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      VEILKEEPER

      A Veilkeeper maintains and protects the boundary between the Apparition World—also known as the Demon World—and the Physical World, often called the Human World.

      Demons, extraterrestrials, and wandering spirits exist across Earth, the stars, the cosmos, and beyond.

      The role is simple in theory: locate and capture—or destroy—anything that threatens the living world.

      Veilkeepers are never chosen at random. They carry a rare, specific energy. Their identities are kept secret.

      The rulers of the Spirit World oversee their discovery and training. But there’s one unbreakable rule: if a Veilkeeper turns their back on their duty or uses their power for selfish gain, they’ll be executed.

      No trial. No second chances. Their power will be reborn in someone else.

      There are currently three Veilkeepers living on Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Aurelius

        

      

    

    
      It hasn't always been easy. The process by which the Spirit World decides to awaken each Veilkeeper is complex. The first part of that process is finding them—which can sometimes take years.

      How do we find them? We listen. We search for unusually exceptional human beings walking among the ordinary. For example, one keeper, decades ago, wasn’t discovered until he was in his early eighties, while another was found when he was only eight years old. It’s difficult—like searching for a needle in a haystack.

      To make matters worse, we can only confirm their status as Veilkeepers during a full moon. Their aura glows only under its light. Why this happens, I don’t know. I’ve asked my father countless times, but he never gives an answer.

      My father is King Aurelius Sr., and I am his son, Prince Aurelius Jr.—or Auri, as my Veilkeepers call me.

      My father leaves the task of handling Veilkeepers to me. My duty is to find them and guide them to where they are needed to protect the living world. It has always been this way.

      The past century has been interesting. My job was fairly easy for the first half of it, as I only had one Veilkeeper to manage—Kosei.

      Kosei “awakened,” as we call it, when he was seventeen years old. I found him while he was defending a homeless man one night. Our spirit spies detected unusual energy coming from a human in Tokyo. When I arrived, I saw him for myself. The moonlight illuminated the sky as his spiritual power radiated from his body. There was no doubt—he was a Veilkeeper.

      Then came the routine we’d followed for years. He was abducted and taken into the Spirit World, where I was forced to place him in holding. We gave him time to process the news and then essentially threatened him. My father’s rules, not mine. I find them inhumane.

      We tell them they can either accept their fate or stay in the Spirit World—a gentler way of saying they accept or die. Many fall into disbelief, hitting themselves or crying, convinced they’ll wake up from what they assume is a dream. Children agree more quickly. They think it’s all a game—until they learn it isn’t. I hate it when we have to bring children into this.

      Kosei retired at sixty-seven when we discovered two more Veilkeepers on Earth. We sent out spies, and over a decade later, we found them. The first was eleven-year-old Jude, also in Japan like Kosei. He trained under Kosei and caught on quickly. The second was ten-year-old Maeve, living in America.

      Years passed. Now, Maeve is nineteen, and Jude is twenty. The two have never met. That was about to change.

      Gwen, my assistant, entered my chambers as requested. She was always prompt, on time, and reliable. My sister Aurora once had an assistant too—one who was always late, always slacking off. My father set an example with both of them. Now, Gwen and I act fast. When my father says jump, we ask how high—and what’s next?

      “I’m here, sir,” Gwen said, approaching my desk.

      “Oh, good. Any word?”

      “Yes, sir. I spoke to Jude as you asked,” she reported.

      “How did it go?”

      “I can tell he’s anxious, but he appears up for the challenge. He’s heading to Kosei’s compound to train now.”

      “Perfect. And Maeve?”

      “Well, there was some trouble. I couldn’t contact her. Her security team has changed since the last time I was in the States, and the number I called is no longer in service.” She sighed.

      “Again?” I grew annoyed.

      That was the problem with dealing with a celebrity. Maeve became a famous pop star at fifteen, making it harder for us to reach her—or for her to handle assignments.

      Fortunately for her, we never reported her defiance to my father. Her team usually handled her duties in her place. But this time was different. My father requested both Veilkeepers for this mission.

