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        Thank you to everyone who said, “What happened next?”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Before the Attack

          

        

      

    

    
      Standing outside St. Gaetano High School in Las Vegas, Nevada, a strange man runs his gloved hand along the sleek curve of the hood of a fully restored and modified 1928 emerald green Cadillac and occasionally glances at the entrance to the school. He’s not strange as in hold-your-children-close- or check-your-wallet- or even call-the-police-strange. This man’s smile makes all faces that turn to him smile. Straight, white teeth gleam in the afternoon sun, and pale lips glisten like golden cords. Catch his eye, and the deep, still ponds in his eyes will wink and laugh and demand  you laugh, too.

      The forest green of his jacket glitters as though made of green gold. Even his skin, at a glance tan and coarse, shifts to summer green and back again. And if caught unawares, his long, hooked nose glitters with gold rings dangling over lips, pierced with rings of gold.

      But none of these things make this man, Teaser, strange—not even when he speaks with the fluid cadence of a long-forgotten song or whispers strange words to no one you can see. What makes him strange is that so few people recognize him for the Goblin he is.

      ISABELLA & EUGENE

      Eugene’s stomach grumbled louder than the wheels of the plane on the tarmac. She kept her eyes closed, her knees tucked close under her chin, and her head tucked under the pillow.

      Isabella’s voice, so soft and comforting, whispered, “Flight’s over, Eugene. We’re on the ground.”

      Eugene lifted her head enough for her voice to escape the comfort of her cocoon. “We’re still moving.”

      “Because we’re being pulled into the hangar,” Isabella answered.

      Eugene peeked out the window as she eased up its screen. “Good.”

      She unwound her long, thin body to stand and stretch, twisting to avoid her head hitting the ceiling of the jet. As Eugene tugged her vest, buttoning the top button that constantly popped open, she stuck her tongue out at Isabella, who stared at her tattoos.

      “If you like the tats so much, I’m sure Mums can fit you in for a session next time she’s in Austin.”

      “Your mum’s work is incredible,” Isabella said. “Not sure how tats work on Vamps. Cesar, you got any tats?”

      “No,” said Cesar from where he stood in the aisle.

      Eugene made her way past him and CC to the exit.

      “Okay, Eugene?” asked CC.

      Eugene spun to look at CC, who smiled from her chair as she brushed her bright red hair.

      “What?” Eugene asked as she dashed up the aisle to stand next to CC. “Yes, why? You okay?”

      CC cleared her throat. “I’m good. Still sorry we flew?”

      Eugene walked to the other end of the plane, past a laughing Isabella and Ramon, sitting in the last row, as usual, and not smiling. Then, she turned and walked back to the front.

      “Flying’s not natural.”

      “Come sit by me, Eugene,” said CC. “It may be a while before we can get off the plane.”

      Eugene’s head snapped around so quickly her neck almost cracked. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Relax,” said Cesar. He moved to stand next to her and put his hand on her shoulder. “It can take a while to taxi to the hangar. All depends on how busy the airport is.”

      “Oh,” said Eugene. She returned to pacing.

      Cesar asked Isabella, “You good?”

      “Beats flying commercial any day,” she said. “Wish I could always fly this way.”

      Cesar grinned. “You fly a lot, do you?”

      Isabella shrugged. “Nah, but if I could fly like this, I might.”

      Eugene, now standing by the front door, grumbled, “Not natural to fly.”

      Her foot tapped and tapped as she waited for the door to open. She wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand, then looked at Cesar as he sat next to CC.

      “You know,” he began. “You could have opened the screen to see the Strip from the air. The pilot flew in low just so you could.”

      “Oh,” said CC. “Well, it didn’t seem polite with you—all of you—on the plane.” She craned her neck to look at Eugene and lowered her voice before adding, “And I’m not sure she could handle seeing how high we were.”

      “You know I can hear you, right?” Eugene said.

      Isabella smirked. “We can all hear you, CC.”

      Cesar shrugged. “I wouldn’t have gotten on the plane if I were hungry.”

      “Ditto,” said Isabella.

      “When are we going to stop?” moaned Eugene.

      As if on cue, the rumbling of the plane's tires stopped and the pilot’s voice broke into the cabin over the speakers. “We’ve arrived, Mr. De La Rosa. Ralph will be out to open the hatch as soon as the hangar doors are closed. It was a pleasure flying you and your party to Las Vegas. Remember to call Midnight Air for all your traveling needs.”

      “Finally,” Eugene muttered as Ralph approached and moved her away from the hatch.

      “You’re in the lead,” said Isabella, swinging her backpack over her shoulder. “Cesar?”

      Cesar offered CC his hand as she stepped into the aisle. The overhead light flashed, catching the green of her eyes. They sparkled like water in the sun, but what made them truly special was that they allowed CC to see inside people: their true selves. Eugene smiled, remembering when CC looked inside her. It was freaky, so she resisted the urge to laugh at Isabella, who went to great lengths to avoid being in CC’s direct line of sight.

      “I’ve never met a Witch before,” CC said as she reached for her handbag. “At least, not that I’m aware of.”

      “I haven’t met Mrs. Smith,” Cesar said.

      “She’s okay,” Eugene said as Ralph finally made it to the hatch and opened it. “A little scary, but okay. Then again, I’ve only met her a couple of times, and the last time was just after the incident.”

      Isabella laughed. “Only in Vegas could a Wolf run down the street and everybody applaud.”

      “I might not have gotten in trouble if the pics hadn’t gone viral,” said Eugene. “And I still don’t know why I got in so much trouble. Nobody knew it was me, and I was chasing a child killer.”

      “Really?” asked Isabella. “Never heard the why for you doing what you did. Good for you. Hope you ripped him to shreds.”

      “Let’s not repeat the incident on this trip,” said Cesar said with a sharp, glance at Eugene.

      “Jeez,” Eugene muttered, heat flashed across her face. “Give me a little credit.”

      CC cleared her throat. “Suppose we’ll have to put on a show.”

      “Show?” Cesar asked.

      “You know,” CC said. “Like they do in all the mafia movies: kissing hands and all that. Kind of like you did when Max moved to Austin. You’ll want to prove to everyone who the boss is.”

      Isabella and Eugene both laughed so hard they had to put their hand on their stomachs.

      Cesar scoffed. “I wish you’d stop saying things like that. Someone might take you seriously and get the wrong impression.”

      Isabella, still laughing, added, “You know, you do remind me a bit of Lucky.”

      “Did you really know Lucky?” Eugene asked.

      “Be serious,” grumbled Cesar. “Listen up everyone. CC, you go after Eugene, please. Then Isabella. Ramon, behind me.”

      Eugene winked at Isabella, then leaped out of the hatch and down the steps as soon as Ralph moved out of her way.

      Standing on the last step, she heard CC say, “Cesar, someone’s wearing a fedora. Someone’s kissing someone’s ring tonight.”

      Isabella added, “Why do I always forget about you, Ramon? But then, you like that, don’t you? Too quiet for my taste, but the hat looks good on you.”

      Isabella stopped on the step next to CC, who’d stopped two steps behind Eugene to be able to see over her head. A broad man in a dark suit and a wide-brimmed hat stood in front of five men and two women in jeans and jackets of leather and chains. They did their best to look frightening.

      Isabella sniffed the air and smirked as she whispered in CC’s ear, “Werewolves, and not happy to be here. But not the big guy. There's something familiar about him: very earthy and old, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Wolves,” CC began, then stopped as a young man with golden hair and equally sparkling gold chains around his neck moved forward.

