsible for all the trouble,” I replied. “It's been quite the adventure, to say the least.”

“We can’t thank you enough for helping with the ingredients we need to move forward,” Kaiya added.

Elara gestured for us to step inside, leading us to a cozy room filled with an assortment of spell ingredients and mystical artifacts. I was busy looking around at what I expected in a witch’s living room. Kaiya’s was nothing like this, but when I thought of a witch, this is what I pictured.

Elara handed us a bag filled with various ingredients. “I added a few items that might aid you in your search. Sometimes, the old ways are the best ways.”

Kaiya accepted the sack gratefully and looked inside at the eclectic mix of ingredients. “Thank you, Elara. We'll put these to good use.”

“Have you heard anything about what could be causing all this havoc in Edgewater?” I asked curious what was being said about the events.

Elara's expression turned thoughtful as she considered the question. “There have been whispers of a restless relic,” she replied cryptically. “It's said to possess a powerful enchantment that has been causing the chaos we've witnessed.”

“That pretty much sums it up. We’re closer than ever to finding it, so hopefully we will have it out of your hair and back to its rightful owners.”

We thanked her and left with a pouch of spell ingredients in hand. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the ground as we walked to the riverbank. Kaiya leaned in close to me. “You know, Nylah, this whole relic hunting gig certainly keeps life interesting. You had a point earlier. Even having grown up in the magical world, I never would have thought we would be chatting with mermaids today.”

I chuckled as I kicked a rock into the water. “If we do meet a mermaid, I hope she's not the singing type. I've had my fill of sirens and their songs for a lifetime.”

With the sun dipping low on the horizon, we began crafting the potion with meticulous care. Kaiya took charge and I followed her instructions. We hadn’t created many potions and the respect she showed the intricate balance of magical ingredients was awe inspiring. The subtle hum of power was palpable as we combined them.

Kaiya handled remnants of a bottle of water. “This will have to serve as our moon-blessed water. It certainly saw hours of it last night.”

I laughed as she swirled it delicately like a maestro conducting an orchestra. She added it to the bubbling mixture in a wide, silver bowl. The liquid shimmered, reflecting the fading daylight in a myriad of colors, creating an almost hypnotic effect.

“I need the mermaid scale,” Kaiya said.

A tiny gasp left me as I looked inside the bag. Sure enough, there was a vial labeled with that title. I removed it and poured out one scale. Holding it carefully, I turned my hand so it shimmered in the dying light. It was an opalescent sliver of beauty, so breathtaking it almost seemed unreal. As I dropped it into the bowl, it seemed to emit a faint, otherworldly melody that sent ripples across the potion.

Finally, we added the shimmering pearl from the Hudson River. The pearl seemed to resist for a moment before gently surrendering to the mixture, causing it to glow even more intensely. It was as if the pearl held a piece of the river's spirit within itself.

Kaiya stirred the concoction together, both of us watching as it transformed into a liquid that sparkled like the starriest night. Magic flowed within it, resonating with the enchantments of the ingredients. It was an art, a dance of alchemy that connected us to the very essence of the river. And I suddenly wanted to know more about potion making.

Once the potion was ready, I followed Kaiya to the riverbank. She poured the shimmering elixir into the water. The glow immediately spread across the surface. The gentle current carried it downstream, creating a radiant trail that seemed to beckon the river's inhabitants.

Sitting here on the riverbank, bathed in the fading twilight, we watched the waters with a mixture of anticipation and wonder. The river's voice whispered softly in the evening breeze. The reflections on the water's surface seemed to mirror the secrets hidden beneath. I prayed the Siren’s Song was among them.

Under the silver glow of the moon, the river came alive with shimmering ripples. The night air hung heavy with anticipation as we sat there waiting. A few minutes later a water nymph emerged from the depths of the water. Her form was radiant and her presence ethereal. Her long, flowing hair seemed to be made of liquid moonlight itself.

“Good evening," Kaiya said as we stood to greet her. “We were wondering if you might have witnessed anything unusual in your waters lately.”

The nymph regarded us with eyes like pools of liquid starlight. “I have seen many things in my time by these waters. But what I think you’re asking about is the item of great power that passed through not long ago.”

“Can you tell us where it is? Anything you might have sensed?” I blurted.

The water rippled again and this time, the upper half of a woman emerged from the depths. Her long, pink hair glistened and her eyes were bright. There was a flicker of green behind her, telling me she was a mermaid.

“Who do we have here, Idaia?”

The water nymph glanced over with a smile. “These witches are asking about the artifact that passed through our area, Maryssa.”

“We are trying to recover it and return it so it stops causing chaos everywhere it goes,” I explained.

Maryssa inclined her head. “I’m afraid it’s no longer here. I made sure it didn’t linger in our waters. The power inside it isn’t happy and would have made life unbearable.”

Kaiya’s smile was brittle as she asked, “What did you do with it?”

Maryssa lifted her shoulder. “I used a wave to wash it ashore. I didn’t linger to find out after that.”

Idaia inclined her head. “I believe a land dweller picked it up.”

Frustration welled up within me, the relic kept slipping through our fingers. I muttered a disgruntled curse, and Kaiya echoed my sentiments.

Maryssa’s hands went to her mouth while Idaia grimaced. “I apologize that I could not be of more assistance," Idaia said.

“I sensed it traveling upriver,” Maryssa added. “You might want to check the towns north of us.”

With a nod of gratitude, we turned and continued our quest. The damn Siren Song was making me doubt my role as the Relic Keeper. How could I do this job when I couldn’t find one little seashell?


CHAPTER 16
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Fort Lee, New Jersey wasn’t on my bucket list of places to see, yet here I was. When Brylan landed in a park close to the river, my eyes fell upon a sight that could only be described as deserted.

The once-bustling downtown area now lay in a state of eerie stillness, with empty streets and closed storefronts. Signs in the windows caught our attention, each bearing the same unsettling message: “Laryngitis Epidemic.”

I let out a sardonic laugh as I turned to Kaiya. “This is certainly a unique way for a town to maintain its peace and quiet,” I quipped. “Who needs a noisy, chattering population when you can just give them all laryngitis?”

Kaiya raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a wry smile. “You've got to admire their creativity in maintaining social distancing,” she replied, playing along with my jest. “Seriously, the Siren Song is beginning to really piss me off.”

I snorted. “I passed that thirty hours ago. The creation of a tribal Song should be banned.”

Kaiya made a noise of agreement as we continued to stroll through the deserted streets. Our steps echoed in the quietness that enveloped Fort Lee. The ghost town feel contrasted sharply with the lively chaos we had encountered in other areas.

I glanced at Kaiya. “I never thought we'd stumble upon a town where the absence of voices is the real epidemic,” I mused. “This has to be the Siren Song's influence but for the life of me I can’t recall what epidemic it is from.”

“It's a reminder that magic can have unintended consequences," Kaiya said. “It's possible we are seeing something new. Although, I think I remember reading something about it.” Kaiya scanned the closed stores and the hushed atmosphere.

The silence weighed heavily upon us as Kaiya and I ventured deeper into Fort Lee. It was easy to forget how comforting the routine noise of a place offered comfort. It made me think of all those post-apocalyptic movies. Except while the town had become a ghostly reflection of its former self with its once-bustling streets now deserted and devoid of life. The buildings were nothing more than rubble and ruins.

Taking a deep breath, I prepared to tap into that magical center where my power rested when a noise made me jump and spin around. My hand flew to my chest as my heart tried to beat its way past my ribs.

“Brylan!” My voice held a note of chastisement in it. “You scared the crap out of me.”

Kaiya bent over and took several gasping breaths as she looked at my Pegasus from the corner of her eye. “How about you stick to being silent? That way I don’t accidentally blast you with a magical bomb.”

Brylan dipped his head then snuffled and continued next to us. I waited until he caught up and ran a hand down his side. When there was no prickling of power beneath my hand, I glanced around with wary eyes. “Brylan’s normal magic isn’t working. I don’t think he can be quiet now.”

“Shit,” Kaiya cursed. “I imagine he’s as tired as we are. He’s been using a lot of energy since we left for Bali. Cloaking us while we ride him costs him more. It’s a good thing this place is a ghost town.”

I nodded and noted how the air was thick with an unnerving stillness that was interrupted only by the clip-clop of Brylan’s hooves and the faint rustling of leaves. Every step we took felt like trespassing upon the desolate landscape, as if the very fabric of communication had unraveled within these streets.

I stepped over broken shards of glass that lay scattered along the sidewalks. Clearly, the people here lashed out in their frustration. We passed by abandoned shops with the same sign.

A sense of urgency pulsed through my veins. I looked over at Kaiya and noted she was already dialing Lila's number. As the phone rang, I thought of how we couldn’t have done this without Lila and Aeira. The Fates had dealt me a raw deal, but they’d also surrounded me with the people I would need to do this job.

“Lila, we're in Fort Lee. Something has taken hold here," Kaiya explained before she quickly gave her a rundown of what we’d seen. "Tell us what we need to do to protect ourselves."

I strained to hear Lila's response, my heart pounding with anticipation. When Kaiya noticed, she put the call on speaker. “That sounds like the Siren's Curse. Whoever had it last must not have liked what he or she was being told because this one compels anyone who hears the song to slowly lose their own voice. As the curse spreads, people find themselves unable to speak, communicate, or express themselves. As you can imagine this leads to social unrest and a breakdown in the essential systems which is why the city’s inhabitants are quarantining themselves,” Lila explained.

“How do we make sure this doesn’t affect us?” I asked and then started coughing. My throat was getting sore. Did that mean it was already taking hold of me?

“There is a potion that will shield you from the curse's grasp.” Once again, Lila offered us a lifeline. “I will send a list of herbs that you need to infuse the potion with the waters of the nearby river.”

“Is there somewhere we can find a store that might be open without flying back to Edgewater?” Kaiya asked. “Brylan is getting low on energy.”

Aeira’s voice echoed in the background and then Lila said, “If you travel to the suburbs away from the river, you will find at least one general store open and a café that’s apparently owned by a Fae. It’s called Morning Delight.”

Kaiya nodded. “We will head there and get the ingredients then find this fucking relic.”

From her lips to the gods’ ears. Armed with Lila's instructions, we scoured Fort Lee in search of the café and store. I preferred an apothecary or herbalist who would have the necessary ingredients.

I told Brylan to stay hidden near the river and that we would be back for him in no time. We were walking at a fast clip and the big city buildings passed in a blur. Before we knew it, we were in the suburbs where there were some people venturing out of their houses. Not many.

I was busy focusing on the directions I’d pulled up and almost missed the lights on in a store. Grabbing Kaiya’s arm, I stopped her and pointed to a weathered sign that read "Gossamer Herbs & Remedies."

“What do you think about that place?” To me the shop stood as a beacon of hope amidst the despair. For some crazy reason, its entrance invited us to step inside.

Kaiya nodded without saying a thing. I pulled her with me and as we crossed the threshold, the aroma of dried herbs and enchanting potions enveloped us. We would find what we needed there. The shopkeeper was an elderly woman with wise eyes. She greeted us with a knowing smile. “I didn’t expect customers with the epidemic going around. How can I help you?”

“We're in desperate need of some herbs,” Kaiya replied.

The woman gestured to the shelves around her. “You're in the right place. What do you need?”

Kaiya pulled up the message from Lila and read the list to the woman. I got worried that some of them might be harder to get but she had the angelica, agrimony, rue, and rosemary we needed. Grateful for her assistance, we left the shop with the herbs clutched tightly in our hands.