      “Do you want me to reach out to her team? Maybe Marina?” Gwen suggested.

      “Yes. Call Marina and tell her to get Maeve on the phone ASAP,” I ordered. “This case requires both Veilkeepers. Orpheus and Dante won’t be able to take this one.”

      Orpheus, a sorcerer, and Dante, a demon hunter, joined Maeve’s team when she first awakened. They had been covering for her for years. I wished I could rely on them again. But my father gave strict orders, so I had no choice but to impose once again.

      “I’ll contact Marina,” Gwen said, crossing her arms in thought.

      “I’m sure she’s still with Maeve. Those two are inseparable.”

      I prepared to make my trip to Earth. Jude would handle the mission fine—but Maeve? Convincing and tracking her down would be another matter.

      No matter what she decided, we both knew she ultimately had no choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Maeve

        

      

    

    
      Marina pulled me aside before the video shoot.

      “Gwen is trying to make contact,” she said.

      I knew that wasn’t a good thing. This wasn’t some friendly check-in or a casual “Hey, how have you been?” No, I knew exactly what it meant. It was time.

      I had managed to avoid my duties for years. I had help, and I had been lucky. But this time was different. I had to face the music—no pun intended, though life was already unfair enough.

      There I was, standing under the bright lights, sweating, my freshly done makeup already melting down my face, stinging my eyes. I couldn’t even see who was watching me. The music started, my auto-tuned voice blaring through the speakers as I lip-synced and smiled, matching my gestures to the lyrics. I felt like a sideshow joke. I knew if I messed up, my mom and dad wouldn’t let me hear the end of it.

      They had promised me that after this music video, I could take a much-needed “break”—their way of saying, Time to focus and start writing your next album, and it better be better and more chart-topping than the last. Their biggest fear was that I would become what they called a “washed-up has-been.” Never mind that I had won seven Grammys and was only nineteen. It wasn’t enough. Nothing was ever enough for my parents.

      Through the blinding, unbearably hot lights, I could somehow see my mom trying to coach me from the sidelines. My dad stood next to some man, talking and shaking hands, likely making plans for my future without me.

      “And CUT!” the director yelled.

      I sighed in relief and took a deep breath as I walked over to my chair. Marina handed me a water bottle without a word.

      Marina had been by my side through it all. I met her around the time when I was first summoned as a Veilkeeper. She wasn’t human, but you wouldn’t be able to tell—except for her eyes, that switched between a light red to a deep maroon depending on her mood, that might be a dead giveaway. People overlooked it, assuming it was just part of her beauty. She had shoulder-length turquoise hair, naturally that color, but everyone just assumed she dyed it.

      I told my parents that if they wanted me to survive this music career, I needed Marina with me. She had been there since I was ten, and I was grateful she decided to stay. Only I knew what she really was. My parents were clueless, and that’s how it needed to be.

      I lived a double life: Veilkeeper and pop star, never just Maeve Tyler. My stage name was “Daisy Maeve.” I hated it. It was cringeworthy, but catchy.

      My mom padded over to me. “That was good, but in the last scene, I want you to not look so lost in the final frame. Smile when you sing the word ‘mine,’ but don’t smile too big.”

      Marina handed me a tissue to wipe my eyes, bringing some relief from the eyeliner irritation.

      “All right, Mom.”

      “Good. Don’t mess up. Your dad and I have places to be after this. Don’t make us late by dragging this out any longer.”

      I gave her a sarcastic thumbs-up as she walked away. Not like I wanted to be there either.

      Marina gave me a tight smile.

      I couldn’t wait to get out of here, to be free of this ridiculous, itchy costume. But I knew I wouldn’t get to rest for long. If it wasn’t my parents wanting something, it was Aurelius.

      Any poor excuse for a “break” from my music career would come to a screeching halt the moment I found out what Gwen wanted to tell me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Jude

        

      

    

    
      Kosei was old. He was pushing eighty, yet he was still in impeccable health. I could only hope I’d move like him when I reached his age.