      Isabella smirked as Cesar stepped out of the plane, and the man moved faster to meet him. The Vamp removed his fedora, pushing back a thick lock of hair. He looked good, and very Vegas, but he’d worked for the old boss, like just about all the Vamps in Vegas did, and the old boss was a bad guy. Just because the bad guy was dead didn’t mean this one had turned good.

      “Cesar,” he said with a nod. “I’m Wayne. Good to finally meet you. I’ll drive you to the hotel. I’m afraid Mrs. Smith couldn’t make it tonight.”

      Ice trickled down Isabella’s spine as a flash of anger slid off Cesar, but as quickly as Cesar’s anger slithered against her, it disappeared.

      “She’s a busy woman,” Cesar said. “I can appreciate the difficulty in keeping up with a city the size of Vegas.”

      A deep grumble—like a rock sliding down a dirt path—issued from the large man in the wide-brimmed hat.

      Wayne jerked his head toward the man. “This is Jonesy, one of Mrs. Smith’s associates.”

      “Welcome to Las Vegas, Mr. De LaRosa,” said Jonesy. “Mrs. Smith asked me to meet you and apologize for not being here herself. She was certain you would understand.”

      Cesar gripped the man’s hand, but Isabella studied Jonesy’s eyes. They were dark, almost black, but with a sprinkling of green…or blue…or was it gold? They were as familiar as the rumbling of his voice. She twisted her lips, searching her memories for everyone she once knew in Vegas, but something was off.

      Cesar glanced behind the broad man. “And your friends?”

      “The Wolves are contracted for most of our casino security. They’re here to ensure nothing disrupts your arrival.” His voice dropped two octaves until it growled like gravel on a busy street. His lips twitched as he fixed his gaze on Eugene. “I was surprised to hear you were coming, young Wolf.”

      Eugene’s shoulders rose just a fraction, but when Cesar shook his head, they returned to their usual slouch and lifted the corner of her mouth into a smirk.

      “I was asked to come…specifically.”

      Isabella smiled. Eugene wasn’t as flaky as the average Wolf.

      “Hmm, yes, yes.” Jonesy nodded to CC next. “Ms. Carson, it’s an honor to meet you." He pulled a black, velvet covered box out of his breast pocket and offered it to her. “Mrs. Smith asked me to give you this.”

      Eugene reached out and took the box before CC could reach it. CC opened her mouth to object as Eugene opened the box and pulled out a small, gold key hanging from a thin, gold chain.

      Jonesy bowed his head toward Cesar. “A key to the High Meadow Casino. This will allow Ms. Carson complete access. I assure you, it was given with only good intentions.” He turned to Eugene and nodded. “You’ve grown, Wolf.”

      Eugene tossed the key to Isabella, who examined it briefly. It was cold and light; it felt like a gold key should. She shrugged and handed it to Cesar.

      Jonesy offered his arm to CC. “I look forward to speaking with you, Ms. Carson. I’ve heard much about you.”

      CC glanced at Cesar before placing her hand on Jonesy’s arm. Together they strolled toward a shining black limo to their right and away from the Wolves, with heads close, whispering about weather and Vegas, and sand and stone. Isabella squinted as Jonesy glowed for the briefest of moments. It was as though a blue light with hints of purple—or maybe pink—floated out of every pore on his body. She grinned, remembering his other name and his other face.

      As the limo door closed and Isabella moved to sit in front with Wayne, Cesar handed CC the gold key and said, “Never accept a gift from a Witch.”

      CC held up the thin chain letting the little key dangle in front of her. “I thought you said Goblins were the tricksters.”

      Cesar smiled. “We all are.”

      Eugene said, “Jonesy’s kind of a Goblin and a Wizard.”

      Isabella turned toward the back seat. “Back in the day, we called him Frances. She was a looker. I always liked her. Oh—guess I should say he now. Goblins! Gotta love ‘em.”

      CC asked, “What’s the difference between a Wizard and a Witch?”

      “Witches are born Witches,” Eugene said, pulling the bar door open and grabbing a bottle of water. “Wizards have to learn to be Wizards, or so I’ve heard.” She gulped down half the bottle in one go. “Oh, and only girls are Witches.”

      “Oh,” said CC.

      “We used to have the security contract with Mrs. Smith’s casino.” Wayne started the engine and drove out of the hangar, all while staring at Cesar in the rearview mirror. “Is that why you're here?”

      “Just drive,” Ramon said as he closed the window between the front and the back of the car.

      Isabella shrugged when Wayne’s mouth formed a tight, straight line and glared at her.

      “Don’t look at me. I’m only security,” she said with a wink. As they drove through the airport gates, she touched his shoulder. “Cesar doesn’t keep secrets unless he has to. He’ll tell you what’s up when he can.”

      TEASER

      Teaser drove away from the school, turning right instead of left, the direct route home, at the intersection.

      “But you wished to clobber his nose until it turned into a mostly mushy mess, did you not?” Teaser asked the reflection of his charges, the twins, in the rear-view mirror.

      Ari slouched, staring at his feet, his lips pursed into a line so tight they’d turned white.

      Arika, arms crossed over her chest, stared at the reflection of Teaser’s eyes, bottom lip pouting. “That’s not a fair question, Teaser.”

      “Exactly,” added Ari. “Wanting a thing and doing a thing are two different things.”

      Teaser smiled as he continued down the suburban street. “And what in our lessons have I said about wanting things with such fierceness and righteousness that you see red?”

      Arika glared at Teaser. The faintest blush rushed to her cheeks as she sighed and turned to stare out the window. “They have a tendency to happen.”

      Ari stared out his own window. “We both wanted to slug him, Arika. No denying it.” He returned his gaze to the rearview mirror. “But we didn’t do it. I don’t know how Maverick’s nose got broken. I promise.”

      “We promise,” added Arika. Teaser pointed his finger at their reflection, but before he could say anything, she pounded her fists into the seat cushions. “We don’t owe you any type of explanation! We’ve told you we didn’t do it.” Her voice cracked, unable to be truly angry at Teaser. “Stop trying to convince me I did anything wrong!”

      Teaser shook his head. “I did not say you did. I only asked if you wanted to.”

      “Argh!” Arika’s face burned bright red, and her mouth tensed until it looked as if she had only one thin lip. She crossed and recrossed her arms and let out a loud huff. “Whatever. All this means is we’re not going to get our party.” She held her hand up to interrupt Ari, who’d opened his mouth to speak. “Not another word, Ari. You know it’s going to be all my fault, and I didn’t even take a swing at him…even though I really wanted to.”

      Ari shook his head. "You’re right about the party, but Aunt Ricia will blame me. She blames me for everything."

      Teaser turned onto the Strip filled with midday traffic. Tourists crowded the sidewalks, taxi drivers honked their horns at pedestrians, and music blared from the bars.

      “In case you do not notice,” said Teaser, “I take an oblique route for our homeward journey.”

      Ari grunted and wiped his nose with the back of his hand while staring at his feet. Arika’s head and shoulders drooped as she picked at dust on her skirt. She sniffed and sighed.

      "I’m sorry, Ari. It’s my fault we aren’t getting our party. I so wanted to slug that stuck-up, son of a slug."

      “I get it.” Ari’s voice was only loud enough to be heard over the blaring of the horn from the cab next to them. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders as a tear fell from Arika’s right eye. “I wanted to slug him, too.”