We made our way back to the river's edge, where the gentle current whispered across our over-heated skin. With a shared determination, we prepared to create the potion that would counteract the curse's insidious grip. Carefully measuring the herbs and infusing them with the sacred waters, we channeled our focus and intention into the transformative mixture.

The scent of the herbs mingled with the freshness of the river, creating an aura of possibility. Each stir of the potion felt like an act of defiance against the stifling silence that had blanketed Fort Lee. As the concoction took shape, I marveled at the vibrant hues and powerful aroma that emanated from the potion.

I used one of the old vials and scooped up some of the potion then drained it. The pain in my throat immediately vanished. “Oh, my gods. I think I would have lost my voice if I hadn’t taken that. Holy shit. What do we do now? We have to find the Siren Song.”

“I say we pay a visit to that café Aeira and Lila told us about. If the owner is Fae, he might have information for us.”

I lifted a shoulder and typed the name into the map app. When directions came up, I sighed as we started walking again. We talked about trying to blow the curse away, but decided against it because all of the affected were inside their houses.

As Kaiya and I entered Morning Delight, a charming little café nestled on the corner, we were immediately greeted by the owner. He was a Fae man with a twinkle in his eye and an aura of mischievous hospitality. The tips of his ears were blurry. Kaiya had told me once that was a sign of a glamour concealing his true nature.

He extended a hand, introducing himself with a disarming smile. “Good morning, lovelies! I'm Bramblethorn,” he chimed, his lilting voice filled with mirth. “Table for two?”

I nodded at the same time Kaiya did. Grabbing two menus, he led us to a corner table. “Would you like anything to drink?”

I shared a look with Kaiya as the weight of our mission pressed upon me. I leaned in slightly, keeping my tone low as I responded, “We're here for information, Bramblethorn. We're searching for a powerful seashell that's been causing quite a bit of trouble in the city.”

Bramblethorn's eyes sparkled with intrigue as he leaned closer. “Oh, you're looking for the notorious seashell, are you?” It was obvious he knew something but wasn’t going to give us more.

Deciding to share the details of our quest, I hoped he would be willing to share what he knew. As Kaiya and I spoke, Bramblethorn nodded along, his expression growing increasingly concerned.

“I didn’t know there were other cities impacted,” he murmured. “Well, I may have heard a tale or two. There was a shifter woman in here not too long ago. Lovely creature. Told me about her husband who seemed to have fallen under the seashell's spell.”

Kaiya and I exchanged glances, eager to follow this lead. “Can you give us her address?" I asked, eager to pay her a visit.

Bramblethorn shook his head. “Ah, my dears, I cannot be handing out personal information like that. You know how it is. Privacy and all that. But here's a suggestion. Why don't you look her up on social media? Her name is Carol Ross and she’s from Leonia. Send her a message, and who knows? She might be willing to share her story with you.”

I sighed inwardly at the Fae's evasiveness. Dealing with magical creatures was never straightforward, but it seemed we had no choice but to take Bramblethorn's advice. I understood not telling anyone who asked where to find a person. I appreciated his loyalty to the shifter.

With a polite nod, we thanked him for his time and placed an order for a stack of fluffy pancakes and bacon. When he walked away to fill the order, Kaiya and I huddled together with our eyes fixed on Kaiya's phone screen. We were back to square one with this case and scouring various online platforms for any traces of Carol Ross.

“Look, I found a Facebook page,” she exclaimed. “A shifter woman posted about her husband being affected by the cursed shell and asked for help.”

I leaned closer and scanned the screen. “She must be desperate for help,” I observed. “Let's reach out to her, see if we can offer any assistance. Maybe then she will tell us where to find her husband and the shell.”

Kaiya composed a private message to the shifter woman, offering to aid her in reclaiming her husband from the enchanting grip of the cursed artifact. The nerves in my stomach cramped as we anxiously awaited her response.

Bramblethorn delivered our food and we dug in. We were halfway through when Kaiya’s phone pinged with an alert. I read it with a mixture of anxiety and relief. The shifter's wife poured out her fears and shared the heart-wrenching details of her husband's sudden departure, driven by the shell's bewitching influence.

“What the hell? He drove off after he was completely consumed by the shell's power?” My question was dumb, but I couldn’t believe what I was reading. No one had acted like that yet.

“She's terrified for him,” Kaiya said. “We need to act fast. At least she's willing to give us his phone number and license plate to help track him down.”

The impossible mission turned around and now we now had a solid lead. We had a tangible connection to an afflicted man. My thoughts raced as I wondered where he might be and how we might stop him. He was a strong shifter hopped up on the Song’s power.

“We won't let her down,” I said. “We'll find him and neutralize the effects of that cursed shell and give it back to Nesareia.”

Kaiya's gaze met mine, her expression filled with unwavering determination. “Absolutely. We'll confront this malevolent force head-on and bring him back safely.”

We left the café after we finished our meal and paid Bramblethorn. I thanked him again. Thanks to him we might actually recover this relic. We discussed ways to track down Peter Ross and decided to start by calling him. We hadn’t yet come up with what we would say by the time we made it back to Brylan.

Kaiya shot me a look. “You know as much as I'm enjoying our little tour of chaos and mayhem in the tri-state area, I think it's time we head back home before we call Peter. We have to be at the firehouse in a couple of hours for our shift.”

I couldn't help but sigh, my reluctance to leave our quest unfulfilled tugging at me. “Dammit! We haven’t found that blasted Siren Song yet.”

Kaiya sighed and wrapped an arm around me. “True, but we have responsibilities, Nylah. Real-world responsibilities.”

I rolled my eyes playfully, retorting, “Oh, come on, Kaiya. Who needs sleep or a steady job when we can play detective all night, right?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “As tempting as that sounds, I'm afraid the real world beckons.”

With a mock sigh, I conceded, “Fine, fine. We'll go back for our shift. But only because I can't resist the allure of paperwork and endless calls to accident scenes.”

Kaiya gave me an understanding pat on the back. “That's the spirit. Let's go save the world, one call at a time.”

And with that, we reluctantly turned our backs on the mysteries and chaos of the magical world, heading back to our duties as firefighters. The thought of the elusive Siren Song still gnawed at me, but duty called, and we couldn't ignore it forever.


CHAPTER 17
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Lila lifted her head from Kaiya’s shoulder with a brow furrowed in thought. “I understand your reluctance to leave, but you have jobs in the mundie world too. I'll do some digging and see if there are any reports or incidents that might be connected to the Siren Song. It might take a bit of time, but if Peter stays in one place for long, we should start seeing reports.”

Aeira lifted a hand. “I’ll help with this, as well.”

Kaiya pressed a kiss to the top of her wife’s head. “That will make it easy to find Peter and finally get the Siren Song. And we will be less distracted while at work.”

I nodded in agreement. “Distractions put lives at risk, so your help is saving more lives than you can imagine. And can you come up with a plan to create the pocket realm, too? I haven’t had time to look through the books from Archibald, but I promised myself I would create Brylan’s home after shift.”

Aeira tapped her tablet. “I’ve been putting together pieces that I think will work for what you guys are doing. I’m going to share the notes with you when I finish later so you can look it over if you have time. I’m not a witch, so I might have included things you don’t need.”

I grabbed her into a huge hug. “Thank you so much! It’s been weighing on me that I haven’t had time to do this for him. It can’t be fun being restricted to my acre. Although, I wouldn’t be able to tell you if we need other steps or not. This is as foreign to me as it is to you.”

Kaiya chuckled and clapped me on the shoulder. “You won’t be able to say that forever. And neither will you, Aeira. You’re learning as much as Nylah through all of this research. I should be able to look at it and get a feeling if something is missing. If I have questions, I’ll call Violet or Fiona’s Nana. One of them should be able to give their opinion.”

“Sounds like we have a plan, then. Thanks again you guys. You’re both life savers,” I said as I grabbed my duffle and headed for the door.

“It’s the least we can do. I haven’t been very useful while you guys are out hunting for the Siren Song, so it’s nice to earn my keep and help,” Aeira said.

I paused on the porch and looked back at Aeira. “I couldn’t do this without all of you. You might not have been out there pounding the pavement with us, but your role is just as vital. Same goes to you, Lila.” I didn’t want Aeira to feel as if she wasn’t doing enough. Or that I didn’t appreciate her. There was nothing worse than feeling as if you weren’t enough for someone.

Aeira’s smile was brilliant as Kaiya and I left. “How do you do that?”

I quirked a brow her way. “What do you mean?”

She smirked at me. “Say what someone needs to hear. I didn’t even know Aeira was feeling left out and unimportant.”

“It’s not something I consciously think about. I wanted her to know her efforts were important and hadn’t gone unnoticed,” I said.

Traffic was light and we made it to the firehouse in time to go out on a call. Our shift wasn’t as busy as the last few had been and we’d been able to look through the plans Aeira sent. According to Kaiya the ritual Aeira had come up with was good. She’d told Aeira to look up a couple of elements to add to the potion because she thought they would make it easier to bind the realm to my blood line, making us the guardians of it.

As we sat down for a much-needed break, I was searching for any disturbances in the tri-state area. “Should I look for more laryngitis, or the electrical problems and hearing loss? Oh, maybe the Love Riot?”

Kaiya shook her head. “It's unlikely for that earlier phenomenon to happen again. You see, that specific type of magic we encountered—the widespread chaos and disruption—was tied to the one wielding the relic. It feeds off of that person and manifests what’s inside them. And unless a siren is wielding the Siren Song, the artifact will need to recharge for a time to regain power.”

I frowned, trying to wrap my head around what she was saying. “So, you mean it's sort of like the Siren Song needs time to recover after it unleashes that level of chaos?”

Kaiya nodded. “Exactly. It's not like a continuous source of power. It has its limits, and using such a potent spell drains it. Think of it like a rechargeable battery. Once it's used up, it needs some downtime to build up that magical charge again.”

I sighed, feeling a mixture of relief and frustration. “Well, that's both good and bad news. Good because it might buy us some time, but bad because we still don't have any leads on where Peter could be hiding with it.”

Kaiya placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Just because it can’t unleash major epidemics right away, doesn’t mean there’s nothing to track. It can be affecting individuals, which is where Aeira’s skills will come in handy. It’s much harder to find evidence when it’s random and one person here and there. But we will figure this out.”

I couldn't help but crack a smile. “You're right. We've faced worse odds before, haven't we?”

“Don't remind me...” Her response was cut off by alarms blaring through the firehouse, calling us to action.

Our shift passed slowly with not too many calls to accident scenes. Normally, we liked days like that. With nothing needing to be done, we could continue our search for the Siren Song. The lack of emergencies made it difficult to stay focused.

Despite the slow shift, I was exhausted by the time I got off the next day. I never really slept while on duty. I stumbled into my bedroom like a drunken fool. My muscles ached with exhaustion after a grueling shift of cleaning and polishing every inch of the rigs, and then doing that with our gear and the hoses.

All I wanted was to collapse into the warmth of my husband's embrace and forget about the chaos we'd been dealing with. Arjun had a way of making everything feel right, even in the midst of all the problems we’d been dealing with lately. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option for me. There were too many responsibilities on my shoulders.

As I started to undress, I changed my thoughts on that front. It had been too long since Arjun and I had some quality time together, and I'd missed him more than I could put into words. I could already feel his arms around me, his lips on mine and the stress of the day melting away.

I stepped into Arjun’s office in nothing but my robe. “You on a call?”