      I arrived at his compound the night before after talking with Gwen about my next big case.

      Kosei’s compound sat deep within a remote forest, surrounded by dense woods and breathtaking scenery. It was a sanctuary, perfect for training. The entrance was marked by a traditional Japanese torii gate, leading to a stone pathway winding through a meticulously kept garden filled with vibrant flowers and towering trees. The main house—a traditional Japanese-style building with sliding shoji doors and tatami mat flooring—exuded rustic simplicity and historical charm. It had everything: a spacious training hall, living quarters, a meditation room.

      Adjacent to the main house was an expansive training ground equipped with wooden dummies, sparring rings, and designated areas for martial arts and spiritual exercises. A Zen Garden, with raked gravel, strategically placed stones, and a koi pond, offered a space for reflection. A natural hot spring on the premises provided a private retreat for relaxation and healing. The entire compound pulsed with spiritual energy, reflecting Kosei’s immense power and dedication to refining his craft. This was a sacred place for warriors seeking mastery.

      So far, though, when it came to Veilkeepers, I had been the only one training here. Others came and went, learning techniques, but none were forced to bear the burden of saving the world—except me and that girl from America.

      I was lucky. I lived close enough to train under another Veilkeeper like Kosei. That gave me an advantage. Not to mention, being a guy, I had the upper hand over Maeve Tyler—the other keeper.

      I never thought I’d meet her. She was some hot-shot celebrity, and she lived on the other side of the planet. No one from my team had gone to see her, either. Still, I had to admit—it would be interesting to talk to her and about her experiences.

      My team was small. Just four fighters, including me. Kosei helped on occasion, but for the most part, it was us handling cases.

      First, there was my best friend, Soren. We’d gone through grade school together, always picking fights—either with each other or with idiots who thought they could take us on.

      Then there was Ryu. A Pyrofiend—a fire demon, if you’re not familiar with the term. Pyrofiends weren’t exactly known for being friendly, which is why I never took his bad attitude personally.

      Ryu had a twin sister, Marina. An aquatic apparition—a sea demon. She lived in America with Maeve. In all the years I’d known Ryu, I’d only seen him speak to his sister once. Not surprising, considering Ryu barely talked at all. Sometimes I’d say something to him, and he’d just walk right past me. Used to annoy me, but now I just accepted it.

      Despite his loner tendencies, Ryu had become one of the most loyal people I’d ever met. He always pulled through when we needed him most, and honestly, our team wouldn’t have been the same without him.

      Not that he had a choice. Before joining us, Ryu had racked up a criminal record. I remember when Aurelius gave him an ultimatum—aid a Veilkeeper or be locked up for a hundred years. I wasn’t sure how long a century would feel for someone aging in demon years, but Ryu clearly didn’t want to find out.

      And lucky for us, he brought Caelum with him.

      Caelum was an apparition with the ability to manipulate nature. He was also a warlock—one of the strongest I’d ever met. I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of his power. Maybe that’s why Ryu originally chose to fight beside him instead of against him.

      With my team, I never saw the need for Maeve to join us or ever join forces with her team when it came to missions. They handled things on their end, and I held up my end of the bargain in this corner of the world. So when Auri told me she was coming along for this mission, I was confused. I never needed her help before, why was this any different?

      Something about this whole thing didn’t add up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Marina

        

      

    

    
      I met up with Gwen down in the lobby. I wasn’t expecting her to get here so fast, but she arrived as soon as we wrapped up the shoot. All I could think was—wow, this case must be urgent.

      She filled me in on the mission. I didn’t know how to tell Maeve.

      “Please don’t make her go—” I said, knowing it was useless, but I had to try. Maeve had just finished filming the music video for the last single on her album. The pressure was already on her.

      Usually, Jude or the other allies handled cases. Maeve hadn’t fought in almost five years. Her powers had weakened over time, and she hadn’t kept up with her training.