      Teaser raised an eyebrow and twisted around briefly to look at them. "Perhaps you will honor me now with a precise description of this afternoon’s misadventure."

      The twins looked up, and together they said, “Sorry, Teaser.”

      Arika rolled her shoulders back and leaned close to Teaser’s ear. “I was walking Margie to physics class. She can’t go very fast with her crutches even though she’s been using them for like two weeks. You’d think she’d have figured it out by now. Anyway, Eddie came with us to carry our bags. He has such a crush on Margie, but she’s oblivious to it. Maverick and his friends were coming out of the chem lab. He’s been furious with me since I beat him for the physics award last year. He called out to Margie that she better hop along and not hold up everyone in the hall. As if it’s her fault she broke her leg falling off the high dive! I told Margie to ignore him, but then he pushed Eddie into her and made them both fall. Maverick and his friends just stood there, laughing.”

      Ari, straightening to his full height, leaned forward. “She’s telling the truth. I saw the whole thing on my way to math class. It made my blood boil.”

      “And,” added Arika, “as Eddie was falling, I reached out to help, but his bag got caught on the strap of mine and ripped it open. My bottle of soda fell out of its pocket. I suppose the top wasn’t as tight as it should have been, because it popped off. Cola fizzed out all over the front of my blouse! I had to put on this T-shirt. Mr. Carnarvon said it was indecent of me to be wearing a wet shirt, which I thought was a stupid thing to complain about seeing as how I didn’t pick the school uniform or ask anyone to pour cola all over me, and I don't see what any of this has to do with Maverick getting a broken nose.”

      Teaser nodded but said nothing until the twins leaned back in their seats. “A most unfortunate set of occurrences. When I spoke to the principal of your fine school, he said the surveillance footage from the hallway supports your version of events. You did not slug Maverick, which he found most perplexing, as he now must explain a broken nose to the parents of Maverick. However, my initial question has yet to be answered directly and with the honesty that I ask of you two. You each wanted to hit Maverick in the nose, did you not?”

      Arika tugged at the hem of her T-shirt. Her lips loosened, and with a shrug, she lifted her head and said, “Yes. I wanted to club him in the nose.”

      Teaser nodded. “And you, Ari?”

      Ari, staring at his feet again, nodded. “Yes, Teaser. I wanted to crush that pompous nose of his.”

      “Excellent!” Teaser shouted as he turned off the Strip and toward the center of the city. “Understanding our wants and desires is half the battle to understanding our actions. When we get home, make yourselves scarce. Perhaps you will avail of Jonesy extra time to practice your physical skills of control and defense. It is, most appropriately, on your afternoon’s agenda. He will appreciate extra time with you. I will clear all this with your dear aunt. It is I, you may have surmised, that spoke with Mr. Canarvon. Your aunt is only aware that I retrieved you from your school earlier than normal today.”

      “Teaser!” the twins shouted as Arika wrapped her arms around Teaser’s neck and Ari gripped his shoulders. “Thank you! You’re the best!”

      “I don’t know what we’d do without you,” Ari added as they both settled back, smiling and looking out the windows as the car sped up.

      “But,” said Teaser, raising a warning finger, “be on your best behavior. Do not be late for your lesson, and ask for your extra time with heartfelt appreciation. Thank Jonesy with the earnestness he deserves.”

      “Yes, Teaser,” the twins said in unison.

      Arika looked at Ari. “Thanks for the use of the T-shirt.” She burst into giggles. “Margie says when you wear it, it brings out the blue in your eyes.”

      Ari nodded. “Aunt Ricia doesn’t like it, but it passes muster for gym class. I don’t like Margie that way.”

      Arika nodded. “You know, I’m not sure why we’re worried. Aunt Ricia will be too otherwise encumbered with business to notice a note from Canarvon. And I told Margie you didn’t like her that way, but she’s such a child. She still believes in fairies and Prince Charming and dragons."

      Teaser couldn’t stop the smirk from forming on his lips as whispered, “And now you two owe me another favor.”
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        * * *

      

      Teaser snuck into the private gymnasium and sat in the chair near the door. As predicted, his employer was too busy to discuss the twins. He leaned back in the chair, balancing on the chair’s back legs as he watched Jonesy, his oldest and dearest of friends, teach their charges.

      He fell off his chair, as Jonesy yelled, “No, no, no, Arika! How many times have I told you to keep your right arm up and level with your shoulder?” He moved Ari to stand in front of Arika and lifted her arm a half an inch higher. “Like this. It’s parallel to the ground, and the ball is in your hand. Your arm will swing up and toss the ball.”

      “Argh!” spat Arika. “There is no ball in my hand. I’m not throwing anything.”

      Ari shrugged his shoulders. “You’re supposed to imagine the ball.”

      Arika put her hands on her hips. “None of this makes sense. Are we doing yoga, karate, or learning physics? You’re supposed to be a tutor, - not a torturer.”

      Jonesy turned and stalked away from the twins.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Ari growled. “He’s walking out.”

      “Oh,” cried Arika. Her eyes swelled into large, round disks as her mouth frowned. “I just want to know why? Jonesy! Please don’t leave angry. I want to do this right.”

      Jonesy spun around to face the twins, his eyes glaring like a burnt sky. “Why did you get so angry this afternoon at school?”

      Arika stared back as hard at Jonesy as he did at them. “Maverick was being a…well,  you know. It was mean of him to treat Margie the way he did. It was even meaner to push Eddie like he did.”

      Jonesy turned his gaze to Ari. “And you?”

      Ari looked at the floor. “I didn’t like the way he looked at Arika.”

      Arika’s mouth fell open, and she turned to Ari. “How did he look at me?”

      “Well,” Ari started as he looked at his feet. “You were swinging your physics metal around the way you always do when Maverick’s around.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes, you always do.”

      Arika squinted, looking at nothing. “I didn’t realize. Rude, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but then he’s always showing up when you’re around, too.”

      Jonesy shook his head. “How do either of you expect to live the lives you should if you keep letting pride and anger impede your reasoning and your moral, judicial, and political decisions?”

      Ari and Arika both furrowed their eyebrows, saying nothing. Jonesy continued. “You are heirs to an old family long known for generosity and fairness. Will you be the ones to break that tradition allowing your petty jealousies to rule your actions and your words?” He pointed his finger at Arika. “How many times have you reminded Maverick of your superior knowledge of sciences and mathematics?” He turned to Ari, whose shoulders immediately slumped. “How many times have you done what you know is wrong just because your sister is doing it?”

      Arika’s hands balled into fists. “That’s not fair.….”

      “No!” Jonesy shouted. He grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat off his brow. “How many times have I warned you against exposing yourselves? You’re almost fifteen years old. It’s time both of you started acting like the young adults you want so much to be. You want your aunt to give you everything you think you deserve, but you’ll get nothing until I see you take responsibility for your actions. Nothing!”

      Jonesy turned and stomped his feet across the gym to the exit.

      Before he reached the door, Teaser met him with a smile, holding his arms open.

      “What is all of this noise?” he asked, shaking his head.

      “I’m done,” muttered Jonesy. “I can’t do it anymore. They won’t learn.”

      “That’s not fair!” the twins shouted in unison.

      “We just want to know why,” said Arika.

      “Is that too much to ask?” asked Ari.

      “Why do these things work the way they do,” added Arika.

