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Dedicated

	To myself.

	You hadn’t written a book in years, and now look at you. You’ve finished an entire series and an amazing one at that. You battled depression, you started going to school full-time, you set high goals for yourself, and you reached them. Yes, you fell many times. You thought about giving up a lot. But don’t ever forget it was you who put pen to paper and finished what you started.

	And a special thank you to Nia Rose. Thank you for inspiring me and pushing me when I dug my heels in. Without all your hard work, we would not be where we are today. This world is as much yours as it is mine, and I adore everything we’ve come to create. Coming together to do what we’ve done is not for the faint of heart, but if given the choice, I would do it all over again.

	I love you.
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	Birds of a Feather

	 

	 

	 

	She was floating. A dismal fog enveloped her, caressing her in soft whispers and cool, glancing touches. Her limbs were numb, her body weightless. Her eyes felt heavy in their sockets. So, so heavy. She could feel the brush of her lashes across her cheeks as she struggled to keep them open.

	When she did, glassy irises of burnt orange stared back at her. Ancient. Timeless. Knowledge, known and unknown by the world, rested within those eyes.

	Why wasn’t she afraid?

	Her eyelids drooped against her will, and the vision was lost to darkness. She fought to open them back up, but those strange eyes were gone when she did.

	Rustling sounded in her ears. Wings flapped in the distance, and the noise echoed around her like deafening claps of thunder and the hushed flutter of dandelion seeds all at once.

	She blinked, the action slow and sluggish. Around her, feathers now drifted in the air. Black, glossy. Catching the light and shifting in an array of brilliant colors. Hundreds and hundreds more floated down, showering her in a plethora of gothic rainbow hues.

	The feathers vanished, and her vision was filled with the full moon, soaked through in deep crimson and bleeding off into a blackened sky. Words, muffled or underwater or behind clasped fingers, swarmed her ears like bees buzzing in her brain. Eyes stared back at her, but now they were drowning in insanity, and they were countless in number. They were the same eyes that gleamed in the blood-soaked light of the fires that swept through the borough as she pointed her weapon at Rafe. They were everywhere, surrounding her on all sides.

	Hands reached out with long, chipped nails. The noises grew louder, sharper, swelling in her ears until she felt they might pop. The cackling laughter pierced the veil, and then it was chaos.

	Fingers grabbed her, pulling and yanking her in hundreds of directions. She tried to scream, tried to thrash out of their hold on her, but she couldn’t. Paralyzed, helpless. Her lungs burned. The faces grew closer. The sounds were ear-splitting.

	Everything was red.

	Red glow of the moon.

	Red stains on teeth in too-wide grins.

	Red blood trailing down her arms.

	Red fire sweeping through the borough.

	Red.

	Red.

	Red!

	“Thea!”

	Thea gasped, and her eyes flew open. Rafe was below her, shoved down flat on a white cot. At his neck, a dagger was poised just above his flesh.

	It took her a moment to register that it was her fingers wrapped around the handle. She jerked back and flung the object away from him, uncaring of where it landed. She heard the metal clatter against the floor. She stared down at him in shock, then at the hands that had nearly harmed him. Her fingers began to tremble, and shivers wracked her body. Rafe began to move and sit up slowly, and it was then she realized she was sitting on his legs—dressed only in a hospital gown.

	She scrambled off him and hastily set a good distance away from the cot. The tile was cold under her bare feet, and more shivers danced their way up her arms. She couldn’t meet Rafe’s gaze, so her eyes skittered along the floor until they rested on the knife several feet away. That was her weapon.

	Water sloshed somewhere off to the side, and Thea whirled around to find the source of the noise. She found the stupefied gazes of Namara and Mokana. The kelpie was half-submerged in a metal tub, but after a moment of stunned silence, she clambered out and leaped into Thea’s arms. The breath was nearly knocked out of her from the impact, but she managed to stay upright and shakily return the embrace. She closed her eyes and let go of a long, deep sigh. Her heart slowed its frantic pace as the minutes ticked by, and her senses, dulled by her initial panic, came back to her.

	Wet.

	Her clothes were becoming soaked. Her fingers brushed against sopping tresses. Her nose was filled with the scents of salt, brine, and evergreen trees. She could hear Namara’s breathing, could hear her own breathing. All these things calmed her. She was safe. She was home. She was with her trusted partners.

	The cot behind her squeaked as Rafe moved, and a warm hand gently clasped her shoulder. She pulled back, easing out of the hug, and turned toward Rafe.

	“I—” Her voice cracked and crumbled around the dry words wanting to come out. She tried clearing her throat, tried swallowing, but the muscles in her neck refused to work.

	“Here,” Mokana spoke and handed her a glass of water.

	She gratefully took the cup and downed its chilled contents, hissing at the ice that flooded her chest. When she was done, she couldn’t find it within herself to meet anyone’s eyes.

	What had she done? She had attacked Rafe. Rafe. Her fingers bit into the glass as she eyed the weapon lying forgotten on the floor.