      I remembered the first time I met her. She was around ten years old and had just found out she was a Veilkeeper. She, Orpheus, and her older brother Troy were working on a case. I was already familiar with the occupation because I had spent the previous year working with Jude and my brother, Ryu.

      When I saw Maeve—this sweet, trembling little girl—I just knew I couldn’t leave her side. Despite being destined for this life, I always felt she wasn’t truly made for it.

      Her brother Troy didn’t possess any real power. He was just an eleven-year-old kid himself at the time, but he was good at giving Maeve an alibi from her overbearing parents.

      Her parents had always treated their kids like two walking dollar signs. Since childhood, they’d been on TV and performing, their parents desperate for one of them to make it big. Once Maeve started writing her own songs, they worked day and night to put her on the map. Her father used what connections he had to land her a record deal. Her mother bleached Maeve’s naturally black hair—with its unique dark lavender tint—to make her blonde.

      And that was it. She gained unwanted attention. She was a superstar, a pop powerhouse. She couldn’t go anywhere without fans lining up, screaming, flashing their cameras, and throwing things at her. The same went for the paparazzi. Sneaking away for missions became nearly impossible without her being recognized.

      “No, this time Maeve has to go,” Gwen sighed.

      Odd.

      We walked up to Maeve’s hotel suite, passing through security. They nodded and let me through without a second glance. Gwen’s eyes widened, taking in the whole setup.

      I knew what she was thinking—if Maeve actually used her powers, she’d be far stronger than all of her security combined.

      I knocked on her door. I knew I could just walk in, but since Gwen was with me, I wanted to make sure Maeve was decent.

      “Maeve, it’s me. Gwen’s here.”

      There was no answer.

      I opened my satchel, pulled out the keycard, and swiped it. No Maeve in the living room. I walked over to the bedroom and saw the bathroom door closed.

      “Maeve?” I knocked.

      I heard whimpering on the other side. I knew that sound. She was crying.

      I walked back to the living room, where Gwen waited.

      “She’ll be out soon,” I confirmed, gesturing for her to take a seat on the couch. I sat diagonally from her on the loveseat, curling my legs up onto the seat and leaning against the armrest.

      Gwen nodded and sat down.

      “It goes without saying—wherever this mission is, I’m going with her.”

      “Of course,” Gwen agreed.

      “Do you think my brother will be there?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      Gwen shrugged, then tossed her pale pink ponytail behind her back. Her sparkling eyes glistened with uncertainty.

      “So far, I think it’s just Jude and Maeve.”

      “Oh wow, and they’ve never met. How does he expect them to just work this case together? Just the two of them?”

      Gwen looked uneasy, like there was more to this than she was letting on—or like she truly didn’t know and was wondering the same thing.

      “Where is it?”

      She pulled out her phone and opened the maps.

      Yes, even spiritual beings had cell phones, apparently.

      She zoomed in on a remote coastal area, closer to Maeve than Jude.

      “Oh, well, at least no one will recognize her there, I hope,” I said. “Great. So what exactly is going on?”

      “We’re not sure. Apparently, strange demonic activity that the King of the Spirit World wants the Veilkeepers to investigate.”

      That didn’t sound any different from any other case to me. Why couldn’t the other team members check this out first? Why specifically Maeve and Jude? Did the king just want them to meet? Why run the risk of sending both Veilkeepers? Normally, they were kept separate in case something unfortunate happened.

      This didn’t sound like a case Jude couldn’t handle with his team. Or Orpheus. Or Dante. No—something was up. And I had a feeling Gwen knew that too.

      It was hard to trust Aurelius and Gwen because, despite seeming to care about Maeve, they had their own agendas, their own mission, their own loyalties to the Spirit World.

      I had to be the one to look out for Maeve.

      I wasn’t a strong fighter like my twin brother. He was the complete opposite of me. He was a destroyer; I was a healer. He was fire; I was water.

      But knowing Maeve hadn’t fought in years, I would have to help her with this. Even if it meant changing everything I was. I loved her too much to let her do this alone.