Arjun swiveled his chair around and a smile spread over his face. “I’ll hang up,” he said as one hand shot behind him and started pounding keys on the keyboard.

I sauntered toward him, putting a little extra sway in my hips. The hungry look in his eyes was both new and what I’d seen for over twenty years. Becoming a werewolf had intensified him in ways that were frightening and enticing.

“I hope that wasn’t important,” I said as I swung my leg over his lap and sat down.

His hands went to my hips as he lifted his face to mine. He paused with our mouths scant millimeters apart. “My team will understand.”

He closed the distance and pressed his lips to mine. The kiss started out slow and quickly turned passionate. His hands roamed all over my body and wound through my hair. It was enough to melt me on the spot. No foreplay needed. I was ready for more.

I broke away to ask him to take me to bed when the doorbell rang. “Ignore it,” I told him.

He grinned and kissed down the side of my neck where he bit into the flesh. My moan of pleasure was cut off when I heard the door open and close. “Nylah!” Kaiya called out. “We’re here to create the pocket realm.”

I dropped my head to Arjun’s chest. “Dammit. Let me send them away.”

Arjun shook his head. “No. This is important. Brylan has been pacing today. He’d gotten used to traveling with you the last few days."

Arjun tensed and his grip on my hips tightened a second before Kaiya said, “I see we’ve come at a bad time.”

I sighed, my exhaustion battling with my understanding of the situation. “No. You came at the right time. Arjun and I were—” I bit my lip, my cheeks flushing as I avoided finishing that sentence.

Kaiya shot me a wry grin. “Sorry to interrupt your romantic moment. We really can come back later.”

Aeira nodded in agreement. “Yeah, we don’t want to intrude.” Her cheeks were probably as red as mine.

I exchanged a resigned glance with Arjun before climbing off of his lap. “No, I want to get this pocket realm thing done. But afterward, Arjun and I are finishing what we started.”

He chuckled, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “You can count on it.”

“Let me throw some jeans on. I’ll be right out,” I told them.

Kaiya laughed as she ran her gaze up and down my body. “You might want to put on a shirt too. I’ll make some coffee. I think we could all use some caffeine.”

I scowled at my best friend. “I want one of those energy potions.”

Kaiya shook her head. “Don’t have any with me. Coffee will have to do. I’ll prep the cauldron, too.” She lifted the hefty canvas bag from her shoulder.

“Thank you,” I called out as I headed up to my bedroom. Frustration fueling my movements, I was dressed in no time and joining them in the kitchen.

Aeira handed me a cup of coffee and then took a seat at the table and resumed her work on her laptop. She looked up when she sensed me staring. “I’m still searching for clues about Peter’s location. I’m hoping to have it soon.”

“Thanks,” I said before I crossed to the island where Kaiya was working.

Kaiya picked up the cauldron and fire source. “Can you carry the ingredients out to the patio? It’ll be better to do this where we want to anchor the pocket realm.”

I picked up the bag and nearly tripped over Emi as I headed for the French doors. “I missed you too, sweetheart. I’ll give you loves after we get Brylan’s home made, okay?”

Emi barked as if she understood me and trotted along beside me. Kaiya laughed as she set the cauldron down. Aeira came out and took a seat across the long table from us. She patted the seat next to her. “Come here, Emi. Let mama and Auntie Kaiya work.” She looked up at me and explained, “I don’t want her under foot while you do this. This seems like tricky magic. We don’t need you distracted.”

“No, we don’t,” I agreed. The enormity of what we were about to do hit me in that moment. It was one thing to talk about something and another to do it. “Are you sure about this, Kaiya?” I needed a place for Brylan, but was suddenly afraid. With my luck we would blow up my house, or something.

Kaiya gave me a droll look. “Brylan needs a place to run. Somewhere safe and hidden so he doesn't use all his magic concealing himself. He has to do enough carting us around the world. I can’t think of a better option. Can you?”

I shook my head and started taking the ingredients out of the bag. Moonwater, dreamroot petals, several herbs, and a clear quartz crystal. The cauldron was perched on a small stand and ready for action. A soft breeze rustled the leaves around us.

I got up as Kaiya started the fire beneath the cauldron. It wasn’t hard to find Brylan. He’d taken to spending his time hunkered down in the middle of some oak trees. I could feel the energy of the space. I ran a hand over Brylan’s neck. It made me think of a natural convergence of mystical forces. It was the perfect location to anchor the pocket realm. It was hidden from my neighbors and had magic of its own.

“Nylah! Get over here and help,” Kaiya called out.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes to create a home for you, buddy.” Brylan dipped his big head when he heard my promise and I jogged back to the table.

“How does this work? A pinch of this, a sprinkle of that, and poof, we'll have our very own pocket realm?”

Kaiya chuckled as her fingers expertly plucked the dreamroot petals. “Not exactly poof, but close enough. It's all about intent and focus.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So, my intent and focus will be enough to create another realm? As if I’m conjuring my witch fire or a privacy bubble? Seems too easy.”

Kaiya gave me her, don’t-be-ridiculous look. “There’s more to it. You will need to channel all the power you can through your body and follow the steps of the ritual. But like with all magic, your intent is key to success. If you get distracted at any step, the power could explode in our faces.”

Her comment made my mouth go dry. “So this is going to involve more power than I’ve ever used before, isn’t it?”

Kaiya nodded as she handed me the dreamroot petals. “Yes it is. You will feel as if your skin is stretched thin while also being electrified. You’ll also likely feel invincible. There’s a danger in doing magic like this too often. Some claim it leads to the first step in becoming Tainted.”

“I hope we never have to do magic like this again.” I dropped the dreamroot into the cauldron.

Kaiya added the herbs and I dropped in the crystal. She stirred the mixture for a half hour before she cast a spell over the potion. The ingredients flared with a silver light before settling in a gentle glow. I added the liquid to a vial and watched it shimmer in the moonlight.

Kaiya picked up the crystal from the bottom and then snagged some candles. “Let’s go find a spot to anchor the realm.”

I pointed to where Brylan was waiting. “I think he picked it for us. I felt magic over there that I haven’t in other locations. Plus, it’s hidden in the trees.”

“I bet there’s a ley line junction there,” Kaiya said as we walked across my yard.

I shot her a questioning look. “What do you mean?”

Kaiya set the candles on the ground and lit them with her witch fire. “Ley lines are pathways that travel all around the world and carry a magic unique to them. Supernaturals tend to live close to these pathways. And they gather in larger numbers near areas where more than a dozen of them intersects.” She remained in her crouch and held her hands out. “Here you have a few of them joining.”

The image forming in my head as she spoke was of that commercial for a cell phone company where lines sprouted from various dots and traveled all over the world until there was a large network of them.

“That makes sense. Now what do we do?”

Kaiya stood up and grabbed my hands. “We need to start by setting our intent. Think about the pocket realm and what you want it to be like. But before we begin, Brylan should wait on the lawn so he’s a safe distance away.” As if he understood her, Brylan trotted to a spot next to our shed and watched us.

I closed my eyes and focused on the pocket realm. I pictured a place of serenity and refuge, far removed from the chaos of the world. There would be a tranquil oasis where Brylan would be safe and could find solace. It would have a meadow for him to graze with plenty of vegetables he could eat. I added trees of all kinds, a river, and flowers.

After describing it to Kaiya, she raised the clear quartz crystal to the sky. “Now, we gather the energy of the universe.”

Focusing on her instructions, I mentally reached out to the heavens and imagined pulling the power toward us. When my fingers began to tingle and hum with energy, I knew I was on the right track. As the power built, awe overcame me as the crystal seemed to shimmer. It was absorbing the energy around us.

“Let's cast the circle,” Kaiya said.

I followed her lead as we started at the edge of the small clearing. Our steps were measured and deliberate. Kaiya and I moved clockwise, with her sprinkling moonwater as she went.

"In this circle, I weave my will, a pocket realm I now instill,” Kaiya chanted. I said it after her and felt the power build even more. My body already felt full. I couldn’t imagine how much more energy I could hold.

Mirroring her actions, we completed the circle with a salt and herb mixture. We had our sacred space and the trees around us seemed to hold their breath, as if aware of the magic we were about to perform.

"Ready to summon the pocket realm?" Kaiya asked, her gaze fixed on the flickering candle flames she’d placed at the center of our circle.

I hesitated for a moment, my fear warring with curiosity. Eventually, I nodded. “Let's do it.”

With her eyes closed and her voice filled with power, Kaiya began to chant. “By our intent and magic's grace, we forge a realm in this sacred place.”

I copied her words and as the chant continued, the candle's flame danced erratically, casting an otherworldly glow over our clearing. The flames then emitted fragrant smoke, adding to the mystic ambiance.

I felt the energy around us build, a tangible force that seemed to draw from the very heart of the earth. Nature itself was lending its magic to our cause. I flung the potion in an arch when Kaiya directed. The liquid hung suspended in mid-air as the different magics fused together. I thought I’d been full of energy before. That was nothing compared to that moment. My skin felt like it was going to rip apart as the magic exploded out of me because I couldn’t contain it. The feeling was both painful and wonderful.

Finally, Kaiya and I concluded the incantation with unwavering resolve. “A sanctuary, hidden and real, our pocket realm, now we reveal!”

For a moment, the world held its breath, and doubt crept into my mind. Had our efforts been in vain? I’d seen and felt the magic. Almost as soon as the questions crossed my mind there was a subtle shift in the air. And the magic that had been building exploded out of me like a supernova.

A rush of magic moved through me like never before. It was as if a dam had burst, and the raw power surged forth with unstoppable force. The air around us crackled with electricity and lightning. It overwhelmed my senses.

A brilliant explosion of silver light burst forth from the center of our circle, illuminating the clearing with an ethereal radiance. It was a dazzling display, an enchanting dance of luminescence that painted the world around us in shimmering hues.

The scent that accompanied this magical eruption was sweet and intoxicating, like the fragrance of a thousand blooming flowers in the peak of spring. It filled the air, enveloping us in its alluring embrace. Each inhalation was a blissful journey through an enchanted garden.

As if responding to the call of our newfound realm, the wind whipped around us, swirling with an almost sentient purpose. It danced in spirals, connecting the earth to the pocket realm. The very elements were acknowledging our creation and forming a bridge between our world and the sanctuary we had crafted.

I stood in awe, gazing at the radiant light, inhaling the sweet scent, and feeling the wind's caress on my skin. Our pocket realm had sprung to life in a symphony of magic and nature. It was a testament to our abilities and the deep connection we shared with the mystical forces of the world.

Unable to contain my grin, I remarked, “Well, that wasn't so bad, but where is the entrance? Now that the light is gone, I can’t see it.”

Kaiya walked into the middle of the clearing. “It’s right here. We need to create a spell to enter it and tie it to Brylan so he can come and go as he pleases.”

Turning, I extended my hand to Brylan. “Come on, buddy. It’s ready.” He trotted over and nuzzled my hair.

Kaiya smiled at the sight. “Let’s use the spell, intra pectus domum. To enter the realm.”

“Sounds good to me. What does it mean?”

“Inside the house,” Kaiya said. “Now let’s bind the realm to Brylan. We will need some of his blood for this part.”

I winced and jerked away from my Pegasus. “What?” Horror had me backing away. There was no way I could hurt him.

Before Kaiya could try and calm me down, Brylan lifted one of his front legs and scratched it down the other. Blood trickled from a wound he left behind. I gaped at my Pegasus who nudged my shoulder.

“Thank you, Brylan. That made this part easy,” Kaiya said to him. Brylan stood there patiently and I marveled how his eyes reflected the trust he had in us.