      “Why are you teaching us things the way you teach them?” asked Ari.

      Teaser laughed, a long, belly- shaking laugh. “Oh, Jonesy. Were we ever as young as they?”

      Jonesy’s shoulders tightened as his lips pressed tight into a solid line. He put his fists onto his hips and opened his mouth, but stopped and stared at the twins. Ari and Arika stood next to each other. Ari, with his head hanging down and Arika with her arms folded across her chest pouting.

      Suddenly, Jonesy laughed. He laughed so hard, tears ran down his cheeks. “I do not believe,” he said between gasps of breath to Teaser, “that you nor I were ever as young as these two appear to me now.”

      Teaser put his hand on Jonesy’s shoulder. “And yet, at one time, we did walk under the stars of the Seven Worlds with the blissful wiles of youthful indulgence.”

      “They’re at it, again,” whispered Ari to his twin.

      Arika nodded. “There’s no getting through to them now.”

      “We should clean up for dinner.”

      “Try again tomorrow?”

      “Agreed.”

      As Arika opened the door and Ari stepped through it, Jonesy’s voice followed them. “Control, my young friends. Control your bodies, control your minds. That is your lesson for today.”

      Arika twisted around to look at Jonesy. “You say that every day.”

      Ari turned as Arika walked under his arm and out the door. “But which comes first?”

      “Our bodies or our minds?”

      “Both,” replied Jonesy.

      He and Teaser lingered in the gym talking of people and places they once knew as the twins shook their heads and walked away.

      EUGENE

      Eugene held her breath. Fresh air and sunshine beckoned, but it all depended on CC, who nearly always got her way with Cesar.

      CC pulled a baseball cap out of her backpack, then looked into Cesar’s eyes. “I. Don’t. Care.”

      Cesar shook his head. “But⁠—”

      “No,” she interrupted. “I’m tired of sitting in these rooms—nice as they are. I mean, I’ve never had an entire floor all to myself. Regardless, I don’t believe Mrs. Smith is going to meet with either of us; I don’t care if she did invite us. You can sit here and wait for the call if you want, but I’m going out, and you’re not going to say another word about it. You’ve been going in and out at your leisure, so now I will, too. I’ve only been to Vegas once, and that was for work. This time, I intend to have fun.” She put on her black and green Austin FC cap and turned to Eugene already at the door. “You ready? Isabella, you coming?”

      Eugene looked at Isabella as she walked out of her bedroom. They both starred at CC, then at Cesar, and then back to CC. Eugene wanted to go outside so much, she itched. Isabella’s eyes dancing from CC to Cesar and suddenly to Eugene.

      “Um...Well…”

      “Ha!” CC headed for the door. “You two might work for Cesar, but I don’t. Come or stay: your choice.” She stopped and put her hands on her hips. “Come to think of it, Eugene, you work for me. Get your ass in gear.”

      Eugene threw her shoulders back and smiled. “I like my boss.”

      Isabella donned a bright pink baseball cap. “Anybody seen my pink shades?”

      “Side pocket of your backpack,” Eugene yelled from the hallway.

      Isabella grabbed her backpack from the sofa and winked at Cesar as she headed out. “You did hire me to keep an eye on her.”

      “Be careful,” Cesar mumbled as he tapped his phone. He barely lifted the phone to his mouth, saying,  “Ramon, go with them.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, but tossed the phone to a side table and stretched out on the couch to resume his nap. 

      Before the elevator doors closed, Ramon slid inside.

      “What took you so long?” Isabella asked.

      “Sleeping,” muttered Ramon.

      His silky, platinum hair frizzed out around his face and neck. He combed it with his fingers, trying to gather it into a braid. Eugene slapped his hand away and did it for him. Isabella snickered, but she looked half asleep herself. It was the middle of the afternoon, so she and Ramon should have been napping.

      “You two sure you want to go outside?” CC asked.

      “I’m peachy,” Isabella said, smiling so wide that her white teeth gleamed in the overhead light.

      Ramon pulled his fedora low over his eyes and adjusted his tie. “Whatever.”

      Eugene rolled her eyes. “You two are going to be so much fun.”

      CC burst out laughing, and Eugene couldn’t help but join in. Isabella giggled and snorted. Only Ramon remained glum.

      “You’re right, CC,” Eugene said. “We need to get out for a while.”

      “Agreed,” Isabella said with a nod.

      They walked through the casino to the main entrance without talking. Isabella caught sight of the glimmer of sunlight through the wall of dark glass and put her sunglasses on while quickening her pace to match Eugene’s.

       “Chill, girl. We’re heading outside.”

      “I’m about to burst from all this hotel air,” muttered Eugene.

      “Don’t forget we’re here on business,” said Isabella, although she immediately regretted her words.

      Eugene stopped, glaring down at her. “I know,” she gritted out through clenched teeth. “I promised not to Wolf out. I just wish everyone would stop reminding me.”

      “Sorry,” Isabella said. “I know what it’s like to not be allowed to forget a mistake.”

      Eugene sighed and shrugged. “Me, too, and I hate being inside all the time. With Cesar all bitchy and floating in and out of the casino while we sit inside and wait, there was  just too much tension.”

      Isabella laughed. “Tell me about it. I’m sleeping with my hands around my neck in case he gets bitey.”

      Eugene turned and picked up her pace to catch up with CC and Ramon. “You’re not so bad— for a Vamp.”

      “Stupid Wolf,” Isabella said with a laugh, nudging Eugene with her elbow.

       That’s when she noticed Ramon and CC talking with Wayne.  

      Wayne’s clear gray-blue eyes sparkled at her, and he smiled that sunny smile no Vamp should ever display.

       “I’ve got a car coming round for you,” he told CC. “If I’d known you wanted to take a tour, I would’ve arranged something.”

      “I got this,” Isabella said, moving to stand on his other side. 

      Ramon remained behind CC. 

      Wayne shrugged. “Just trying to be friendly. Vegas isn’t Austin.”

       “What does that mean?” CC asked.

       Eugene and Isabella both spun around. CC had moved away from them and stood outside the sliding doors. Behind her, Ramon shook his head as the others rushed outside to join them.

      Wayne lowered his face and looked around as if to see if any passersby were listening in. “The rules are different here. Everybody stays away from everybody else. No mingling except in certain places and at certain times.”

      CC pursed her lips, but nodded. “Then it’s a good thing I’m human. Your rules don’t apply to me. "

      Ramon opened the door to a waiting town car.

      “Ms. Carson,” called Wayne but he couldn’t reach the door. Isabella blocked his way. “Just be careful. I mean that more for them than for you,” he added, nodding toward Isabella and Ramon. “I didn’t make the rules.”

      Isabella nodded. “Gotcha.”

      Eugene climbed into the back seat. “Where does that leave me?”

      Before Wayne could answer, Isabella closed the door. “You’re specially invited to Vegas. Where do we want to go first?”
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        * * *

      

      Shadows lengthened in the alley between the old glassworks studio she used to work at and the other warehouses. Eugene wiped the sweat off her forehead and sniffed the Nevada desert’s evening breeze. Ramon leaned against a nearby wall, saying nothing, not moving.

      “Almost sunset,” Eugene said.

      “Yup,” he replied.

      CC stepped out from the glassworks, grabbed Eugene’s water bottle, and drank most of it in one gulp. “Thanks.”

      Eugene harrumphed. “There’s a whole fridge of water bottles in there.”