      Maeve finally emerged from the bathroom, wiping her eyes. She smiled at Gwen and took a seat next to me.

      “Oh good, you’re here,” Gwen said with a warm smile.

      Maeve returned the kindness. “I heard everything,” she said in a soft, low voice. “So it’ll just be investigating and maybe a few demons?”

      Gwen gave her a sad look but still smiled weakly. “As far as Aurelius and I know right now.”

      Maeve looked at me, and I looked back. I placed my hand on her leg—partly to comfort her, and partly to stop it from bouncing up and down. She did that a lot when she was nervous.

      “Okay.”

      Maeve took a deep breath, tucking her long, warm-toned golden-blonde hair behind her ears. Her eyes were still wet, her nose stuffy, her cheeks blotchy from crying and scrubbing off her makeup.

      “I can do this. I’ll be ready.”

      Gwen glanced at me.

      “You know, I bet Jude will bring Soren—especially once they find out you’re going to be there.”

      Soren?

      Oh, goodness gracious. Poor Soren. He was something else.

      Maeve let out a small laugh. She had never met Soren, but she had heard plenty of stories.

      I met Soren years ago when I worked with Jude and my brother Ryu. Soren was Jude’s childhood best friend. He was known as the class clown, always getting into fights with kids from other school districts. He and Jude stayed in trouble for brawling.

      So when Jude became a Veilkeeper, the role suited him—and of course, Soren didn’t shy away from helping him.

      Soren used to be crazy about Gwen when he was younger, but eventually, his attention turned to me.

      Every time I saw him, he’d grab my hands and confess his undying love for me. It was cringey but kind of sweet—if you were into that sort of thing.

      I was older than him. He was twelve and I was sixteen when I first worked with their team in Japan. Now he was twenty-one and still sending me emails, texts, and letters every chance he got.

      I hadn’t seen him in person for a while—Maeve’s schedule kept me busy—but it would be interesting to see Soren again.

      He was a funny guy, and maybe he’d help lighten the mood.

      Because aside from demons and mysteries, I had to wonder—considering Jude’s cocky, abrasive personality—how well he and Maeve were actually going to get along.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Soren

        

      

    

    
      Jude called me and told me about the mission. I was looking forward to going with him—just in case he needed a helping hand. I knew the other guys wouldn’t be too thrilled about traveling so far to some rundown, sketchy town on a part of the map I’d never even heard of.

      The thing is, though… he didn’t exactly invite me to go with him. Yet.

      I was headed to meet Jude, who had just gotten back from training at Kosei’s. He was at his girlfriend Kayo’s house.

      Once inside, I spotted Jude sitting across the table. He nodded at me. Her parents and all her cute friends were there.

      “Hi, Soren! Hee hee,” they all giggled.

      “Hello, ladies,” I greeted, striking a pose and closing my eyes. I knew I was a good-looking guy. Who could blame them? I was tall, muscular, and had luscious light brown locks tied back to perfect my mysterious, hip look.

      Yeah, I was a cool guy. Nobody could argue that.

      However, despite my undeniable charm, there was only one girl in the world for me—my beautiful merlady, Marina.

      My heart had belonged to her since I first laid eyes on her. Every time I saw Maeve on TV or a billboard—since she was some big-shot worldwide superstar—I thought of Marina standing nearby, always by her side. Maeve was so lucky.

      Marina seemed so far out of reach, almost impossible to get in touch with. I sent letters, emails, and texts. She was either too busy to reply or gave very short responses.

      But when I heard about this mission, all I could think was—this is my chance. My chance to finally see her again.

      She was beyond beautiful. No girl in my hometown, college, or even in this room could ever compare.

      Even though Jude hadn’t exactly agreed to let me tag along on this case, it was summer break. University had just let out. I had every reason to go.

      Besides, he’d never admit it, but he needed me there. He didn’t know what the hell he was walking into.

      Jude always liked to act tough. His girlfriend was the only one who could really put him in his place.