Kaiya had placed a gentle hand on Brylan's front leg, right above the wound he had inflicted on himself. The blood that trickled from it was more than just a crimson liquid. It shimmered with his power.

I joined Kaiya, my own hand reaching out to touch Brylan's leg. The moment our fingertips brushed against his warm fur, I could feel the magic awakening. It was as if a dormant force had been stirred, one that was eager to bind our pocket realm to Brylan's essence. It was connected to our intent. The magic was flaring to life without a word spoken.

The blood acted as a conduit, a bridge between our world and the hidden sanctuary we had created. It flowed like a river of life, carrying with it the very essence of Brylan’s magic.

“In sanguine et umbra, vinculum aeternum,” I whispered after Kaiya.

As we spoke the ancient words, the air around us seemed to shimmer with anticipation. A soft, silvery light enveloped Brylan's leg, tracing the path of the wound. The gentle glow pulsed in time with our words, weaving a delicate web of enchantment that stretched from Brylan to our pocket realm.

Sweet, earthy scents filled the air, carrying with them the essence of the sanctuary we had created. The wind danced around us, its invisible fingers brushing against our skin. The pocket realm itself had come to life and was eager to embrace its new guardian.

And then, as the final syllables left our lips, the magic surged. It flowed from Brylan's leg, through the wound, and into the very heart of our pocket realm. It was a moment of profound connection, an unbreakable bond forged in blood and magic.

Brylan's gaze met mine and was filled with a deep understanding. Our pocket realm was now a part of him, and he was a part of it. It was a union that transcended the physical.

The anticipation was palpable as we stood on the outskirts of the pocket realm we had created for Brylan. “Ready to go inside, Brylan?” I asked. His head moved up and down and he whinnied.

As Kaiya and I chanted the spell to open the pocket realm, a soft, golden light began to shimmer and coalesce, gradually taking the shape of a doorway. We were about to head inside when Aeira shouted, “I found the shifter.”

I exchanged a quick glance with Kaiya before turning to see Aeira heading across the lawn to us. “Where is he?” This couldn’t wait for us to take Brylan on a tour of his realm.

Aeira's eyes darted down to her tablet. “Willowbrook, Virginia, not far from Richmond.”

I smiled at Aeira. “You’re a whizz on the computer. And you’ve just saved the world from total chaos.”

Kaiya and I shared a knowing look. The shifter we had been searching for was not that far away. We had to act swiftly before we lost the Siren Song again.

“Well, Brylan,” I said, turning my attention to my majestic friend, “it looks like your realm is going to have to wait. We’ve got another journey for you. Will you take us to Richmond?”

Brylan nodded his understanding, his amber eyes filled with determination. He had always been ready for whatever we needed. I felt better knowing when we returned he would have his own space away from mundie eyes where he could rest and recharge safely.

“Can you tell Arjun where we went and that we will be back soon?” I asked Aeira.

Nodding, she took a step away from us. “No problem. Be careful.”

With a final nod of agreement, we mounted Brylan's broad back, ready to collect that pesky Siren Song once and for all.


CHAPTER 18
[image: ]


Willowbrook, Virginia. I had to admit, it sounded much more idyllic than our previous destinations. The name alone conjured images of quaint streets and peaceful countryside. Yet, I knew better than to be fooled by first impressions.

Perched on Brylan's powerful back, Kaiya and I journeyed towards our destination. The winds rushed past us as we flew, and the rolling landscapes of Virginia unfolded beneath us. The anticipation in the air was almost tangible. We were so close that I could smell the brine clinging to the seashell. I didn’t want to get too excited and curse us, but my gut was telling me we were going to get it this time. Of course, that could be me at the end of my rope on this one. We’d been across the world as well as up and down the Eastern seaboard trying to find this relic.

“Willowbrook, here we come,” I muttered unable to keep the hint of skepticism from my voice.

Kaiya chuckled behind me. “You're really not buying into the whole 'end of the journey' idea, are you?”

I shot her a wry grin over my shoulder. “Not when we're chasing after a seashell that's caused more chaos than a rogue wizard on a caffeine binge.”

We shared a moment of camaraderie, the unspoken understanding of the bizarre and unpredictable nature of relic hunting hanging between us. As we approached Willowbrook, it was clear that appearances could indeed be deceiving.

The town came into view. Its picturesque charm belying the turmoil we knew might lie beneath the surface. Quaint cottages with white picket fences and streets lined with flowering trees greeted us. Brylan landed in a peaceful park at the center of it all. It was the very picture of a tranquil small town.

But as we descended towards the town square, the signs of recent disturbances became evident. A broken lamppost, three shattered windows, and disarrayed flowerbeds greeted us. It appeared that Willowbrook had not been spared from the erratic influence of the elusive seashell.

“Looks like chaos followed us here,” Kaiya observed, her gaze scanning the disheveled town square.

I nodded in agreement. “No rest for the wicked, huh?”

As Kaiya and I stepped into the melancholic town of Willowbrook, Virginia, the air seemed heavy with sorrow and despair. The streets were bustling with life, but they bore a haunting stillness. It was confusing as hell. Even the vibrant colors of storefronts and houses appeared muted, as if drained of their vitality.

“This makes me think of the Melancholy Lament. Do you think Peter has moved on?” Each time a town got to this point the relic was already gone.

Kaiya pursed her lips. “The epidemic is just beginning here. Chances are high he’s still here with the seashell.”

Passing by the charming storefronts and cobblestone pathways, we observed the downcast expressions etched on the faces of the townspeople. Their weary gazes and slumped shoulders spoke volumes. They carried the weight of an immense sadness that hung in the air like a heavy fog.

Entering a local diner, we hoped to find out if anyone knew where Peter was. Sliding into a booth, we struck up a conversation with an elderly man sitting at the counter, his wrinkled face reflecting the weariness that gripped the town.

“Excuse me,” Kaiya began gently. “We've noticed the somber atmosphere in Willowbrook. Can you tell us what happened? What changed?”

The elderly man sighed, his eyes clouded with a mix of sadness and frustration. “It all started yesterday,” he muttered, his voice tinged with sorrow. “A man came to town, frantic and distressed. Something about him felt off, and ever since his arrival, this overwhelming melancholy has settled upon us.”

Kaiya and I exchanged concerned glances. This fit with what the Siren Song did. I leaned around Kaiya. “Do you know where this man is now? The story is fascinating. It seems as if his sorrow is contagious.”

The older gentleman shook his head as he laid money on the counter. “I haven’t seen him. Excuse me.”

We continued our quest for answers after the older guy left. We engaged in conversations with other residents, listening attentively to their stories. Each encounter echoed a similar sentiment—their lives had taken a somber turn following the shifter's visit. The once vibrant community had been overshadowed by an oppressive cloud of desolation.

“He brought a wave of sorrow with him,” a woman whispered. “It's like a heavy weight pressing upon our hearts, making it hard to find joy or even the will to go on.”

Another man nodded. His voice was filled with resignation. “I've seen people lose their spark, their passion for life. It's as if this sorrow is seeping into every aspect of our existence.”

"We can't let this despair linger,” Kaiya whispered to me as we enjoyed a slice of pie. “We have to find Peter and cleanse the town.”

I nodded in agreement. My heart was heavy with empathy for the town and its residents. “We aren’t going to get answers here. Let’s check more of the town.”

Leaving the diner, we walked the sorrow-laden streets of Willowbrook. We sought clues and conversations that would guide us towards the shifter and the elusive Siren Song.

Kaiya and I cast the cleansing spell as we walked through the town. When we ventured into the streets where the homes were, the despair lessened. Sure, the people there were sad, but it wasn’t like it was on Main Street.

“We should follow the trail of the worst symptoms, cleansing them as we go,” I suggested.

Kaiya lifted a shoulder. “You might be on to something there. It’s our best shot.”

Brylan joined us and stayed back as we passed the park where he was waiting. His presence was comforting. I wasn’t sure what shape the shifter would be in when we reached him. My experience was with Arjun who had attacked and would have killed my girls and me.

The sadness and despair led us through town and into a more desolate area. I almost suggested turning back when my Relic Keeper powers started pinging. We made our way through some woods, finally stopping at a creek. As we approached the small body of water, we found Peter sitting alone on the ground. I knew it was him from the auburn hair his wife described. It stood up around his head like a porcupine just like she’d told us.

From the angle of the moon, I caught sight of bruises marring his face. He sat there with his shoulders slumped, and a palpable aura of desolation surrounding him. His weary eyes held a deep sorrow as he lifted them to us. I flinched when I saw the pain of a heart weighed down by regrets in his gaze.

“Excuse me,” I spoke softly. “We've been searching for you, Peter. We are here to collect the seashell. This town has suffered enough, don’t you think?”

The shifter's eyes were filled with a mix of resignation and anguish. “I... I never meant for this to happen,” he uttered, his voice quivering with emotions held in check. “It started when I stumbled upon a Tainted witch, her presence emitting a putrid stench that made my skin crawl.”

Kaiya and I exchanged puzzled glances. No one had mentioned a Tainted witch before. Taking a step closer, I asked, “Could you describe the smell? What was it like?”

The shifter's face contorted with a mixture of disgust and sorrow. “It was a foul odor, a mixture of rotting vegetation and sulfur. As if decay itself had taken on a tangible form,” he replied, his voice laced with bitterness. “She compelled me to find the artifact and bring it to her. I wasn't going to give it to her. The second I reached the meeting spot in town, the enchantment broke. But before I could run, she stole the shell from me. Magic from the shell lingered on me and I became lost. Consumed by my own darkness about how she preyed upon my weakness and made me walk away from my wife.”

My heart sank as I listened to his tale. His anguish was understandable given the cruelty inflicted upon him by the Tainted witch. It became clear that his despair was being made worse by the effects of the Siren Song.

“Your pain is not your own,” Kaiya whispered as she reached out a comforting hand. “We can help remove the enchantment weighing you down.”

The shifter's eyes met Kaiya’s and a glimmer of hope emerged amidst the shadows. “Please,” he begged. “Help me undo the harm I have unknowingly caused. The people of this town deserve their lives back.”

Kaiya and I nodded and cast the cleansing spell on him. When his back straightened and he finally bounced to his feet, a weight lifted off our shoulders. Even though we didn’t have the Siren Song, we had found Peter and helped him. He was a victim in this scenario.

“Thank you so much. I don’t know how I can ever repay you,” Peter said with a smile.

I dismissed his offer with a wave of my hand. “You owe us nothing. Just get back to your wife. She’s worried about you.”

Kaiya lifted a hand. “But before you go, what can you tell us about the witch? Do you know where we can find her?” she asked.

Peter’s shoulders slumped. “I can tell you she’s an average looking witch with dark brown hair that flowed to her hips. Young. In her early thirties, maybe. I have no idea where she came from. She stopped me when I left work one night.”

“Dammit,” I cursed. “That’s not going to help us.”

“And she will syphon the power from the relic instead of letting it cause epidemics,” Kaiya added. “It would have been nice to have something to go on.”

Peter’s brow furrowed as he reached in his pocket. “All I have is this piece of paper. She wrote a foreign word on it. All I know is the second it was shoved it in my hand, I was under her thrall. I don’t sense any power from it now, though.”

Kaiya reached into her purse and took out a rubber glove. Using the latex, she took the slip of paper. “Can we have it? It might not help us, but it’s all we have at this point.”