	“Thea, it’s okay,” she heard him say as he shuffled closer.

	“It’s not,” she quickly bit out, and her words halted the man from coming any closer. “I didn’t … I don’t …” She grasped her head and let out a harsh breath. What was she even trying to say? Sorry? She hadn’t meant to attack him?

	The grip on her shoulder flexed, reminding her of its presence. “It is. I know you, T. I know you would never intentionally wield a weapon at me. Not unless you’re sparring with me. That’s when I’m actually scared.”

	Her lips quirked up at the corners despite herself. She glanced up and caught his blue-green gaze.

	“How do you feel?” Namara asked, pulling Thea’s attention away.

	She blinked and peered down at herself. Aside from the damp hospital gown keeping her somewhat modest, nothing stuck out to her. She stretched her arms out, rotated her shoulders, and flexed her fingers and toes.

	“I feel fantastic,” she said after a few moments. It was hard to believe.

	Rafe nodded. “You should after having a few drops of wyvern blood.”

	Thea froze. The cure. The battle. Blythe. Rafe sacrificing himself to the blood mages.

	She jerked her gaze back to him, and her eyes flashed as anger coursed through her and combatted the chill from the hospital room. “Don’t you ever do something stupid like that again!”

	Rafe, taken aback by her sudden burst of anger, took a moment to respond. Then his eyes narrowed, and he placed his hands on his belt pouches. “So, you’re the only one who can do something stupid or reckless?”

	Thea crossed her arms stiffly over her chest, her own glare intensifying. “And who lectures me to death when I do something stupid or reckless?” she yelled.

	Rafe scoffed. “There wasn’t anything else I could do. They were closing in on all sides—”

	“Uh-uh, no. I could have fought by your side—I did fight by your side.”

	“And you could have died—you almost did die!”

	“You would have died if I hadn’t jumped in!”

	“Better me than you—”

	“No!” Thea shouted, silencing the Summoner. The entire room descended into an uncomfortable stillness. She closed her eyes and took a large, calming breath. Anger still churned hotly within her, but she wouldn’t let it burn those she cared about. She wasn’t going to let it consume her. Her tone remained stern, but the fire in her had fizzled. “Never say that to me again. Am I clear?” She didn’t wait for his response. “Don’t you dare assume my feelings are any less than yours. What you would feel if I died, I would feel if you died. You aren’t allowed to throw yourself into suicidal situations any more than I am. You have to hold yourself to the same standards you hold me to.”

	Rafe’s mouth bobbed open and closed as he floundered for words. “I … I didn’t—” But a soft knock on the door interrupted him before he could finish.

	All four heads jerked to the entrance and watched as Savanna Snow emerged from the other side, surrounded by tiny red imps. From the doorway, they looked as if they were standing on top of one another to see into the room.

	“Good, you’re awake. We can discuss your health later, seeing as there’s nothing physically wrong with you. The Council has ordered an emergency meeting as soon as you wake up.”

	Thea blinked, head suddenly swimming as she was brought back to the matter at hand. Right. The tablet. The Council.

	They probably want to discuss the fight in Herbon as well.

	She swiveled her head back to Rafe. He was regarding her with a cool gaze, eyes frosting into a chilling blue. Whether his mood had turned for the worse because of her, their interruption, or the fact that they now had to go before the Council was unclear. Regardless, “We’ll talk about this later.” Then, to everyone else, “I’ll be out in a minute. I need to get changed.”

	 


Chapter Two
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	Positions of Power

	 

	 

	 

	Thea stood before the Council dressed in all black. Her slate-gray cloak was laid over her arm, useless in the toasty room. Her hair had been a mess of wild curls and frizz, but Mokana had tried to help her tame it by pulling her hair back into a thick braid. Namara had picked out her outfit for her while she’d been comatose, and she was most thankful to be out of the hospital garb. The cheap material made her feel like she’d break out into rashes if she kept it on long enough.

	In the room with her and standing before the High Priests and Celestial were Rafe and Dr. Snow. Namara and Mokana had not been invited as they had not been a part of the mission, and no one had needed to tell Savanna twice to keep her seven mini devils out. Thea’s eyes had shifted and darted around the Council room to see if any damage from the now infamous “battle of the blue cloaks” remained. None could be found.

	Her eyes drifted back to the High Priests, specifically to the new faces she saw there. Upon stepping into the chamber, Thea had done well to mask her surprise at the most recent additions to the Council. The same could not have been said for Rafe.

	Two people now took up one of the thirteen seats—the Remes twins. The high-backed chair they sat in had been modified to accommodate them both.

	In Tolvade, twins were not that rare—they were about as common as those born without magic. What was rare were twins gifted with equally strong magic. Both parents could be powerful casters, but twins usually always came out with just enough magic to make a crystal ball call. Rafe’s siblings had mostly fortune-telling level of magic at best, except for the one who had been born singularly like him.