      Those two had been together since elementary school.

      He was just like me in that way—once you knew you’d found the one, you knew. Nobody was ever going to come between Kayo and Jude.

      We sat, talked, and ate.

      Finally, Kayo’s parents went upstairs to bed, and all her cute friends left.

      “Bye, Soren,” they all said in unison.

      “Later, ladies,” I grinned.

      As they walked away, Jude walked up next to me and sighed.

      “You look like such an idiot.”

      Kayo laughed.

      “What? They dig me!” I defended.

      “Do they, though?” Jude said.

      Boy, was he in a bad mood. I knew why—he had to explain to Kayo that he was leaving soon for another mission.

      I thought about it, and maybe now wasn’t the best time to ask if I could join. Tensions were already running high.

      Kayo was smiling so big at him as he sat down next to her on the couch, arms crossed, eyes closed, about to break the bad news.

      I sat in the chair on the other side, reclining with my feet kicked up, ready to watch the showdown.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked him.

      Kayo was beautiful. She had long, straight dark brown hair that went down her back and honey-brown eyes.

      She usually wore her hair half-down, tied in a bow at the back. She was the good girl—always making smart decisions and getting straight A’s, while my dumbass best friend Jude stayed in and out of trouble.

      Not that I could talk much.

      Jude finally spoke.

      “Auri and Gwen called. The reason I was at Kosei’s all weekend is because I was called to do another mission.”

      That happy grin Kayo had vanished.

      “Oh,” she said.

      The room went silent.

      I clenched my ass cheeks together, trying so hard not to fart and break the silence in the worst possible way.

      I knew it was going to be a loud one. I could feel it brewing.

      “When?” Kayo asked, her head hanging low in sadness—or maybe disappointment.

      “Friday. This week,” Jude told her.

      I started racking my brain, trying to figure out my schedule. I’d need to find someone to feed my cats while I was gone.

      I kept waiting for those two to hurry up and finish talking so I could chime in with, Don’t worry, ole buddy, ole pal, I’ll be right there with you.

      My stomach churned loudly. They both looked over at me.

      “Are you okay?” Jude snapped.

      I gave a thumbs-up and a grin that said, don’t mind me.

      “So, how long will you be gone?” Kayo inquired further.

      “That, I don’t know. It’s off the edge somewhere near the States, a remote coastal town,” he answered.

      “Is it just you and Soren, or will Caelum and what’s his name… Ryu be there?”

      “Well, apparently, it’ll be me and⁠—”

      “Me too!” I shot in quickly, jumping a little in my seat, my ass erupting loudly at the same time.

      They both cut their eyes at me.

      “Uh, excuse me,” I muttered, turning blood red.

      “So just you and Soren, huh? It must be a short mission,” Kayo said, perking up a little.

      “Well, no, not exactly—ha, haha.” Jude was so nervous.

      Kayo narrowed her eyes.

      “What are you not telling me, Judei?”

      This was painful to watch, and my stomach was hurting again.

      I knew I had to get to the bathroom soon, or I’d be done for, but I couldn’t stand up without the risk of my ass exploding mid-air.

      I had to sit there and wait, trying to suck it back up as I watched my boy fight for his life.

      “So, do you remember me telling you about how there’s another Veilkeeper in America?”

      “Yeah, the singer Daisy Maeve,” Kayo answered. “What about her?”

      “Well, you know how we’ve never met, right?” Jude kept laughing nervously.

      I was shifting and rotating my ass cheeks, trying not to let another one escape.

      The more I held it in, the bigger it felt like it was getting.

      This motherfucker was going to be loud if I didn’t release it soon.

      But I couldn’t do that to my boy—he would never bring me around again, and I’d definitely lose my chance to go on the mission.

      Then I could kiss my dream of seeing Marina goodbye.

      “She was also summoned. Maeve—she’s also going on the mission,” Jude said, bracing himself.

      Tough guy—until it came to Kayo.