Peter nodded and wrapped his arms around Kaiya and then me before taking off. "We’d better get home and regroup,” I said once we were alone. “There’s no point in searching the area for her. It would be harder than finding a needle in a haystack.”

Kaiya nodded in agreement as she stuffed the paper in her purse. “Agreed. This damn artifact is really starting to piss me off.”

I chuckled as I whistled for Brylan. It was making me rethink this entire gig. Let people bring them to me. Forget chasing after them. Running all around the globe was exhausting. I opened my mouth to tell her as much and then shut it. The power had urged me on this path. I’d been helpless to fight it. I loved the hunt, but I didn’t like chasing my tail like we were on this case.
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Our eventful trip to Willowbrook was short, but eventful. We managed to find Peter and clear the town of the Melancholy Lament in under two hours. But we hadn’t found the Siren Song. I was extremely happy we had already created Brylan his realm. I owed him that and so much more. We were able to get home in just over three hours. And my Pegasus had carried us safely through another adventure.

As we jumped off his back and onto the lawn in my backyard, there was a sense of relief mingling with frustration. The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time we walked in the backdoor, but the night was far from over for us. There was research to be done, knowledge to gather, and plans to be made. Most of it was beyond me because I didn’t know much about Tainted witches.

“How did it go?” Aeira asked as we walked inside. “Did you find the Siren Song?”

I sighed and collapsed onto a stool at the island where my girls were making cookies with Aeira and Lila. Lila and Kaiya’s children were playing with Emi in the living room.

“No,” I practically growled. “Some Tainted witch compelled Peter to steal the Song and bring it to her. Then she took it and left him drowning in sadness.”

Lila gasped and her hand flew to cover her mouth. “If a Tainted witch is able to drain the power from the Song from an entire tribe, the entire Eastern seaboard won't survive through the weekend. By the end of the month, she could control the world.”

“What?” Amelie shouted. Her horror echoed everyone in the house.

Kaiya scowled at her wife. “Babe. Let’s keep the world ending comments to ourselves. Does anyone know the process for absorbing the power from an Object of Power?”

Everyone in the house shook their heads. I grabbed my phone and sent a group text to Phoebe, Fiona, Aislinn, and Violet. One of them might have information for us. “I asked the Backside of Forty and Phoebe.”

“Good thinking,” Maisy said as she popped a piece of a cookie into her mouth.

My phone buzzed a few seconds later and I grabbed it to see Phoebe's name flashing on the screen. “Hey, Phoebe,” I said. “We need some advice.”

Phoebe's voice, always calm and composed, floated through the line. “Of course, Nylah. What's going on?”

I leaned back in my chair, gathering my thoughts. “Long story short, we’ve been looking for a relic. The Siren Song. It was initially stolen by a mundie and is now in the hands of a Tainted witch. We need to know if you know anything about the process of one of their kind absorbing power from an OOP. We need to know how much time we have to find the bitch.”

Kaiya leaned closer to me. “And any advice on how we might go about finding her when all we have is a scrap of paper she enchanted at one time. Oh, and any advice you have on facing Tainted witches.”

There was a brief pause on the other end of the line before Phoebe responded. “Tainted witches are formidable opponents. They draw power from dark sources, and their spells can be unpredictable. Nina just discovered a book that mentions the key is to disrupt their connection to the tainted magic and weaken them. According to the tome, a well-placed banishment spell or a counter-curse can work wonders. Not that I can tell you how to do any of that. I’m still learning.”

I pointed to Amelie. “Can you grab the family grimoire Kaiya gave us and write that down?” Amelie nodded and raced from the room. “Any specific counter-curses that you'd recommend, Phoebe?"

“There is a simple banishment chant. ‘By the power within, I banish thee away. Be gone from here, no longer may you stay.’ Nina found salt circle, mirror reflection, and warding sigil banishments. I will send the chants by text so you have them. As for the counter-curses...”

“Can we use aura cleansing?” Kaiya’s question cut off Phoebe’s reply.

“Absolutely. It seemed like most of them would work on some portion of the Tainted’s power. That’s what you are trying to disrupt. Your intent would be to cut her off from her stolen power and send it away so she can’t incapacitate you and reclaim it.”

I finished a sugar cookie and brushed it off on my hands. “What are some other counter-curses? Amelie is writing this down in our grimoire.”

“There’s candle cleansing. That one will be harder to do unless you have her contained,” Phoebe explained. “Be sure to leave room between these so you can add information, Amelie. I will send the details soon.”

“I will. Thanks, Phoebe. Is there anything else?” Amelie asked.

“There are reversal spells and purification baths,” Kaiya added.

“Yep,” Phoebe said. “And Nina found one other that seems like the most effective way of protecting against one cursing you. The amulet protection. Fiona’s mate, Bas made me mine and I made one for my family.”

Aeira focused on the phone in front of me. “How can we find her? We don’t have any information for me to start researching.”

There was a noise on the other end of the phone before Phoebe said, “You should try scrying with the paper you mentioned. That is the easiest way. I will start asking around to see if anyone has heard about this.”

Kaiya’s eyes had popped open and she smacked her forehead. “I should have thought of scrying. Thanks, Phoebe.”

“I’m happy to help any time. Keep me posted about what happens.” Phoebe hung up the phone before any of us responded.

I looked at Kaiya and spread my arms at my sides. “How do we go about scrying?”

Kaiya turned to the bag Aeira had brought in from the patio after we left. “We need to make a scrying water by boiling with fennel, basil, clove, hibiscus, meadow-sweet, orange and lavender. And then we need three black candles. We will need jasmine incense. Once we have everything ready we will cast the spell and drop the paper into the water. It’s important to focus our intent on finding the current location of the witch that enchanted it.”

“Can we help?” Maisy asked.

I lifted a shoulder at the same time Kaiya nodded. “Sure.”

Together with my girls and Kaiya, we made the scrying water and gathered the ingredients needed. Maisy returned from our junk closet carrying two candles in jars and a pillar. “Will these work?”

“They're not what we usually use, but they will do in a pinch,” Kaiya said. “We really need to set up your Sanctum and stock it, Nylah.”

I rolled my eyes and grabbed my silver bowl. “Let's see if we can track down our elusive Tainted witch.”

Aeira and Lila stood off to the side watching as we joined hands and started chanting. The water turned opaque and remained that way. On Kaiya’s urging, the four of us continued chanting.

At one point, I closed my eyes and tapped into the magic within me. Kaiya sighed and I could hear the frustration gnawing at the edges of her patience. Or maybe that was me projecting.

“This witch knows how to hide her tracks,” she muttered. That was not me putting my feelings on her. She felt the same.

Kaiya's hand squeezed mine. I smiled at her and nudged her shoulder. “We can't give up, Kai. We'll find her."

“Pour all you have into it this time. She is likely using blocks so she can’t be tracked. It’s a common tactic,” she said.

Amelie gasped and grabbed the grimoire she’d been writing in. “You two scry while Maisy and I cast a banishment spell. Or maybe a counter-curse. If we disrupt her magic, you can track her.”

Kaiya grabbed my daughter in a big hug. “You are brilliant. Be sure to focus on your spell hitting the Tainted witch that enchanted this paper.”

Maisy and Amelie nodded and then joined hands. I had to tune them out so I could focus on what I needed to do. Kaiya and I chanted once more. I kept my gaze on the water and forced my mind to remain focused on finding the witch instead of wondering why the room seemed to come alive with a rush of wind.

It didn’t take long after that for the water in the bowl to swirl and white light flashed across the surface before an image materialized in it. “We've got her,” I said, my confidence renewed.

Everyone looked at the Victorian house that was perched on the cliffs overlooking a rocky shoreline. The home's ornate architecture had intricate scrollwork along the eaves and a turret reaching toward the sky. It was a testament to a bygone era. The house's walls were also weathered by time and the elements. The entire scene screamed that there were secrets within the timeworn crevices.

I could make out the large bay windows on the front facade. The glass panes caught the fading light of the setting sun and there was a witch with waist length dark brown hair, just like Peter said. She was looking at the Siren Song and saying something. The way her face was screwed up in frustration gave me hope that we had time.

We needed to find the place, so I focused on more details. The wraparound porch was adorned with vintage wooden railings and encircled the house. The surrounding landscape was equally captivating. The cliffs upon which the house stood were rugged and imposing, as if they guarded the dwelling from prying eyes.

“How do we find this place? I’d bet money it’s on the East coast, but that’s all I’ve got.”

Kaiya blew out a breath. “There aren’t many areas with cliffs like that on our side of the country. To be sure, we can scry for the location of the house now that we have an image of it.”

Nodding, Maisy and Amelie joined us as we shifted the focus of our scrying to discovering the precise location of the Tainted witch’s house. Keeping in mind the house’s distinct features, I was surprised when it came back without having to cast a counter-curse.

“Bar Harbor,” Maisy said as she read the sign in the scrying bowl.

I ran a hand through my hair. “I bet it’s near Acadia National Park. There are beautiful cliffs there. I’ll warn Phoebe we’re going to be in Maine.” We had the bitch. She wasn’t getting away this time.


CHAPTER 20
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“Let’s approach from the ocean, Brylan!” I hoped my Pegasus could hear the command over the wind whipping past us.

“Good thinking,” Kaiya praised. “She can’t have wards over the ocean. We might encounter them at the top of the cliffs, though.”

“I wasn’t thinking about wards more that she might be less likely to be watching that direction. And that it would be easier to spot the house from there.” I should have thought of the wards.

“Well, I wasn’t thinking of any of it. I’ve been too busy being terrified,” Kaiya admitted.

My hand went to the protective charm around my neck. It was a diamond necklace that Arjun had given me for our twentieth anniversary and Kaiya had enchanted it before we headed out while the girls and I worked on some potions and other items that would give us a leg up against the Tainted witch.

“We have prepared as well as possible. We’ve even got some Fae runes to help. There’s nothing she can do to shatter those protections,” I reminded her.

Aeira had added a Fae rune for protection to Kaiya’s charm and the back of my diamond to supercharge them. Phoebe’s comment about Fiona’s mate making hers gave her the idea. He was a Fae blacksmith, so she knew it would help because Phoebe’s worked well for her.

My senses sharpened suddenly. I sucked in a breath and opened my magical awareness. My body instantly felt like a tuning rod and I stiffened in reflex. I could feel the enticing pull of the Siren Song. It was a distant haunting melody. A beguiling symphony, luring me closer with every passing second. I clenched the reins tightly, my heart quickening as we neared the Bar Harbor area.

Kaiya must have noticed the change in my demeanor. “Nylah,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the wind's soft caress. “You sense it, don't you?” The low tone of her words sent a shiver through me.

I nodded, unable to tear my eyes away from the distant shoreline. “Yes, Kaiya. It's calling to me.”

In response, Kaiya began to chant. I wanted to ask what she was doing, but wasn’t about to interrupt her. I could feel her weaving her magic into the very air around us. Her words melded seamlessly with the salt-laden breeze, forming an invisible shield that would shroud our presence from any prying eyes. Given that Brylan hid us from those on the ground, I bet she was keeping us invisible to magic.

The sensation was unlike anything I'd ever experienced. It was as if we became one with the elements themselves, like our presence was being masked by our natural surroundings. The salt air, infused with Kaiya's spell, concealed us like a phantom veil.

“You just made it impossible for the Tainted to be able to use magic to find us, didn’t you?” I asked when she was done.

“Yep. I would have had you help, but I didn’t want to distract you from what you are doing.”