      CC shrugged. "Yeah, but yours was right there. How did you handle working in there all day?" Without looking at Ramon, she asked, “You okay?”

      “Yup,” he replied, without moving anything other than his lips.

      Eugene stretched and turned her head, listening to the sounds of the city. Inside the glassworks studio, Isabella continued to talk to all the artists about their pieces. Outside, car engines rumbled, people walked, talked, won,  ran, laughed, lost, cried; all the familiar sounds she’d grown accustomed to while living in Vegas, but even they weren’t the same anymore. Many of the voices were muffled by masks, and the artists she’d worked with were gone, replaced by new ones working on new projects.

      Eugene sighed and opened her eyes as she mentally sorted through the smells of the ally until she found one, two, and finally the third unwelcome scent. She leaned against the wall near Ramon, but before she could say anything, she saw the twitch of his ear that her friend back in Austin, Luna, thought was so cute, and his shoulders tensed just enough for her to notice.

       CC straightened her back. Almost whispering, she asked, “Same ones who followed us from the hotel?” 

      Still as a statue, Ramon answered, “Yup.”

      Eugene shook her head. “Vegas isn’t like it used to be.”

      “Nope,” replied Ramon.

      CC twisted her neck and stared at nothing as her face went blank. “Nothing stays the same, Eugene. You’re not who you were when you lived here, either.”

      Eugene recognized the look on CC’s face as the one she got when she looked into people and through them at the same time. Ramon looked away, and. Eugene didn’t tease him for it. She’d seen what happened when someone asked CC to look inside them and they didn’t like what she saw. Once, Eugene and her twin, Phineas, even had to stop a Vamp from attacking her when she refused to tell him what she saw. Eugene still felt relief when she recalled CC telling her that her inner Wolf was beautiful and good.

      A flutter at the dark end of the alley, and her muscles tensed. She didn’t turn her head, but kept her voice low and leaned closer to Ramon “I count two at the end of the alley, plus three on the roof across from the studio. Any more than that?”

      “No. They’re waiting.”

      “For what?”

      Finally, Ramon moved; he shrugged. “I put in a call for backup.”

      “Good,” said CC. Eugene jumped, having assumed CC couldn’t hear them. “Do you know why the Wolves here look so—weird?”

      Eugene asked, “How weird?”

      “It’s kind of like– well, - they’re not really there.”

      Ramon raised his eyebrows and tilted his head. “Maybe they’re just different from the Wolves you know.”

      The hairs on the back of Eugene’s neck rose. “But, I’m whole, right?”

      “Of course, I told you⁠—”

      Isabella appeared behind CC, startling her. “Wolves are tricky bastards.”

      “Seriously?” CC snarked. “Do you always have to sneak up on people like that?”

      “Sorry,” said Isabella. “These guys are up to something. How long before our back up, Ramon?”

      “Five minutes,” he replied, still holding up the wall with his back.

      The right side of Isabella’s mouth quirked up in a half smile. “No time. Get the car.”

      Ramon stepped away from the wall but stopped when Isabella screeched and pushed CC to the ground just as a gunshot echoed through the alley. He dove for the car, but not before a second shot bounced off the concrete beside him. He rolled on the concrete opening the passenger’s side door and crawled in. Isabella pushed CC into the back seat.

      “Ow!” Eugene shouted as a bullet ricocheted and sliced through her right arm.

       The force of the bullet knocked her off balance, but she kept on her feet as a man, built like a linebacker plowed into Isabella. His scent told her he was Wolf, as did his  ability to strike Isabella before she could strike him, but he didn’t follow through.  

      Eugene took one step toward Isabella just as two hands grabbed her shoulders. She rolled forward kicking behind her. The hands released her. Eugene shifted her feet and stood with her back to Isabella. Four Wolves surrounded them, and two more were running at them from the end of the alley.

       Ramon revved the engine, and Isabella yelled for him to leave, but  CC shouted, “Not without them!”

      The car’s tires squealed as Ramon said, “No! I’m not letting you out. They’ll be fine.”

      One Wolf swung a metal bar at Isabella. Another jumped on Eugene’s back as one more swung a fist at her face. 

      Eugene blocked the punch and threw the Wolf off her back just as something hard and wooden hit her on the back of her head. She fell to the ground, and a knee pushed into her spine, forcing the air from her lungs.

      The thumping of tires and the sound of flesh squishing told Eugene that Ramon had run over someone. Eugene tried to fill her lungs as something thick, heavy, and stinky covered her head, and a great weight pushed her to the ground. Her lungs suddenly ached for air and an unnatural blackness filled her eyes and mind, but as quickly as it had come, it left and she could breathe again. 

      “Asshole!” Isabella slugged the Wolf who’d held Eugene down. “You okay?”

      Eugene pulled the stinking, sticky bag off her head and pushed herself up. She tried to answer, but only managed a grunt as she gulped in air.

      The car skidded to a halt and the back door swung open, hitting a Werewolf that had leaped at Eugene and sending him to the ground. Isabella kicked him in the head and grabbed Eugene’s hurt arm, lifting her to her feet.

      Eugene moved to get in the car, but stopped when she saw CC laying on her stomach across the back seat, a gun pointed at her.

       “Down!” CC yelled before taking the shot.

      Eugene obeyed so quickly that her forehead struck the car’s door frame. Stars flickered in front of her eyes as the satisfying sound of a bullet piercing flesh and a Wolf’s pained grunt met her ears.

      She shook her head as Isabella pushed her into the back seat.

      “Let me go!” CC shouted. 

      Eugene looked up to see Ramon holding her by the shoulder even as his other hand steered the car backwards out of the alley.

      “No,” he said, his voice as calm as if they were on a Sunday stroll. “Cesar will kill me if you get hurt.”

      CC grunted, but since both Eugene and Isabella were in the car, she stopped resisting.

      Ramon slammed on the brakes as a black van screeched to a halt just in front of their car. Five Vamps led by Wayne jumped out. The remaining Wolves ran, dragging their wounded with them. The Vamps followed, except Wayne. He hung back and opened the car’s back door.

      “Everybody good?” he asked, nodding to Ramon. “Back to the hotel. We’ve got this.”

      Before the door was even closed, Ramon was racing out of the alley, and back toward Fremont Street.

      TEASER

      Some of the security officers slept curled in the comfort of their Wolf form. Some stood on two legs, slumped against walls as they contemplated their humiliating defeat, and some licked wounds and nursed broken bones. All of them stiffened at the sound of approaching steps.

      Teaser leaned against the door frame, watching Jonesy apply ointments and potions to heal the Wolves. Neither had a cure for the fear that filled the room with its too sweet, rotten stench. Teaser’s long, green nose quivered as if that could rid his nostrils of it. 

      Jonesy stood after rubbing a healing balm on a Wolf’s back leg and glanced at Teaser. “You are certain?” 

      “An acquaintance domiciled within the airport's domain noted Midnight Air’s scheduled arrival in the pre-dawn hours with immediate departure to the city of Austin. It can be none but our distinguished guests who have requested their service.” 

      Teaser and Jonesy scanned the darkened basement. Red eyes peered at them from the shadows. Teaser scratched his chin. “There is a distinct absence of trust within these walls.”

       He opened the door, bowing his head and motioning to Jonesy follow. 