	It was theorized that the magic inherited by the parents of twins was split between the two embryos. Support to back this claim came from all accounts of twins—regardless of their level of magic—having near telepathic links with one another. Somewhere along the line, the belief that twins were two facets of the same soul became concrete throughout society.

	Lilith and Leto sharing one seat on the Council was nothing to bat an eye at, though Thea did wonder what would happen if they should come to a disagreement on something. Their individual magic was strong enough to land them Summoner positions, and combined with a semi-telepathic link, it was no wonder they had been chosen for the open High Priest position.

	Another Summoner had been promoted directly to High Priest, but the woman’s name was currently slipping her mind. Rafe would know, but from eyeing the man beside her, she noticed his eyes hadn’t left the twins’ knowing smirks.

	“I believe we’re still missing someone,” the Celestial spoke up with a murmur. It was hard staring directly at the being, but Thea thought she detected a note of amusement in their voice.

	Lilith’s simper transformed into something much more lighthearted, but a quiet huff left the other twin. “I apologize, High One,” he said and glared over the tops of Thea and Rafe’s heads at the large double doors. “I was explicitly clear on the time she needed to be here.”

	Thea glanced at Rafe, eyebrow ticking high in question. She received a small shrug from the man, who then peered curiously over his shoulder as if the doors to the Council room would announce just who was supposed to breach them.

	Thea cleared her throat, and immediately all eyes shifted to her. How she loathed the attention, the cold blanket of anxiety wrapping heavily around her chest, the tight grasp of fingers around her throat that made it hard to swallow, but she steeled her spine and reminded herself she had stared down a dragon, ghosts, and crazed blood mages all in one day. She could look to the leaders of her country with confidence. “Who are we waiting on exactly?”

	The Celestial aimed a gentle smile at her, but it was the strained lines around their mouth and eyes that made Thea all the more nervous. Before the High One could speak, though, the double doors behind them flung open. Thea, Rafe, and Dr. Snow pivoted to see who the mystery person was that they were waiting on.

	A woman with a blood-red, long-bobbed hairstyle stumbled in. She was huffing as if she’d just run from wherever she’d come from, and a wide grin stretched her lips. She flipped her hair out of her dark eyes and strode forward, unapologetically confident in the wake of the Council’s scrutiny. Thea eyed the woman’s gait and noted that, although indiscernible to the untrained eye, this woman favored her left leg. Either a weapon was attached to her ankle and was hidden under her pants, she was injured and on the mend, or one leg was slightly longer than the other.

	“Isabel?” Rafe queried with a look of astonishment.

	Thea couldn’t even be surprised that Rafe knew the woman. Who didn’t he know at this point? Isabel’s head whipped to the side, and her wide smile grew as recognition bloomed in her gaze. She strode over and slapped the man on the back with a laugh. “Yo, Big ‘Bain, what’s up? Ah, man, are you the one I’m goin’ with?”

	Thea, having grimaced at the nickname, grew suddenly curious. “You’re going somewhere?” She threw at Rafe, but the Summoner was just as confused, with his brow furrowed and blue eyes flicking from Isabel to Thea and then back to Isabel.

	“Isabel, please calm yourself before you cause any more confusion,” Leto called from his seat. Isabel made a show of zipping her mouth shut and tossing away the key, and Leto let go of another quiet sigh. Traces of amusement still lingered in his dark eyes.

	Thea was trying to draw together the connection. Rafe obviously knew her, and Leto and Lilith both seemed fond of her. Was she a member of their team? She hadn’t been present the day they saved her from the rainforest. Her dark green cloak also wasn’t pinned with the symbol of the phoenix, but she hadn’t given Thea the impression that she was well-organized or put together. The emblem could have been left sitting on the woman’s kitchen table for all she knew.

	The Celestial clapped softly and gained everyone’s attention. “Now that we are all here,” their smile was also fond as they glanced at Isabel, “it is time we hear the story of your latest mission, Summoner MacBain and Spellweaver Bauer.”

	Rafe stepped forward, and Thea let him take the reins. He was used to dealing with the High Priests more than she was, and she was not at all jealous of their undivided attention currently aimed at him. It gave her time to analyze Isabel, who was whispering something to Savanna that had the young doctor struggling to keep her chuckles down. It was a new experience to see the usually cordial but straight-faced doctor cutting up. It seemed everyone was friendly with the redhead.

	Said redhead came up to Thea’s chin in terms of height, and her arms and legs were toned and carried scars that could have easily been healed with magic. They ran along her hands and what was visible of her neck and chest. She wore her cloak—much thinner and shorter than either Thea's or Rafe’s—over a loose tunic shirt. Her cargo pants had more pockets than Thea’s belts. They were tucked into the woman’s tall boots and were thick with tread and laced up tightly with long shoestrings that wrapped around her ankles. The belt slung over her hips was not full of powders, magic trinkets, or objects for spells. Strapped to her person instead were knives with different ends, hooks, a rolled-up ball of thick twine, and a stained, leatherbound journal with yellowing pages.

	It clicked.

	Isabel was a researcher.