I nodded in acknowledgement as the sensations intensified. I nudged Brylan’s side and tugged his mane to the left. He followed my lead and adjusted course. As we approached the Bar Harbor area, the pull of the Siren Song was a drumbeat in my veins. It was a beacon guiding me to its source.

We glided low over the ocean, maintaining a stealthy approach. It was as if the world itself conspired to keep our presence a secret. The house came into view, nestled amidst the rugged cliffs and crashing waves. It was as grand in person as it had been in the scrying water. Knowing that within its walls lay the source of our troubles nearly stole my courage.

I turned to Kaiya, my eyes filled with determination. “There it is, Kai. Are you ready to end this?”

“Hell yes,” she replied immediately.

I held my breath as Brylan landed on a patch of grass to the right of the house. The structure stood like a relic of the past, although the paint looked like it was done less than five years ago. The house had an air of mystery and mystique, as if it were a living entity guarding the powerful energies that resided within.

The architecture exuded an old-world charm, with intricate wooden carvings adorning the porch and gables. Vines and ivy crawled up the side of the house. Their presence added a touch of wildness to the otherwise serene surroundings. It was as if nature itself was attempting to reclaim the structure to cleanse it of the Dark magic emanating from within.

The windows of the house were bigger than were normal for the era of the house, making it obvious someone had updated the dwelling. It was easy to see flickering candlelight dance within the room closest to us. Thankfully, I saw no shadows dancing on the walls.

Turning in my seat, I leaned closer to Kaiya. “Did you feel wards?” The words barely whispered past my lips.

Kaiya nodded. “I don’t think she felt us, though. I blended the mask with the salt air so it would confuse her enchantments.”

I dipped my head and slipped from Brylan’s back. Thank the gods I had a smart best friend. I was learning from everyone around me, but I still had a long way to go. Keeping to the shadows and shrubs, we crept closer to the house. A sick feeling started to build in my gut the closer we got to the home.

I plastered my back against the siding and had to take a minute. “I don’t feel so well,” I told Kaiya in a low voice.

Kaiya pressed her mouth to my ear. “Shut down your Relic Keeper senses. You’re taking too much in. And unless they are masking their true nature, Tainted witches tend to make Light witches feel sick.”

Nodding, I did as she instructed. I was relieved when my head cleared enough that I could concentrate. I followed Kaiya to the back of the house. As we approached the back door, the creak of the wooden floorboards echoed through the quietude, as if the house itself was alive and aware of our presence. It made my heart pound with fear.

My heart nearly leapt out of my chest when Kaiya opened the door and snuck inside. Not wanting to be left alone, I entered behind her. The kitchen was not what I was expecting. The granite countertops were pristine and the appliances all looked like they were top of the line. The cabinets had been refinished and were gleaming, bright white. The glass fronts were spotless as well. It was a kitchen you’d expect to find in magazines. The nasty feeling in my gut made me imagine the house being a run-down mess with dead rats everywhere.

The atmosphere inside was heavy, thick with the residue of spells and incantations performed over centuries. The makeover the kitchen had been given couldn’t erase that. I doubted anything could. When I turned my head, a dark shimmer caught my eye. I couldn’t see the symbols and sigils that adorned the walls when I looked at them head-on. They were only visible from the corner of my eye.

As Kaiya and I ventured deeper into the house, the dissonant symphony intensified its assault on my senses. I tried to dampen it more, but wasn’t able to. The air felt heavy with discord and every step we took seemed to throw my equilibrium off balance. The disorienting melodies reverberated through the walls and seeped into my very being, causing a subtle dizziness that threatened to unsettle my footing.

I cocked my head sideways to check how Kaiya was feeling. If her grimace was anything to go by, she wasn’t totally immune to this one. At least we knew the Tainted witch hadn’t stolen the power from the relic yet.

The dissonance played tricks on my perception and distorted the space around me. It felt as if the walls themselves were shifting, tilting and swaying in unnatural ways. My senses struggled to make sense of the conflicting signals. It heightened my unease and challenged my ability to maintain stability. I grabbed Kaiya’s hand and held on tight.

Sounds became warped and distorted, their once familiar tones morphing into unmelodic cacophony. The melodies clashed and clashed, creating an overwhelming auditory assault that reverberated through my body, threatening to throw me off balance. It was as if the very foundation of my existence was being tested. I hoped Kaiya wasn’t in as bad of shape as I was.

Each breath I took felt heavy, as if the air itself carried the weight of disharmony. The vibrations reverberated through my chest, unsettling the rhythm of my heart and adding to my growing sense of unease. It was a disconcerting feeling, like being caught in a never-ending tempest of sound.

With every passing moment, the dissonance seemed to seep deeper into me, challenging my resolve and mental fortitude. I fought to maintain my focus. It was a battle of wills, as we pushed forward. We sought to restore balance and silence the chaotic symphony that had engulfed the once peaceful abode. Kaiya tugged me into her side and pressed her mouth to my ear. “Tap into our connection so you have an easier time blocking the Song.”

Nodding, I searched my core for that sense of family I had always shared with Kaiya. It bubbled to the surface as if eager to help steady me. Grabbing hold of that, I kept it close as I blocked the cacophony from the relic. It was a relief when a second later I no longer felt like I was going to fall over and throw up.

I gave Kaiya’s hand a squeeze in thanks and we continued. The next room we entered was dimly lit by a few flickering candles casting a soft glow. They stood on shelves filled with ancient tomes and arcane artifacts. The air was heavy with a mixture of herbs, potions, and the lingering essence of magic. It created an almost tangible energy that crackled in the space.

In one corner of the room, a large, ornate cauldron sat atop a sturdy iron tripod. I walked over and looked inside to see remnants of previous rituals still clinging to its blackened surface. The room seemed to pulsate with Dark power. It was an echo of the witch's power. And it displayed how her connection to the mystical forces that flowed through her veins had blackened as a result of her actions.

Every nook and cranny in the space held a story. I realized where we were as I turned to leave. It was her sanctuary for the craft. A sacred space where the witch harnessed her powers and communed with forces beyond my understanding.

A shiver traveled down my spine when we walked out to the hallway. “Show yourself,” Kaiya called out, making me jump. “We know you're here.”

A sinister laugh echoed through the dimly lit passage, sending a shiver down my spine. The witch's voice was like a venomous serpent, slithering through the air, taunting and mocking.

“Ah, the witches who have been hunting for my relic,” the Tainted witch purred. It was as if her voice echoed from the very walls. It was disconcerting to hear her but not be able to see her. “I've been expecting you.” She had? Well, shit. I was hoping we had the element of surprise.

Before we could react, a burst of magical energy surged toward us. I instinctively raised my protective barrier and was glad to note Kaiya did the same. While I was busy congratulating myself for the instinctual response, the walls of the house seemed to come alive. They groaned and shifted as the witch's magic twisted the very structure against us.

Kaiya and I shared a terrified glance, our eyes locking in silent understanding. We needed to combine our powers and meld our magic into a force stronger than anything the Tainted witch could summon.

I pulled out the small mirror and held it up toward the end of the hall where the magic had come from. While we headed that way, we focused our thoughts and chanted the mirror reflection spell. “Mirror bright, reflect the night. Send back what's not right, with this rite.”

Arcane symbols flared to life around us and there was a screech. It stopped a second later and was replaced with evil laughter. “Nice try.”

We switched gears and chanted a spell to form a protective circle of energy that would push back against the malevolent forces at play. But the witch was no ordinary adversary. Her laughter continued to fill the room we had entered. The lighting was even worse in there.

Scratch that, I thought when something in my periphery moved. The witch had conjured dark tendrils of shadow that were reaching out to ensnare us. The battle was on. Kaiya and I chanted spells that clashed in a dazzling display of light and dark.

The witch darted across the room and right for us. We ducked out of the way and she kept going. It instantly became clear she was never aiming for us. She was after the seashell that was perched on a black altar in the room across the hall. There was a subtle blue light enveloping it. Something wasn’t right. That should be inside the relic.

“We can't let her steal the Siren Song's power,” Kaiya urged, her eyes locked on the witch who hovered just beyond our protective barrier.

I nodded, determination coursing through my veins. Our combined magic surged forward, a brilliant burst of energy that engulfed the Tainted witch. She screamed in agony as our spell seared through her defenses, forcing her to relinquish her hold on the Siren Song's power. The blue light seeped back into the seashell and the cacophony immediately stopped.

I redoubled my efforts to contain her. She fought back, throwing Kaiya and I into the fireplace. Lying among the ashes, I took a chance and drew the rune in the air that secured relics in my vault and threw it at the Siren Song. The Tainted witch gaped as it whizzed past her head and attached to the seashell.

That got her attention and made her turn her back on us. "You can’t be,” she murmured as she approached the relic. Her hand was extended in front of her.

Kaiya surged to her feet and pulled me up. “Cast a spell to enclose her in an impenetrable cocoon. She knows what you are. We can’t let her get away.”

I nodded and blanched when the Tainted witch swiveled around and gave me a lascivious look. “Your kind are supposed to be extinct. I’m going to enjoy draining you of every last drop of your power. Then I will be able to wield the power of the Siren Song like it was intended and bend everyone to my will.”

It took a second to clear my head and focus on nothing but surrounding her with a barrier that she couldn’t get past with magical or mundane means. When Kaiya dipped her head, I shouted cocoon. I didn’t know Latin and she hadn’t told me what to say, so I used what I knew.

The Tainted witch screamed and cast her own spell. It collided with ours in a flash. We poured more power into our enchantment. I was driven by desperation. If this witch won, she was going to suck me dry like I was a Slurpee. I was never going to allow that to happen. With a final burst of light, the witch collapsed and her malevolence dissipated into the ether. The house, once a place of darkness and deceit, settled into an eerie stillness.

Kaiya and I stood there, panting and victorious. We had stopped the Tainted witch from harnessing the destructive power of the Siren Song, and hurting me.

“What do we do with her now? She knows about me. She will never stop coming after me and I don’t think a mundie jail will hold her.”

“We need to call Phoebe. There is a paranormal police force, but as the Pleiades in this part of the world, she might want to dispose of her in a particular way,” Kaiya explained.

Wanting to be done with this, I pulled out my phone and dialed Phoebe's number.

“We beat her, Phoebe. She didn’t get the Siren Song but she knows what I am,” I blurted when she answered the phone while the Tainted witch started cursing and screaming.

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line before Phoebe responded, “I don’t have any facilities to hold her. And as you can imagine, we can’t let her get away. I would come and hold her until you can call Mohan, but I'm swamped with other responsibilities right now.”

“Is there a way to erase her memories?” Kaiya had to raise her voice to be heard over the Tainted witch’s shouts. “I don’t want her going to Cold Water Creek to spread rumors about knowing who the new Relic Keeper is.”

“There must be a spell we can do,” I said before I thought better of it. It just seemed as if it was something we could do.

A sigh echoed through the phone. “Light witches can’t erase memories without turning. You could ask a vampire for help with that but I don’t recommend dealing with the undead pricks. They’re more likely to drain you dry instead. I will call Mohan and inform him he needs to take care of the witch before transporting her to Cold Water Creek.” That made the witch really scream.

I sagged against Kaiya. “Thank you, Phoebe. I'm sorry for ever turning you away.”

“Never apologize for that. Send me a pin of your location and Mohan will be there shortly,” she promised. I opened the map app and sent her a pin right away.

“We’re actually closer to your neck of the woods. We’re near Bar Harbor,” Kaiya said.

Several curse words flew through the tiny speaker. “I am going to have to get involved in looking into Tainted witches. Maine seems to have an inordinate amount of them right now.”