      Jonesy obliged, stepping out into a long service corridor. Teaser led them between carts of dirty laundry and stacks of crusty dishes. They moved without speaking, silently weaving between humans who were glum with fatigue before heading upstairs to smile and serve the guests as they gambled and danced, feeding the casino with their magic. They entered an elevator that opened to the casino lobby. Voices, laughter, bells, music, spinning wheels, and clinking glasses flooded their ears and thoughts. 

      As they glided unseen through the casino, Teaser connected his mind to his friend’s and showed him Mrs. Smith, her gray head bent over her desk as she wrote in her book, the glare of a green light swirling from her quill. Wolves on two and four legs lounged around the room watched in silence, ignorant of the eyes and ears of observers. Upton, however, glared at Teaser as hatred poured out of every pour.

      Teaser waited with the smile he always wore, his voice drifting between them like a soft breeze. “You’ve kept them waiting for three days. And with the attack this afternoon…” He shrugged. “You cannot blame them for feeling unwelcome.”

      “Pompous Vamp!” Mrs. Smith slammed her book shut. The green light flared, then faded, but continued burning in her eyes. “Cesar should be honored that I invited him to my city.”

      Teaser tilted his head. “You invited them, but delay in meeting them. Why?”

      Mrs. Smith bound the book with a dark green —almost black— velvet ribbon, then leaned over her desk. “I do not have to explain myself to you, Goblin!”

      Teaser bowed with a grace long unseen in this world. “No, my old friend. That is your prerogative. I shall aggravate you no more with my foolish presence.”

      Mrs. Smith rubbed her hands together as she stood and walked around her desk. “Out! All of you!” To Upton, she added, “You have work to do.”

      Upton pushed the staggering Werewolves out of the room, but turned back to bare his teeth and snarl at Teaser.

      When the door closed, Teaser asked, “Why do you treat them with such contempt?”

      Mrs. Smith took Teaser’s hand in hers, caressing it as if she were still the old friend she once was. “There are many things happening that I can’t tell you about right now. I ask you to trust me for just a little longer. Everything I do is to protect the children.”

      The mental connection broke. Jonesy and Teaser stood on a balcony outside the casino that overlooked the entrance, still unnoticed by human eyes.

       Teaser leaned over the railing. “From where does her fear spring, my dearest friend? I am perplexed beyond perplexing.”

      Jonesy shrugged and leaned close until their shoulders touched.

      Teaser’s brows furrowed as he studied Jonesy’s face. “You, too, have great fear. This, I did not know.”

      “We must embrace the unknown without fear, or live in dread. And yet,” Jonesy looked over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “Our fears do not grow in the unknown. This, I believe, you comprehend, but do not accept. The children.”

      Teasers' shoulders dropped. “She was always kind to me. I mistook this kindness for affection.” He straightened and nodded. “We must be ready. More than our friends from Austin are in danger this night. Our charges are not still children who obey blindly. They demand and deserve answers.”

      Jonesy put a hand on Teaser’s shoulder. “Nor are they ready to walk unguarded, unschooled, and unloved. The two of us have known betrayal. Let us rise and face the misfortunes to come even as our bonds are tested and prove ourselves true guardians.”

      “Peace, my fellow conspirator. We shall set right what is wrong. Tonight, our betrayal begins and soon we will live clear of stains on our souls. The twins are loved, but do they know by whom.”

      ISABELLA

      “Ow!” shouted Eugene. “You did that on purpose.”

      Isabella rolled her eyes and continued rubbing ointment on Eugene’s bruised side.

      CC leaned back on the sofa. “Eugene, I’ve seen you take harder hits than that and not complain. You didn’t scream once when Issy sewed up your bullet wound.”

      “That was different,” whined Eugene. “I think I’ve cracked a rib or two.”

      Isabella pulled Eugene’s shirt down for her. “Nothing’s broken, and you knocked the son of a bitch unconscious. Think about how he feels right now.”

      Eugene stood, rounding one arm and then the other. “Probably changed and healed himself by now.”

      “Eugene,” CC’s stern voice echoed in the room. “No changing: you promised.”

      “I know,” Eugene sighed, sinking into the armchair across from her. “It’s not fair.”

      Isabella slammed the lid of the first aid kit closed. “What a whiner. Geez!” 

      “I don’t see you limping or⁠—"

      “Enough!” CC picked up her phone and tapped. “Damn, the plane can’t be here until three.”

      “We’re leaving?” Isabella and Eugene asked at the same time.

      “I’m not staying here any longer than I have to. This is ridiculous,” she scoffed. “I came here as a favor, and I’ve been sitting on my ass for three days only to be attacked the one time I venture out. I don’t care who or what Mrs. Smith is, or what kind of deal this is for Cesar. I’m going home!”

      Eugene turned to the front door as the faintest of footfalls approached, but it was Isabella who made it to the door first.

      “Cesar’s gonna be pissed when he finds out,” Isabella said, opening the front door. Wayne stepped in, followed by Jonesy. Isabella put her hand on her hip. “What do you want?”

      “Mrs. Smith sends her apologies and begs your forgiveness for the atrocity that befell you this afternoon, Ms. Carson,” Jonesy said, removing his hat and bowing to her. "If there is anything she can do to⁠—”

      CC put her phone down. With the slightest of smiles, she said, “Nothing to be done: I’m going home. Sorry I inconvenienced Mrs. Smith so much that she couldn’t even meet with me.”

      “No,” said Jonesy before pressing his lips tightly together. He cleared his throat, which made a sound like rocks dropping on a roof. “I mean, please stay. I assure you, Mrs. Smith very much wants to meet with you.”

      Isabella, still standing at the door, said, “Seriously? Look Franc- I mean Jonesy, it was all well and good when this was just a quick meet and greet. Being attacked changes everything.”

      “Yeah,” said Eugene, forgetting about the bruise on her side and the bandage on her arm. “What’s the deal, Jonesy?”

      “And you,” Isabella said, pushing her finger into Wayne’s shoulder. “What are you being quiet for? You catch those Wolves?”

      Wayne, eyes fixed on Jonesy, shook his head. “They got away.”

      “Got away?” shouted Eugene and Isabella at the same time.

      “My fault,” Jonesy said. He sat on the coffee table in front of CC. “Please do not depart in such haste. This situation is most disquieting to more than ourselves. If you would remain, just one more night⁠—”

      CC put her hand on Jonesy's arm, and kept her voice low. “It’s more than disquieting, Jonesy. There’s more going on here than one missed meeting. This isn’t my home. This isn’t my fight. I’m going home tonight.”

      Jonesy straightened and looked out the window. “My empathy favors your opinion, Ms. Carson; tonight is not like other nights. I apprehended the Wolves who attacked you and returned them to Mrs. Smith. If you will allow me, I shall escort you to her myself and explain your concerns. There is a familial obligation she must attend to at midnight, but then she will be free to meet with you. If I fail to make this happen, I will forever lose face with you, marring my honor and staining my soul, and I will not allow that to happen. Isabella will vouch for the value of my word. Will my humblest of pleas persuade you to agree to this?”

      Eugene watched CC’s face. Her own curiosity piqued as the tension in the room morphed into anticipation. CC’s eyes narrowed as she stared out the windows. Eugene almost stopped breathing, and her heart thumped slower and slower. Wayne pretended to not pay attention to the conversation, even as his shoulders rolled back, his head leaned forward. 

      Finally, CC nodded. “If Cesar agrees, I will meet with Mrs. Smith tonight before my flight.”

      “Call Cesar,” Isabella told Ramon. 