	As Rafe droned on about their struggles in the desert and the wyvern that took them to the forgotten temple, Thea thought back to what Isabel had said earlier. If she were indeed a researcher, that meant she was going out on an expedition, and someone in this room was going with her.

	Researchers weren’t part of the Coven, but their expeditions were Coven-funded. They would come before the Council and plead their cases to run off in the search for discovery, and the blue cloaks would confer with one another on whether the request should be approved or not. It was the researchers who expanded Tolvade’s borders by scouting out habitable areas in the surrounding districts, advanced medicine with their discoveries of new plants, and furthered knowledge of the world they all lived in, not just for the Coven but for all of Tolvade. Their research filled the library downstairs as well as the public ones in town.

	Researchers also didn’t have to abide by the same rules she, Rafe, Savanna, and anyone else with a phoenix insignia had to abide by—hence why her showing up late without so much as an apology hadn’t ended with a verbal lashing and threats of demotion. Once researchers were approved for an expedition, the Coven stepped back and let them do whatever they felt they needed to do. If the Council was to Coven members the strict, overbearing parents, to researchers, they were the disinterested babysitters children took full advantage of.

	“Spellweaver Bauer,” someone spoke her name.

	“Yes?” she replied automatically, looking up and finding the face to the voice.

	It had been Caden. The man had a square jaw and graying stubble with long ringlet tresses that fell to his elbows in a mass of dark hair that he pulled back in a respectable half-plait. His eyes were severe, the color of evergreens highlighted by the sunset, and they stared down at Thea with an air of authority and—despite his grave depictions—sympathy. “I spoke to you just now about your encounter in Herbon.”

	The gazes of everyone in the room fell on her once again. “I apologize, Councilman Wallace. My mind was … elsewhere.”

	Caden nodded sagely, no anger detected in those evergreen eyes. “Do not apologize. I understand how difficult it has been for you in the past few days. If the matter weren’t so urgent, you would have been given ample time for rest. As it stands, however, the Coven has just been handed something very important. Summoner MacBain has us under the impression you and he are well aware of its significance.”

	“The tablet and the blood of the wyvern, yes. If I was not convinced of their power in the desert, I was when they were used to destroy the blood mages in Herbon and heal all my injuries.”

	Caden shared a glance with the rest of the High Priests. Thea chanced a look at Torro to see if she was still under his scrutiny, but the man had shuttered his thoughts to the world and looked upon her with a blank expression. Her eyes darted to Lilith and Leto. Just about a week ago, she had met them on somewhat level grounds. Summoners didn’t go around barking orders unless it was important or mission-related, but now the twins were staring down at her from their throne-like chair, embellished in cloaks as blue as polished cobalt. Their gazes were appraising, almost proud, but that was surely a trick of the light.

	“Taking on a horde of blood mages and surviving is a feat in itself and should be praised,” Caden continued, peering down at both Summoner and Spellweaver. “Your mission was successful. Not only did you accomplish your goal of finding a cure that will surely eradicate such a nasty disease, but you have brought back part of a long-forgotten relic that will save our world. We, as decreed by the Council, would like to reward you both for your contributions.”

	Thea forgot her professionalism for a moment and barely managed to catch her jaw from clattering on the floor. Reward them? Sure, they’d nearly killed themselves on this mission, and they had brought back a piece of the Wild Hunt spell, but when had the Coven started handing out rewards for things that were expected of them?

	Rafe seemed similarly confused. “You are going to reward us?”

	It was the Celestial who spoke next. “While I had my doubts on your capabilities in consideration of the mission preceding this one,” they paused for effect, and both Thea and Rafe felt that effect down to their bones, “you two went above and beyond the call of duty to ensure the survival of not only our people but for magic itself. With that in mind, I give Councilmen Lilith and Leto Remes the floor.”

	“Thank you, High One,” the twins said in perfect unison. Lilith stood and, with a booming voice, decreed, “On this day, the Council celebrates Rafe MacBain, of Summoner status, who led Dark Market raids to gather information and mitigate the flow of dark artifacts spreading into the city, who patrolled and safeguarded the outer districts, and who aided in the summoning and tethering of feral demons while maintaining the upmost control. It is here I offer you to shed these responsibilities as Summoner for the position of Second Chosen. Do you accept?”

	Thea couldn’t stop her jaw from dropping a second time. She turned toward Rafe. His eyes had blown wide, and his lips had parted in his shock. What Thea would liken to panic formed in his gaze, and he sputtered aloud, “Uh, I don’t—I couldn’t—Wha—”

	Something in Lilith’s expression stopped his nonsensical drivel. Something that screamed you owe me. And he did. Without the twins’ help, Thea would never have been found, and their acceptance of Rafe’s secret—the secret that got them all into this mess in the first place—was a debt that was just now being paid.

	“I … accept,” he said finally, exasperation but not total displeasure evident in his tone.

	Lilith nodded and took her seat. Leto stood next and continued. “The inauguration will begin in one week. You may change your mind during the deliberation period, however, once you accept for the final time, you will not go back down to Summoner status. Violation of Coven conduct will not end in suspension or demotion but termination. Do you accept these terms?”