I shivered thinking about that. “You need a spell that will locate them instantly.”

“Exactly!” Phoebe agreed.

Kaiya chuckled and shook her head. “Light witches have been searching for a way to identify the Tainted for centuries and it hasn’t worked. The Tainted have found ways to mask their energy and keep from being detected.”

“I am happy to say that Fiona, Violet and Aislinn have found a spell to get past theirs, so they can’t hide forever,” Phoebe replied. “Alright. Mohan will be there within the hour. Call if you need anything else. Good work you guys. Oh, and before you go, I wanted to let you know I’ve added Aeira to my payroll. She is going to help with the calls we get since it will be some time before people start coming forward with relics.”

We thanked her, hung up, and I pulled up Nesareia’s contact. I dialed her number, and after a few rings, her melodic voice came through the line. “Tell me you found the Siren Song, Nylah.”

A smile spread over my face. “Yes, we've located the relic. I’m calling to set up a rendezvous for you to retrieve it.”

Nesareia's sigh was loud and easily heard over the continued cursing of the Tainted witch. “The Aquavale Harmonia tribe owes you and yours a debt. If you ever need assistance, you know how to reach me. I will send a location closer to your country where we can meet.”

I received her text to meet in Bermuda. That wasn’t far compared to having to travel to Bali. “We can be there in a few hours.”

I hung up and turned to Kaiya who had a satisfied grin on her face. “That's one less thing to worry about. Let's hope we won't have to deal with any more Tainted witches anytime soon.”

She chuckled, giving me a playful high-five. “Agreed, Nylah. Let's go outside and get some fresh air. This stench is making me sick.”

I chuckled as we left the screaming witch in her front parlor. We’d recovered the slippery Siren Song and had one less dangerous relic causing chaos in the world. I got to see parts of the world I hadn’t before. This job wasn’t so bad.
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The dim glow from the TV screen danced across the darkened room, casting shadows on the walls. It was a comforting sight for how normal it was. For the first time in what seemed like forever, I was going to spend an evening binge watching old shows. Arjun was in his office working late because he was taking the full moon and the days surrounding is off. And our girls were in their rooms doing homework.

After scrolling through the options, I settled on a supernatural crime drama when my phone buzzed on the coffee table. I groaned, reluctant to leave the world of dramatic ghosts and quirky psychics. When I saw the caller's name, I knew it was important.

Phoebe was a Pleaides, the most powerful witch in this part of the world, and as such she was highly sought after. Some wanted her life and powers while others wanted her help. I could understand the latter. She had only called me when they needed me to do something for her. In the past it had always involved a request for me to secure powerful relics. She wouldn’t be calling me unless it was important.

“Hey, Phoebe,” I answered as I took a sip of my lukewarm tea. “What's up?”

“Nylah, I need your help,” Phoebe's voice came through the phone. It sounded like she was talking around a mouthful, but there was no mistaking her urgency.

I sat up straight, the seriousness in her tone catching my full attention. “Of course, Phoebe,” I replied, setting my cup aside. “What's going on?”

“My daughter, Nina, received a distress call through our emergency line. This particular call involved a missing relic. Spreading word about your services is turning out to be a brilliant idea, by the way. Anyway, a phoenix clan is in grave danger,” she explained.

A sudden chill ran down my spine. I knew nothing about phoenixes aside from what mythology says about them. For some reason, I didn’t think birds that rose from the ashes would be able to call a hotline asking for help. You need to stop thinking like a mundie, Nylah. I had learned enough to realize it was entirely possible.

Setting aside the questions running through my head, I focused on the immediate issue. I would learn more later. “What happened?” I asked as my concern deepened.

“Their Phoenix Flame has been stolen,” Phoebe said with a bite to her voice. I pictured her wanting to hunt down the culprits and make them regret their actions. “Nylah, this is serious. The Phoenix Flame is a powerful relic that defends the phoenix clan from attack.”

“Phoenix Flame?” I repeated with a sense of dread creeping in. My mind created an image of some bright red flames in a torch like they used to move the Olympic Flame. “What is it and what does it do?”

Phoebe sighed, her irritation coming through even over the phone. “It's a large, enchanted ruby. The phoenixes all put a piece of their own flames into the clan's Phoenix Flame to create a powerful barrier that protects them from harm. The artifact isn't just a protector, though. It's the life force of the clan. It sustains their vitality and longevity, granting all of them the gift of rebirth. Even the children of the clan can be reborn from the Phoenix Flame if they die. Normally, they don’t develop that ability until they reach their prime.

“This unique power not only ensures the phoenixes' continuous existence but also forges a profound bond within the clan. It enhances their unity and deepens their connection, making them stronger and more resilient as a collective. The Phoenix Flame acts as a beacon of hope and renewal, reinforcing the clan's purpose and resilience in the face of challenges.”

I nodded slowly, absorbing the gravity of the situation. The theft of a relic like this was a dire event in the magical world. Clearly, it could spell disaster for the phoenix clan if it wasn't recovered. And given past experience, I imagined it would create chaos within the magical world that would likely spill over onto the mundie one.

“We will get on it right away,” I assured her. “What can you tell me about this power or the phoenixes?”

“Thank you, Nylah. I knew I could count on you,” Phoebe said with relief in her voice. “Honestly, I don’t know much about phoenixes at all except that they are reborn from their ashes when they die. I'm going to call Violet while we're on the line. She might be able to help us with the situation.” I was surprised to learn that Violet was somehow turned into a hybrid witch-phoenix during a war in the Fae realm of Eidothea. It boggled my mind to think something like that could happen.

My mind wanted to run in a hundred different directions again and I had to force myself to remain on topic. “Sure, Phoebe, go ahead. I'm all ears,” I said.

Phoebe put me on hold while she called Violet and connected her to our conversation. Her voice was laced with curiosity as she greeted us. “Hey, Nylah. Phoebe tells me you guys have an emergency. How can I help? Should I get Fiona and Aislinn, too?”

“Fiona and Aislinn won’t be necessary this time,” Phoebe said. “We're dealing with a phoenix clan in trouble," Phoebe explained to Violet, her tone filled with urgency. “Their Phoenix Flame, has been stolen. Given your unique connection to phoenixes, we thought you might be able to help shed some light on the topic.”

Violet's curiosity was unmistakable as she responded, “A Phoenix Flame, huh? That sounds fascinating. I'm happy to help, but I have to be honest with you. I don't know much about phoenixes. I've never really looked into their history or culture. I’ve never had a reason to. I like my life and my coven. I didn’t even know there were clans."

While it wasn't the answer we'd hoped for, Violet's honesty was appreciated.

“Dammit.” While I understood her situation, I had hoped she could give me information. “Is there anything you can tell me about phoenixes? Are they violent and difficult to work with? I haven’t exactly honed my offensive magic. Hell, I’m not good at many spells beyond those involved in securing artifacts.”

“Bloody hell,” Violet snarled into the phone. “I’ve never regretted something more in my life. I wished I had something I could tell you. All I can tell you is we regenerate and we lose control over our phoenix when we enter the Underworld.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “It’s okay.”

“You don’t have anything to feel bad about,” Phoebe assured Violet. “I have the phone number for the leader of the Emberflare Clan. Her name is Ryze. You can call her and get a feel for her before you do anything. If anything feels off, you don’t have to look into it. I made no promises.”

“That’s a good idea, Phoebe. Trust your gut, Nylah. You’re a good judge of character, but if you want a second opinion, I’d be happy to give Ryze a call. It’d give me a chance to look into what clans are like. I had to admit I’m intrigued by them.”

As we wrapped up the call, uncertainty filled my gut with dread. It was never good to go into any situation without being prepared. The best course of action would be to reach out to my friends, Kaiya and Aeira. They might know about these enigmatic creatures.

With the moon casting its silver glow through my windows, I sent my friends a text telling them about Phoebe’s call and asking for them to come over. With that done, I went into the kitchen and began preparing snacks. I’d been planning on having popcorn while I watched TV and put a bag in the microwave. I added a plate of freshly cut fruit, an array of cheeses, and some hearty whole-grain crackers. My stomach was slightly queasy and I couldn’t decide what sounded good.

Kaiya walked in first, her footsteps echoing in the hallway as she entered my home. Aeira was right behind her wearing a soft purple sweatshirt and a frown. I welcomed them with a warm smile and gestured toward the snack spread on the kitchen table. “I couldn’t decide on what I wanted. Help yourselves.”

Kaiya moved gracefully. Her ethereal beauty was accentuated by the soft moonlight. Aeira moved like a ballerina. I credited that to her Fae heritage. They both picked up a piece of fruit and took a thoughtful bite before settling on the barstools.

“What did Phoebe say?” Kaiya asked at the same time Aeira said, “I knew we were right to have Phoebe spread the word and set up the hotline.”

I gave them a brief rundown of the conversation with Phoebe and Violet and then asked, “What can you tell me about Phoenixes?”

Kaiya lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “Not much. Phoenixes are an elusive species. They keep their secrets close to their fiery chests. I've never had much interaction with them, and I don't know of anyone who has.”

Aeira nodded in agreement as she chewed a raspberry. “I've heard the same. Even within our magical circles, information about phoenixes is sparse.”

Kaiya took the cup of tea I offered her. “All I know is that phoenixes are incredibly hard to track down. And they're known for their regenerative abilities. By that I mean they die and are reborn from their ashes, just as the legends say.”

“Kaiya’s right, Beyond that, they're a well-kept secret. It's like they hide away from the world, only coming out when absolutely necessary,” Aeira added.

I chewed on the next course of action while I munched some popcorn. I’d feel better if we knew more before I reached out to Ryze. Phoebe sent me the clan leader’s number to call.

“I think we should pay a visit to Archibald. He knows more than anyone I know aside from you two. It makes sense that he might have information hidden away in that mystical bookshop of his. I want to gather as much information as we can before we contact the leader of the phoenix clan.”

Kaiya and Aeira nodded in agreement. Aeira rubbed her hands together. “It’s been weeks since we had to hunt down the Siren Song. I’m anxious to dig into another case.”

I chuckled as we headed for Kaiya’s car. “You’re bored, aren’t you?” The cool evening air made me shiver as we walked outside.

Aeira rolled her eyes as she climbed in the backseat. “You would be too.”

I noticed Aeira had pulled out her phone and was typing out a message. Lifting a brow, I twisted and looked over the seat. “Who are you texting?”

Aeira looked up. “Nina. She should have asked me to look into this as well.”

I frowned. “Weren’t you researching the reports about some shadow amulet and a dragon’s tooth and basilisk eyes?”

Aeira tilted her head to the side. “Yeah, but I couldan have looked into this one, too.”

Kaiya snorted. “You’ve been on the computer and with your head buried in books. The research takes a lot of time. You’re plenty busy. You just don't want it to look like you’re not pulling your weight.”

Aeira’s cheeks pinkened as she shook her head. I reached back and squeezed her hand. “You don’t ever have to worry about that. We know how much you do.”

Our conversation was sidetracked when Kaiya parked a few seconds later. We all climbed out and headed for the hidden entrance to the Whisperwind Bazaar. I loved coming to the mystical shopping center.

There were a number of shoppers visiting the myriad of stalls and stores selling vibrant magical wares as we tread through the colorful maze. The last time we had been there we were attacked. I held my breath until we arrived unscathed at Archibald's renowned store, Inkwell Sanctum.