      Ramon, his phone already in hand, said, “He says he’ll do whatever CC wants to do.”

       He melted back into the shadows of whatever corner he was hiding in.

      Jonesy put his hat on and looked at Wayne.

       “I thought he agreed to stay in the hotel?”

      CC stood and raised her eyebrows. “Why? Is he going to be attacked, too?”

      Jonesy’s face flashed blue. “He can go anywhere he wishes, but his presence makes many in the city uncomfortable. I mean, there are his connections and⁠—”

      “They get it, Jonesy,” mumbled Isabella. 

      “Yes, yes,” Jonesy nodded. “I shall call on you at eleven o’clock, Ms. Carson.”

      “Assuming that works for Cesar,” CC replied, but Jonesy was already opening the door to leave. 

      Before exiting, he turned to Isabella, and his cheeks once again flushed blue. “I did not think you recognized me, Isabella. I am glad you did, but Mrs. Smith will not allow you in her presence. I hope we may reacquaint ourselves with old times and old friends soon.”

      Isabella nodded and closed the door behind him.

      EUGENE

      CC relaxed in the overstuffed chair with her feet propped up on the coffee table and gazed out over the Vegas Strip from thirty-five stories up. “Nice view.”

      Eugene reached over the bar and lifted a pitcher of juice. “Best view of the Strip from the largest casino no one’s ever heard of.”

      “That part blows my mind,” said CC. She held up the glass of wine in her hand. “I thought we weren’t supposed to take gifts from Witches, but here we are drinking her juice and wine.”

      Eugene downed her orange juice. “Not as good as the stuff Cesar gets, but it is organic. Besides, we’re Mrs. Smith’s guests, and hospitality isn’t a gift.”

      “It’s a duty,” Cesar added, walking into the room and falling into the chair next to CC. “You know, it’s hard to tell just from looking around that there was ever a pandemic in these parts.”

      “Tell me about it.” CC nodded. 

      Cesar’s usual olive skin glowed like that of a kid in perfect health.

       Eugene said, “You’re looking…healthy.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Whole city’s a smorgasbord.” Turning back to CC, he reached out and brushed the side of her face with his fingers. “You sure you weren’t hurt this afternoon?”

      Eugene answered,. “I got one hell of a bruise. Thanks for asking.”

      “I know,” Cesar answered. “You already told me.”

      “And where were you while all of this was going on?” Eugene poured herself more juice.

      “Told you,” Cesar said,. “business.”

      Eugene downed the juice as she waved her hands in the air. “I know, and we don’t talk about your business.”

      CC laughed with her as Cesar rolled his eyes. “All good?” she asked without looking at him.

      “I’ve done what I can,” he answered. “Not used to waiting, and I don’t like it.”

      “Me neither,” Eugene agreed as she joined them on the cushioned chairs in front of the windows.

      Cesar’s voice, which was barely more than a whisper, broke the comfortable silence they’d been settling into. “I wish you hadn’t called for the plane.” 

      CC let out a long sigh. Eugene watched, looking for that hesitation Isabella pointed out to her, a hesitation CC only used when she spoke to Cesar, but before CC could answer a ding followed by the rush of air as the elevator doors to the private lounge, opened and two kids walked in arguing until the girl’s eyes fell on CC.

      Eugene leaped up and darted behind the kids without them noticing her.

      “Who are you?” demanded the girl. “This is a private residence.”

      CC smiled back at her. “Who are you?”

      “Arika!” the tall boy beside her snapped as he pushed her out of the way and offered CC his hand to shake. “Hello. I’m Ari Smith. It’s nice to meet you.”

      CC stood and shook his hand. “I’m CC: Catherine Carson. Nice to meet you, Ari.”

      “You’re CC?” Arika exclaimed. “Teaser’s told us all about you. He said you’re the nicest person he’s ever met.”

      CC hummed skeptically under her breath, then grinned.“You know, that might just be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about me.”

      “Nice,” spat the girl, “doesn’t get you anywhere in this world.”

      Ari punched his sister in the arm. “"Arika!”

      CC laughed out loud, and Cesar moved to the bar as he fought back a chuckle of his own.

      CC almost spilled her wine laughing, so set it on the coffee table and sucked in a gulp of air. “Well, if being nice is so bad, I hope I’m terrible. I can think of worse things to be.”

      Arika bit her bottom lip as her eyes went as round as two giant ponds and she stomped her foot. “Oh, I’m doing it again, Ari! I’m such a stuck-up little worm.”

      “Yes, you are,” said Eugene.

      The kids jumped and turned, both immediately smiling and laughing as they greeted her. “Eugene!”

      “Where’ve you been?” asked Arika.

      “How long are you here for?” asked Ari.

      “Are you still blowing glass?” asked Arika.

      “Will you take us to the studio while you’re here?” asked Ari.

      “You already know each other?” CC asked. 

      Arika turned back to CC, dropping her face and peaking up at CC’s face. She offered CC her hand. “I’m sorry. You wouldn't be up here if someone didn't invite you. I’m really stupid sometimes,  just opening my mouth and saying whatever comes to mind. My aunt’s always telling me how stupid I am.” Not looking at anyone, she muttered, “I’m such a worm.”

      Another ding and whoosh of the elevator opening preceded Jonesy, who rushed in roaring, “What are you two doing in here? Inside—now!”

      The twins shrugged.“Whatever.”

      “It was nice meeting you, CC. I hope we get to see you again,” said Arika. 

      “We won’t be long,” said Ari. “Maybe you can come up when you’re done with Aunt Ricia. Eugene, you should come, too.”

      Jonesy placed a hand on a shoulder of each twin and pushed them toward a wide door. Once they he closed the door behind them, he turned to Cesar, his shoulders drooping. “Familial obligation: you understand, but…” He looked back at the door an, shook his head. “You must go, now.”

      Cesar didn’t hesitate. He motioned for CC and Eugene to head to the elevator. “We’re leaving.”

      TEASER

      Gold lights shimmered and danced through the dark, windowless room from the cloudy sphere of light in the center of the round table— the only furniture in the room. Teaser thought back to the first time he and Mrs. Smith stood in this room; she was holding tiny Arika while he held little Ari. When it was time for the connection he leaned close to the orb. Like children everywhere, they reached out to touch the pretty lights. Tonight, the twins would stand in their designated places and reach out on their own and touch the orb. They would do it of their own volition, not knowing why, but with trust.

      “Tonight,” he whispered to himself, “everything changes.”

      Teaser stopped pacing around the globe and stared into the light.

       “We all seek answers.” He scratched his chin, his eyes never leaving the glittering lights. “My dear wards demonstrate their merits and their flaws every day. The evidence is before us. So why does my composure waver? What if I am wrong?” He shook his head. “What if we are wrong? Are they ready?” 

      “Inside!” Jonesy roared from the reception room where Cesar, CC, and Eugene waited.

      “Is it righteousness we seek or bedlam?” muttered Teaser. “Is it fair to them who are still yet children? Is it fair to any who walk within the hope of tranquility? They did not seek involvement, only answers.” Teaser tugged the hem of his vest, resisting the smile he always wore when he polished its buttons of gold as he backed into a dark corner and let the shadows surround him. “The rectitude of our actions will prevail, but a sign from you, my dear orphans whose trust in me is absolute, would rest the quibbles in my soul. That is all I ask: one small sign.” 