	Rafe had straightened his spine. This promotion was a serious one to consider. Thea hadn’t heard these terms before, but in wake of the recent betrayal of blue cloaks and the distinct separation of Second Chosens becoming their own rank, the responsibility placed on his shoulders would double if not triple. There would be no room for error, no slap on the wrist if he stepped out of line. The severity of termination would ensure everyone did as they were assigned.

	“I do,” he stated. Leto nodded and took his seat.

	The Celestial’s head swiveled back to the front, and the light from the high windows made the iridescent eyes glint as they gazed down at Thea. “Now onto you,” they said softly. “On this day, the Council celebrates Thea Bauer, of Spellweaver status, who has advanced her skills of combat and spellcasting, developed the quick-thinking abilities necessary for survival, and volunteered to take on missions so perilous in these trying times. It is here I offer you to shed these responsibilities as Spellweaver for the position of Summoner. Do you accept?”

	 


Chapter Three
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	Same Old, Same Old. Another Mission, Another Dragon—Wait a Second …

	 

	 

	 

	It was Thea’s turn to have the spotlight shining on her. Shed her responsibilities as Spellweaver? Before she’d joined the Coven, her goal was to become a Spellweaver. That was it. Nothing higher. Field work excited her—not that Summoners didn’t do some field work—but she would have to tack on the extra responsibilities that came with being a Summoner. Right now, she didn’t have to worry about her concentration skills, she didn’t have to worry about advancing her magic to take on Summoner-level spells, and she didn’t have to worry about ever going to the Dark Market. Again.

	Being a Summoner just seemed so confusing as well. There may as well have been different ranks for the types of Summoners one could be. Some mainly focused on field work with occasional summonings, paperwork, and the rare Dark Market raid. Some focused primarily on summoning, had more paperwork to do, and only took high-level mission scrolls, or did what Rafe did and took on Dark Market raids only. The others were practically Second Chosens in training. Lots of paperwork, only took high-class mission scrolls like going undercover, and maybe, every once in a while, summoned a demon.

	She took a deep breath. Her decision would alter her entire career. She didn’t think she was ready, but the Celestial was waiting for an answer. Everyone in the room was waiting for an answer.

	After a long, brooding moment, she finally asked, “May I have some time to think on it?”

	Several of the blue cloaks appeared surprised, but the Celestial’s calm expression remained unfazed. “Of course, Spellweaver Bauer. If you would like, you may come to a decision after your next mission.”

	Next mission?

	“We on the Council understand that while your physical injuries have healed, your mental and emotional well-being is just as important. We urge you to take the rest of today to gather yourself. Tomorrow, you will be headed to the mountains with Isabel, a prominent researcher for the Coven and Tolvade. We feel you are most capable for the job as you understand what it is you will be looking for. We would also like to keep the information about this mission as discreet as possible.”

	Thea blinked. Her wide eyes caught the excited stare of Isabel before it registered what the High One had said. The mountains. Where the legendary dragons that walked Aeristria thousands of years ago supposedly resided.

	“But I don’t understand what it is I’ll be looking for.”

	“Ah,” the Celestial made a noise of realization. “You were unconscious when we were alerted to what happened to the Great Orb.”

	Thea’s eyebrows shot up. “What happened to the orb?”

	“It was down until about an hour ago. It’s barely operable as of right now,” Mina cut in. Her soft gaze was weary, exhaustion over the recent events eating away at her, but she pressed on with quiet determination. “Just before you awoke, we were informed of the source of the viewing orb’s shutdown. Five points of incredible magic power had reacted all at once.”

	“One point came from within the Black Forest,” Ronan announced. “Another came from the Red Tipped Mountains, and the third came from the Borlimane district—which we thought odd until we realized it was the tablets activating that caused such power to be released.”

	So, does that mean Blythe activated the tablets?

	Thea wasn’t about to bring Blythe into the equation in front of the blue cloaks. They would most likely want to speak to her, and … Thea didn’t think it was the best time. She felt the sharp pang of guilt strike through her chest, but she ignored it and focused on the present. “And the last two?”

	Ronan sighed and sat back in his chair. “One came from the Jeweled Canopy, and the other came from the Adalith district. Though they were not as strong as the other three.”

	Torro suddenly cleared his throat from the far end of the line of chairs, and dread settled in the pit of Thea’s stomach. “We cannot be sure if the tablet is in the Jeweled Canopy because of this. That is why we assigned you the task of finding the tablet in the mountain temple.”

	Thea nodded once in understanding. She wasn’t about to question the order given to her, but she would have been tempted to try had they made her the one to go into the rainforest. She wanted to mention the potential issues of the time warping magic, but the twins had known about it even before they’d gotten involved with her rescue mission. She’d let them brief whoever was assigned the dangers to expect.

	 “So, my mission is to head into the Red Tipped Mountains and retrieve the tablet?”