      “Oh, so just you and her, huh?” Kayo looked away.

      “Well, no, Gwen texted me. She said Marina will be there too.”

      “Oh, got it. So just you and two very pretty girls alone together on some coastal retreat getaway?”

      “No! It’s not like that. It’s for business.”

      “Sounds like business and pleasure.”

      God, I hope so, I thought, still clenching tightly.

      “Kayo, baby, it’s not like that.”

      “Then I’m coming too!” she demanded.

      “What? No way. It’s way too dangerous!”

      Kayo rolled her eyes and looked away, a tear forming.

      She wasn’t usually the jealous type, but I got it. If your man was running off to a secluded beach with one of the biggest pop stars in the world, that would cause concern.

      I would be there, though—to make sure my boy didn’t slip up, and of course, to have a romantic rendezvous with my long-lost love.

      Kayo turned to me.

      “Soren, you’ll be there, right?”

      I nodded.

      “What? No! I didn’t agree to that!” Jude shouted.

      I couldn’t argue with him. My ass cheeks were clenched to their max.

      I just sat there, smiling through the pain, tears welling up in my eyes.

      “You just want to go because Marina is going to be there!” Jude accused.

      I couldn’t even respond. I couldn’t breathe without farting.

      “Oh, great! So it’ll be a double date! Cool!” Kayo got up and stormed off.

      “Kayo, no! Wait!” Jude chased after her.

      I waited until I heard the back door slam… and finally relaxed, releasing a thunderous fart.

      I sighed in relief—then turned around and saw Kayo’s dad standing behind me, holding a glass of water, just staring at me expressionless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Aurelius

        

      

    

    
      It was clear that everyone knew something was up—Maeve and Jude especially. Why else would they both be summoned for what seemed like such an easy mission, compared to the ones they’d faced before? Gwen filled me in on how hard Maeve took being called for the task. Between this and her parents constantly breathing fire down her neck, the poor girl never got a chance to do what she wanted.

      I wondered what kind of excuse Marina would even come up with to get Maeve away from her parents. Whatever it was, it had to be a good one—there was no way of knowing how long this mission would take.

      I hadn’t forgotten about Jude either. He had plans to spend summer with his girlfriend Kayo, and I shot those plans straight to hell.

      It’s a wonder these kids didn’t all hate me.

      I had no choice.

      But I do, from time to time, feel guilty.

      If I had the powers myself, I would’ve just become a Veilkeeper.

      It was that sort of thinking that got my sister in trouble.

      I had to stay stern in my stance. This is business. It isn’t personal.

      No—this is fate.

      It can’t be helped.

      Oh, but the price they’ve all paid—Kosei, Jude, Maeve—the things their destinies have taken from them…

      Of course their safety was a concern of mine, but I could never guarantee it.

      
      I arrived in the town of Starbrook.

      It was a small coastal town with a population of “everyone knows everybody and everybody’s business.”

      It might be hard to work here.

      Everyone might be in awe or overly curious about the strange new people staying at the local Hummingbird Inn.

      And not to mention Maeve being recognized. If the media got wind of her being here, we were done for. The streets would be lined up.

      Luckily, the people here seemed cut off from the world—old-school in the way they didn’t spend all day on the internet.

      In most homes, it looked like they still had a single house phone—not handheld access to the rest of the world.

      I scoped the town out. I didn’t sense anything right away, but something felt off. There was an eerie feeling.

      I saw the local inn where we’d all be staying. It was an old, maybe five-story building with moss growing up the sides and chipped paint.

      I walked inside to find older furniture, and the floor creaked with every step.

      It definitely wasn’t a five-star hotel, but it would have to do.

      “Hello!”

      An older gentleman in fisherman attire greeted me. “Welcome.”

      “Nice day to you, sir,” I tried to act human.

      He smiled.

      “I’d like to book four rooms.”

      “Four?” His eyes went wide, clearly shocked by the request. “What, do you have a whole party coming to town? Family?”

      I knew this would happen. People were going
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