      Arika and Ari stumbled into the room. Arika straightened the collar of her new green dress and stared at the globe before putting her hands in her pockets. “Oh! We rush to get in here and Aunt Ricia’s not even here to do her silly ceremony.”

      Ari adjusted his new tie. “It’s not silly to Aunt Ricia or Teaser or Jonesy.”

      “I like this tie,” Arika said, reaching up and tucking it under Ari’s jacket. “But it’s not green, which means she won’t like it.”

      “But I do,” Ari whispered. “Besides, it goes with my new jacket.”

      Arika winked, then leaned over the globe and peered at it intently. “Good. Now, what do you think all of this means?”

      Ari shrugged. “We used to just do it on our birthday. Suddenly, we’re doing it every week.”

      “Hypothesize,” directed Arika. “Me? I think it’s an excuse to make us dress up and behave in a way not natural to teenagers, just so Aunt Ricia has yet another excuse to be disappointed in us.”

      “Disappointed in me, you mean,” said Ari. “Teaser and Jonesy both say it’s important.”

      Arika pushed her finger into Ari’s chest. “But they won’t tell us why?”

      Ari cocked his head to one side. “Hypothesis: they know why, but don’t believe we have the capacity to understand the reasons.”

      Both squinted and stared into the orb. Each reached a hand out as if to touch, but each pulled their hands back before they did

      Arika stroked her chin. “We’re missing something obvious.”

      “Teaser and Jonesy aren’t happy we’ve been doing this so much,” Ari said, “so something has happened or will happen soon.”

      “Aunt Ricia’s planning to do something,” said Arika.

      “Or she’s already started something she's not supposed to,” said Ari. “Teaser and Jonesy are worried.”

      “They’re nervous, talking to each other like we’re not here,” said Arika.

      “And sneaking about, disappearing, and then acting like they’ve been with us the whole time,” said Ari.

      “I’m thinking⁠—”

      Teaser stepped out of the corner and into the light of the orb. “I am thinking you are not where you ought to be standing.” He motioned for them to stand with the orb between them. “It is the designated time.”

      “Yes, Teaser,” the twins said in unison as they took their places.

      Teaser adjusted his bowler to tilt the way he liked best.

      “You’re looking very smart, Teaser,” Arika said.

      “In your best suit and hat,” added Ari.

      Teaser smiled, once more polishing a gold button. “Your birthday fast approaches. Only one more rotation and you will be fifteen years of age.”

      “Fifteen is very special?” asked Ari.

      “Best suit special?” added Arika.

      Teaser’s grin spread from ear to ear. “For Peoples in places far away, fifteen marks the beginnings of a new age of learning and understanding.”

      “Which is why Aunt Ricia agreed to a party?” asked Ari.

      “You both promised,” said Arika.

      Teaser reached out but didn’t touch the sphere. As he waved his hand in front of it, his smile faded as wisps of green light floated around his hand.

       “A party,” he said, his voice echoing as if it were coming from far away.

      The twins looked at each other and then back at Teaser. “Teaser?”

      The small door leading to their aunt’s office opened. 

      Breathless, as though she’d been running, Aunt Ricia’s voice rang out. “Ready at last.”

      “All are correct and awaiting on you, my dearest of friends,” Teaser said with a smile, but Ari shook his head at Arika, who nodded back. 

      “We’re in place, Aunt Ricia,” Arika said, now fully encased in the orb's light.

      Ari opposite Arika and also fully covered in the orb’s light added, “And ready whenever you are.”

      The sphere’s light pulsed, as it always did when they stood around the orb. The pulsing light mixed with the wisps of glowing, green smoke. Instead of filling the room with a blinding light, like it usually did, the clouds drifted out of the orb surrounding them.

      The twins stood frozen with wide eyes and open mouths as the clouds danced around their heads and drifted all around their bodies. 

      Teaser held his breath. The earth shuddered before he was ready, and he stumbled to keep his feet under him.

      “Ow!” Arika screamed, falling to her knees.

      “Arika!” Ari shouted, as a great roar filled the shaking room.

      “Now! Hurry! Touch the orb!” yelled Teaser. He leaned to his right and picked up Arika by her elbows and whispered, “Trust me.”

      The floor continued to shake as the wind rushed into Teaser’s back, but he kept his hand on Arika’s elbow and helped her reach the sphere. The light burned green, then gold, then blue and pulsed with rays of red, purple, and white.

      “Hurry!” Teaser shouted to Ari.

      “It can’t—” Mrs. Smith’s voice was drowned out by the roaring wind. “What did you do, Teaser?”

      Teaser imagined the rage marring Mrs. Smith’s face, but the only thing he saw was the light growing brighter and brighter.

      “Arika!” Ari’s voice shouted but no longer close to Teaser.

       Teaser watched Arika’s hand touch the sphere just as Ari’s did and he sang the song which began in his heart until it, too, danced around them. Finally, he touched the sphere.

      “Teaser!” Mrs. Smith’s fury bit into his heart, tearing at him from the inside out. “Don’t! You can’t!”

      Cold gripped Teaser’s feet as the floor fell away, but he didn’t fall; he floated on the wind. “Arika! Ari! Listen to the song!”

      Faintly, as if she was drifting further away, Arika’s voice called out, “Ari! Ari!”

      Ari called out for her, too, but not in answer because he couldn’t hear her. “Arika! Arika!”

      And then, like the soft cue of an owl before she strikes, Mrs. Smith's voice floated into Teaser’s ears. “Protect them, Teaser.”

      EUGENE

      Eugene didn’t move even as Cesar pulled CC toward the elevator. Outside a ball of smoke and light rolled toward them.

       “Problem!” Her heart raced. She bit her lip, and a shudder ran down her spine even as the heat of the beast she hid deep inside her burned. “What’s happening, Jonesy?”

      Jonesy stared out the window and shook his head before squeezing his eyes shut.“Not now. Too soon.”

      “We gotta' go!” Eugene dashed across the room to CC and Cesar, but the smoky light hit the side of the building, making it rumble and shake. It crashed through the windows, shooting glass all around her. 

      Cesar pushed them to the floor and shielded their bodies as a hot, roaring wind rushed all around them.

      Eugene shook her head as Cesar jumped off her back. She wiped her forehead, and her hand returned, covered with blood and sweat. “Cesar!” she shouted over the wind,as she helped CC to her feet. 

      Cesar stood in front of Jonesy, his hands fisting Jonesy’s lapels as he shook the large man but Jonesy’s eyes remained closed as his mouth formed words they couldn’t hear. “Jonesy, I’ve got to get them out of here!”

      CC grabbed her arm and pulled. Eugene turned, catching CC as she stumbled and fell.

      “Cesar!”

      In a breath, Cesar was at Eugene’s side, lifting CC into his arms.

      “Damn it, CC,” Eugene muttered, pulling a fur throw off the couch and wrapping it around CC’s leg. A long splinter of glass thrust out of her thigh. “Stairs - near the elevator. It’s a code thing, right?”

      Cesar looked toward the elevator, then back at CC and shook his head.

      “Give her to me,” Eugene yelled as she kneeled to take CC’s weight. “Hurry!” She glanced at where the wall of windows once separated them from the desert winds. “There’s another one coming.”

      Both watched another ball of smoky light soar over the city toward them. Again, the building shook, and a heavy darkness engulfed them despite the glistening flakes of gold and green light floating on the air and sliding down the walls, and gathering along the baseboards. Cesar moved with the speed of the undead from wall to wall, pounding each of them in an attempt to find them
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