	“You are correct,” the Celestial agreed. “Time is of the essence, but exploring uncharted territory escalates the possibilities of discoveries that could be beneficial to Tolvade as a whole. While you are tasked with retrieving the tablet, Isabel will accompany you and research the area.”

	Thea eyed Isabel once again, and the palpable excitement swirling off the redhead hadn’t dissipated in the least. Great, another dangerous, possibly death-defying mission with an overzealous person to take care of.

	“Will I also be responsible for her survival?”

	Isabel gave an unladylike snort of laughter, and the twins also found amusement in her question. Thea didn’t dare narrow her eyes at her new bosses, but she felt a twitch in her features from her annoyance.

	“Do not fret,” the Celestial grinned. “Isabel is a very successful researcher. She will be able to handle herself on this journey, of that the Council has no doubts.”

	“Understood.” She didn’t really understand how Isabel had managed to gain everyone on the Council’s trust so thoroughly, but she wasn’t going to question that either. “What about the supplies I am allowed to bring?”

	Again, Isabel snorted a laugh, and again Thea felt her face twitch. What is so funny?

	“You will be allowed to keep your second Coven-issued weapon, and your tethered demonic companion will be able to accompany you as well. I understand she was not able to do so when your mission took you out into the desert.”

	“Understood.”

	The Celestial nodded before their iridescent gaze flitted to the doctor. “Dr. Snow, how has your team’s research progressed?”

	Savanna cleared her throat and stepped forward. She pulled a clipboard away from her chest, and a charming smirk split her face in two. “We couldn’t have hoped for a better specimen. Not only has it cured all the symptoms of Medusa’s Kiss in our patients, but we have yet to see regrowth in the malignant cells produced by the disease. Also, there is a significant amount of transformation in the bone marrow that Medusa’s Kiss attacks. Per the blood tests we’ve conducted, the regrowth of platelets and red and white blood cells has quadrupled their natural development. This regrowth has boosted patient immune systems. Further analysis will have to be done to see if this will build immunity for Medusa’s Kiss in the future. But, for now, nothing is conclusive.” She gave the clipboard a fleeting glance before she returned her gaze to the Celestial. “The lab team is already working on experimentation with droplets of the specimen. We realize the risks involved in wasting what limited supply we have, but we are hoping to clone the cells’ reconstructive properties so that—when we do run out—we will have a perfect copy to continue using in treatments.”

	“Excellent,” the Celestial said with a satisfied smile.

	“Furthermore, if patients continue to react similarly, and if we are capable of recreating the specimen, we would eventually like to apply this method in reversing the spread of Gargoylism.”

	Soft gasps filled the room, and the Celestial looked pleasantly surprised. “And you would have a ready supply of antidote available should this method fail?”

	Savanna nodded. “Of course, High One. However, if this method succeeds with Gargoylism, it will eliminate the need for the antidotal venom and the process of extracting it in the first place.”

	The Celestial nodded. “We eagerly await your results.” Then they turned and found Rafe’s gaze. “Everyone may be dismissed with the exception of Summoner MacBain. Please stay so that you may be briefed on your new position.”

	Thea found herself hesitating to leave, sharing one last look with Rafe before she forced her feet to start moving, lest she be told a second time to vacate the room. She left with Isabel and Dr. Snow on her heels, and, while the two women behind her giggled on—thick as thieves it seemed like—her head was crammed with thoughts.

	As the imposing double doors shut behind her, Thea was thankful she had been given the rest of the day to “gather herself.” She was going to need it.

	 


Chapter Four
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	At the End of the Rainbow

	 

	 

	 

	Her mind was strangely calm as she trudged down the spiral staircase and stepped onto the marble of HQ’s main floor. She knew hundreds of buzzing thoughts were just waiting to be fired off in her head, but for now, she had pulled a curtain to the wave of questions she’d soon have to answer. Her limbs moved like a golem’s under orders, and she was halfway through the Coven’s lobby when a voice snapped her out of her musings.

	“Hey! Wait up, uh—what was your name? … Oh! Thea! Wait up, Thea!”

	Thea blinked the haze from her eyes and turned around to find the redhead from earlier storming down the stairwell and rushing through the crowd of Coven members and various demon pets until she stood before the witch with a broad grin on her freckled face. She wasn’t even out of breath after weaving her lithe body through a circus of sorted beings.

	Her honey-brown eyes were bright with excitement, freckled cheeks dimpled as she bared her teeth in an exuberant smile. “Are you ready to head out? Where’s your—” The smile vanished, replaced with pursed lips as her hand twirled in the air and the wheels in her head tried to spin. “Your uh, buddy? Your demon horse thing. Uh …” Her hand continued to twirl about as the skin between her eyebrows pinched.

	Thea’s own brows raised high on her forehead. This was who she was supposed to traverse up the mountain with? She was doomed. As crazy as Blythe often seemed, at least she knew where she had been going when she led them through the desert.

	“My kelpie?” she supplied helpfully. That was a good question, though. Where was Namara? Was she still in the infirmary ward?