The familiar facade exuded a timeless charm. As we entered the store, Archibald was talking to several customers. His store was brimming with the esoteric knowledge that magic seekers and curious minds sought. That was why we always went to him to get the information we needed. Kaiya, Aeira, and I exchanged knowing looks. As difficult as it would be, we'd have to wait for our turn to tap into Archibald's boundless wisdom.

We walked around as Archibald assisted his customers, sharing insights and answering questions that only a Fae of his stature could provide. When the front desk cleared, Archibald invited us to a quieter corner of the shop with a warm and welcoming smile.

“Hello, my dears.” Archibald’s voice was voice brimming with warmth as he greeted us with kisses to our cheeks. “What brings you to my humble abode today?”

I bent and looked around, making sure no one was close before saying, “We’re seeking knowledge about phoenixes and Phoenix Flames,” I informed him. “And anything specifically about the Emberflare Clan.”

Archibald's keen eyes lit up as one corner of his mouth lifted. “You certainly make life interesting, Nylah. Your requests are always obscure and make me think. That’s a precious gift at my age.”

I chuckled. “You aren’t that old, Archie.”

Archibald and Aeira shared a look before he smiled wryly at me.

“Looks are deceiving where the Fae are concerned. We live a long time, like Aeira and I told you before. I am centuries old. Now, let me see. Phoenixes are with the Underworld section,” Archibald murmured as he walked away.

I lifted an eyebrow and shot Aeira a questioning look. She merely shook her head and said, “We can talk more about that later. But I will say that I’m your age.”

Archibald walked across his store and retrieved an old, well-worn tome from a shelf. The look of it screamed that the book held the wisdom of ages past. No doubt its pages bore the secrets of mythical beings.

With an air of reverence, Archibald cleared his throat and began to read aloud, his voice carrying the weight of centuries of knowledge. “Phoenixes are mythical creatures known for their fiery nature and incredible regenerative abilities. They possess a unique set of powers and limitations that define their existence.”

Aeira, Kaiya and I leaned in, listening intently as Archibald shared the ancient wisdom with us. “Phoenixes are immortal beings, and do not age in the traditional sense. They can live for centuries, even millennia, as long as they do not meet an untimely death under one of five conditions. The first is at the hands of a god. The second is death by a divine artifact. The third is exposure to dark or void magic that nullifies their regenerative abilities. The fourth is a spell or force that disintegrates them at the atomic or elemental level. The fifth and final is anything that causes a phoenix's essence or soul to be obliterated or consumed entirely.” As he shared the information, my thoughts swirled with intrigue and wonder.

Kaiya let out a low whistle. “Immortality is quite the gift.”

Archibald inclined his head. “As I’m sure you know, phoenixes have the power to manipulate and control fire. They can generate flames of extreme heat, using them both offensively and defensively. Their fiery breath, talons, and feathers are formidable weapons.”

“A phoenix's fiery prowess could be a force to be reckoned with. That doesn’t sound like something we want in someone else’s hands,” Aeira said.

Archibald nodded in agreement. “One of the most renowned abilities of phoenixes is their capacity for self-healing and rebirth. When mortally wounded or reaching the end of their natural lifespan, they burst into flames and are reduced to ashes. From these ashes, they are reborn anew, rejuvenated and in their prime.”

I would love that ability. It would be nice not to have to worry about menopause and the extreme changes my body would undergo.

“Phoenixes are also often associated with foresight and the ability to see events before they occur. Some can even predict the future to varying degrees,” Archibald shared as he continued reading.

“Foresight can offer powerful advantages,” Kaiya observed.

“That is very true. In regards to the artifact, Phoenixes are dependent on the presence of their clan's sacred relic. It’s known as the Clan Flame or Phoenix Flame. They rely on it for health and prosperity. It ensures their continued existence through their offspring. They don’t reproduce as often as others and cherish their children.”

Aeira gasped as she looked around at us. “Their reliance on the Clan Flame is their Achilles' heel.”

Archibald took a deep breath. “In many ways it isthey are. Once they are joined to a Clan Flame, the phoenixes survival becomes dependent on it. If a phoenix is captured and imprisoned without access to the Flame, they lose their immortality and are subject to aging and death like any other creature. This vulnerability makes them valuable targets.”

I nodded in understanding. “Vulnerability and danger in captivity, indeed.”

“A little-known fact about phoenixes is that they are wise and noble beings. They are fiercely protective of their clans. Protecting their Flame is viewed as a sacred duty.”

“Their strong sense of duty and honor is impressive,” Kaiya said.

“They are known for their loyalty to their fellow clan members and will go to great lengths to defend and support one another,” Archibald concluded.

We exchanged knowing glances, recognizing the intricate nature of phoenixes and how it highlighted the importance of our mission. I reached out for Archibald’s hand. “Thank you for sharing this information. It alleviates some of the fear in helping the Emberflare clan.”

Armed with newfound insights and our understanding of phoenixes, we left Inkwell Sanctum. No time like the present to locate the elusive phoenix clan and reclaim their stolen relic.

As we departed from Archibald's shop, our minds were brimming with newfound knowledge about phoenixes. A sense of urgency settled in like a cloak as Kaiya drove back to my house. Arjun and the girls were in the kitchen finishing off the snacks when we returned.

After giving my family an update on the call with Phoebe and everything that happened after, I tapped Ryze's number on my phone and engaged the speaker function, ensuring the others were part of the forthcoming conversation. Each number dialed, resonated like a heartbeat.

Ryze's voice emerged through the speaker, carrying with it a regal and timeless quality as she answered my call. I dove right to the heart of the matter after I introduced everyone present on my side. “Phoebe told us of your clan's dire situation, Ryze. We're calling to aid in the recovery of your stolen Phoenix Flame. The best way to start is to visit your clan's concealed home. Phoebe informed us it’s within the Blue Ridge Mountain range?”

“Your assistance is a beacon of hope. You are correct that the Emberflare clan's sanctuary resides deep within the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains. As Phoebe mentioned, it’s concealed beneath layers of mystical illusions. Whoever took our Flame is very powerful. They couldn’t have reached it otherwise,” Ryze pointed out.

“We can understand how that would make you wary of successfully retrieving it. I can assure you that we are uniquely qualified to locate lost relics,” Kaiya pointed out. “If you’d like our help, we will need the location of your stronghold.”

“Phoebe assured me of much the same. As difficult as it is to allow strangers to our property, we have no choice. We are all at too much of a risk to travel far from one another,” Ryze replied as she told us how to reach them. Her directions flowed like a river, intricate and winding, through the depths of an ancient forest. She revealed secret markers, imbued with magic that we needed to follow. As her words painted the path, everyone listened with rapt attention. I was busy wondering how in the hell we were ever going to tell Brylaon how to get there.

I told my friends and family as much after we hung up the phone with the promise to be there as soon as possible.

Maisy, my seventeen-year-old daughter cocked one hip and lifted one eyebrow as she stared me down. “You’re connected to Brylaon, mom. All you need to do is share Ryze’s words with him.”

I frowned at her. “We don’t have communicate telepathically, Mai.”

Amelie lifted a shoulder. “Doesn’t matter. Mai is right. Think outside the box.”

Arjun nudged my shoulder. “Listen to your daughters. You should gather supplies to take with you.”

“Thanks,” I told them all and then pressed a kiss to Arjun’s mouth. “We will be back before you know it. The Blue Ridge mountains aren’t far away. Brylan can get us there quickly.”

Armed with directions etched in our minds, Aeira, Kaiya and I began gathering the provisions we would need. Our sturdy backpacks were filled with maps in case our phones didn’t get service, an arsenal of potions and elixirs for rejuvenation and healing, and a collection of protective crystals.

I opened the French doors to the back yard and was stopped by Kaiya’s voice. “Shouldn't we also fortify our clothing against fire/. The probability of encountering fiery dangers on this journey are likely pretty high,” Kaiya suggested.,

“You're right, Kai. We should be prepared for any scenario,” I agreed.

Kaiya and I took a moment to weave protective enchantments into our clothing. My intent focused on crafting an invisible barrier that would shield meus from the searing embrace of fire.

I turned to head to Byrlan’s pocket realm when a thought occurred to me. “I don’t like the thought of leaving Arjun so near the full moon. It might be silly, but I can't help but worry about his safety. I’m not sure how the amulet will work for him during that time.” I expressed my unease with a grimace.

Kaiya reassured me, saying, “Arjun is resilient and the charm the Backside of Forty made for him is powerful. He'll weather the night just fine. He will join Isaiah and the pack. And we'll return to him as swiftly as possible.”

“We'll retrieve the Phoenix Flame and return home before Arjun leaves for the pack,” Aeira added optimistically.

I shot grateful smiles to my best friends. “You're both right. Let's head out.” Ignoring my worry was easier said than done. It had been a couple of weeks since we successfully recovered the troublesome Siren Song, and Arjun had managed his first full moon with the protective charm crafted by the skilled enchanters at the Backside of Forty. The entire situation had been nerve-wracking, as Arjun's condition was anything but ordinary. Still, according to him, he had come through okay. I kept telling myself the last over and over again in the hopes it would allay my concerns.

I headed over to the trees that would lead us to Brylan’s pocket realm. My Pegasus had been happier ever since we’d made him an entire world for him alone. I was about to open the door when I realized the three of us couldn’t go together. I hated leaving Aeira behind. Being Fae, she brought different skills and views to any case.

I turned to Aeira and clapped her on the shoulder. “There isn’t room on Brylan’s back for all of us. We need a three-person saddle for Brylan. It'll be the best way for us to travel together comfortably during our quest. Is that something you can procure for us?”

Aeira nodded thoughtfully. I could see the wheels of her mind turning. “Absolutely! And I think I have the perfect person to can craft it. There's a shifter in the Ebonwood Forest named Stan. He’s known for creating exceptional leatherwork. I think they might be our best bet.”

Kaiya nodded with a knowing smile. “Funny, Aeira, I was thinking the exact same thing. Stan is renowned for histheir craftsmanship.”

I couldn't have been more relieved to have my two friends by my side, offering solutions and expertise. With the prospect of securing the perfect saddle, Kaiya and I wouldn’t have to do every part of the mission to recover the stolen Phoenix Flame without Aeira. Instinct told me we would need her with us on this one.

With a promise to make the arrangements, Aeira set off on her mission and Kaiya and I ventured into Brylan's pocket realm to gather him. My Pegasus had become an integral part of our lives, and ensuring his well-being was a top priority. Having his own pocket realm made that easy enough to accomplish.

Inside his sanctuary, I was greeted by the beginnings of a structure we were creating for him. It consisted of a sturdy roof that shielded Brylan from the elements. We still had to create the walls. As I approached him, Brylan's eyes met mine, conveying a sense of readiness and trust.

Reaching out, I patted his majestic neck. “We're heading to the Emberflare phoenix clan to talk to them about their missing Flame. Maisy assures me that I can convey the directions their leader provided, so I’m going to send you the mental images of what she said.”

Brylan let out a gentle, reassuring neigh and a nod. I took that as an agreement and proceeded to concentrate on the directions Ryze shared with us. I sent them to Brylan as they came to mind. I was about to go through them a third time when Brylan nudged my side.

With a chuckle I gave him one last pat and then looked over at Kaiya. “Looks like Maisy was right. Don't tell her or she will be insufferable.”

Kaiya laughed and shook her head. “I wonder where she gets that trait.” I rolled my eyes and hopped on Brylan’s back. I know she wasn’t talking about me.

Download the next book in the Dame of the Midnight Relics series, Defending the Phoenix Flame HERE!
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