	“Aha!” Isabel shouted, startling Thea with her volume. “Yes, that’s what she is. Where is she? We got places to be.”

	“Okay, wait a moment.” Thea brought a hand up to massage her temples that were starting to throb. The curtain holding back all the thoughts in her mind was threatening to bulge, tear, and rip apart from all the overwhelming feelings coursing through her. “Where do we need to go, and why do I need to come with you?” When she pulled her hand down and opened her eyes, Isabel’s mind had wandered and was now attached to a little notebook she held up. Her tongue was poking out as she scribbled something down.

	“Huh?” She looked up and quickly shoved the notebook into her belt pouch. “What did you say?” Thea was about to repeat her question, but the words hadn’t even left her mouth yet before Isabel began answering. “Oh! Right. Well, we’re leaving super early tomorrow, so we need to have everything taken care of before we head out. Since your partner just got promoted and everything, that means we gotta buddy up.”

	Thea already wanted to be done with this conversation, go home, curl up in bed, and sleep the rest of the day away. “That really only applies to Coven members, seeing as we’re trained in combat and defense skills, and we have demonic partners to protect—”

	“Psh, the Council makes exceptions with me,” Isabel said with a dismissive wave. “I went through the same training as Hattie. She’s a Summoner, by the way. And ‘sides, I got this little guy to do all the protectin’ I need.” She flung around the bag on her shoulder and pulled the flap off. Nestled inside, a brown field mouse blinked drowsily up at them. Thea glanced from the bag to Isabel and then to the bag again.

	“A mouse.”

	The redhead snorted. “Not just any mouse. Agni here is a rakshasa demon.”

	Thea’s eyes widened. A rakshasa? That was nearly on par with the blasted ogre Rafe helped summon. Rakshasas could shapeshift into almost any creature and could spew flames from their palms (not hellfire, thankfully, and that was why they were technically below a guardian ogre in rank). Still, though, they were serious contenders in the demon underworld in terms of battling capabilities.

	Banish a banshee, how on Raen did she manage to get her hands on a rakshasa? She obviously didn’t acquire him through a summoning.

	Her thoughts must have scrolled themselves onto her face, for Isabel was chuckling her amusement as she put Agni away. “He’s been around a while. Found him around the assimilated housing development when I was a kid. Came up to me as a cat. I didn’t know no better, so there I was for all of ten plus years thinkin’ this thing’s a cat until I come home with news of my research career and Agni transforms in the middle of my living room to tell me he wants to come with me. Like, how are you just going to pull the rug out from under me like that, and that’s the first thing you say? I changed in front of him for years, thinkin’ he was just a cat. At least I never caught him looking at me in all my glory … What were we talking about again?”

	Thea stared at her. Oh, this was going to be a long mission.

	“Thea!”

	The Spellweaver was thankfully saved from answering. She turned toward the west wing, where her name had been called, to find Namara striding toward her with Mokana in tow. Water dripped off her body as if she’d just dunked herself in the tub, but that was normal. What wasn’t normal was the magic mop that had been spelled to follow after the demon wherever she went.

	Have more water-based demons been summoned, or was this something put in place specifically for Namara? She bit her thumb to stifle her smirk the thought conjured and decided not to bring it up. “Were you waiting in the infirmary?”

	Namara nodded, sliding up to her owner. Her dark, bottomless eyes were watchful and full of concern. Thea ignored the look lest it be the straw that broke the oxcart. “Dr. Snow came back and gave us the rundown.” Her voice hardened suddenly as she said, “You better not be thinking of going on this mission without me.”

	“Don’t worry. This time you get to come along for the ride.” Thea found herself smirking. “Well, I’ll be the one riding.”

	The kelpie rolled her eyes. Mokana sighed and scratched at her scalp with her long, sharp talons. “Lucky. I have a feeling I won’t get to see much in the field anymore because of Rafe’s new title.”

	“Depends. Winona was certainly snooping around a lot.”

	“With good reason,” Namara snapped. 

	The rusalka ignored them both. “Are you guys heading out now?”

	Thea glanced at Isabel, who was staring off in the direction of Ell’s desk with her thumbs in her pockets. The receptionist must have fallen (again) and was now cleaning up her mess and fending off helping hands with an embarrassed expression.

	“Where are we going exactly, Isabel?”

	Isabel didn’t even bat an eye.

	Thea waited for a few moments, seeing as the last time she went to repeat herself the researcher’s lagging mind had caught up. Then she cleared her throat. Nothing.

	“Isabel.”

	The redhead was completely zoned out.

	“Isabel!” she hissed finally.

	The woman jumped and whirled around, brown eyes in a daze. “Huh? What?”

	Thea suppressed an exasperated sigh. “Where are we going exactly?”

	“Oh!” Isabel’s gaze cleared up, and she snapped her finger. “Right. Yes. Um, so …” She cleared her throat, and Thea heard Namara and Mokana giggle beside her. “We need to go by the bank.”

	Thea’s brow pinched. “Raen and Bows? Why?”

	Isabel was nodding her head. “Yep yep. The one and only. Well, never mind, there’s two of them—but does that count if it’s just a separate branch? Anyway!” She slapped her palms together, and the loud clap startled the Spellweaver. “I need to make a large withdrawal. So, let’s get going.” Then she was marching out the door.

	Thea was left staring at the researcher’s retreating back until the doors closed and cut off her vision. She shut her eyes briefly and inhaled deeply, letting out her breath in a large sigh. She flicked her gaze over to Namara, who was biting her seaweed-green lips to keep from laughing at her owner.

	She glared halfheartedly at the kelpie as she shook her cloak off her arm and pulled the thick material over her shoulders. “Let’s go before we get left behind. See ya, Mokana.”

	A snicker escaped Namara, and the demoness waved at her companion in parting. “Bye, Moka!”

	Mokana stood waving at the entrance as the two set off after Isabel. They both missed how the demoness’s face fell when the doors behind them closed.

	The morning was bright, cold, and windy. Thea’s cloak billowed around her legs, and the breeze sliced at the skin of her face until she pulled her black facemask up over the bridge of her nose. She began trudging off in the direction of Raen & Bows’ main branch. Namara kept up the pace easily with her long legs, despite pausing to splash through sloshy piles of half-melted snow just how an unruly child would. Up ahead and not too far away was Isabel, having gotten distracted by a street vendor.

	They had managed to get caught up with the redhead by the time she was done paying for a shiny stone necklace inlaid with a silver, swirling design. She turned to flash Thea a wide smile as she tied the dark cord around her neck. “Was wonderin’ what was taking you so long. Don’t go gettin’ too distracted now.” Then she turned and strode off again, leaving a baffled Thea and giggling Namara in her wake.

	“This is going to be—”

	“Don’t even say it,” Thea gritted out and started after her newfound partner. Namara’s lips thinned, but they wobbled in their attempt to keep her laughter contained.

	The street was fairly quiet today. Only a few of the braver—or desperate—vendors had set up their carts, tents, and stalls. Half of the city had no doubt heard the commotion from last night, and not many had dared leave their homes to see which side had prevailed. Morning would come and shed light on the situation, but it was still early, and beings were still timid to uncover the truth just yet.

	The major establishments were forced to open regardless of their fears. Raen & Bows, their headquarters at least, were open to the public as if it were any other day. Located in the Adalith district, Thea and Namara strode through the streets with their destination in mind. The sun had come out to warm the frozen ground under their feet, but the wind whipped that little warmth away.

	The bridge over the river, Silver Thread, marked the threshold of the district. Up until then, the cobblestone roads had been uneven with stones missing to create jarring potholes for carts and buggies. They were dull gray in color with moss and weeds growing between the cracks. It wasn’t so much that the roads were unkempt, but in comparison to the smooth, squared sandstone starting at the bridge and making its way through Adalith, the roads everywhere else looked as if they hadn’t been worked on since the turn of the century.

	Beautiful flowers, spelled to stay alive even through the worst temperatures, decorated the bridge and the sills of windows of every business and home in town. Some of the townhomes were the color of the clouds in the sky, decorated with wood ornamentations and black shutters. Others were made from dark red brick with green, metal trimming around the windows and doors. The people who lived in these buildings were just rich enough to settle down in the fancy district, but true wealth lay beyond the high-class, compact little borough of Cascades. People like her parents and some of the blue cloaks lived farther out in towering mansions with sprawling yards and ornately decorated bushes. But even the less expensive townhomes and high-rising apartments with peekaboo views of the waterfall were more than Thea could ever afford.

	Maybe not on Rafe’s new salary. 

	Thea nearly tripped over her own feet, and she couldn’t even blame the cobblestone road because, well, there wasn’t one.

	“You okay?” Namara asked, and she didn’t conceal her concern as well as she might have thought she did.

	“Yeah, I’m fine.” She wasn’t going to linger on the thought that had tripped her up any more than the other thoughts waiting to be let loose in her head. Add it to the growing pile behind the curtain in her mind, right beside the memories of her telling Rafe she loved him just before they were supposed to die. She didn’t want to think about what that would mean for their relationship now that they had very much not died.

	She sighed, ignoring Namara’s pointed look, and brought her chin up as she waded through the white-collared populace. These beings, though neighboring Borlimane, were braver than those in center Tolvade. Bolstered by ignorance and arrogance alike, Adalith’s people continued on as if the day were a normal one. She met their gazes head-on, ones that flitted down to her silver insignia and filled with either mocking amusement or flat-out disdain. They could tell by the pin on her cloak that she couldn’t afford even a meal here, but if her insignia hadn’t given her away, her rugged boots and plain corset would have. Even her demon companion was not of high enough class to be impressive (but should anyone attempt to say so, it wouldn’t be the kelpie they’d need to worry about). The disgusted looks Namara got as water trailed behind her were not new, and the demoness appeared as unfazed as ever.

	Up ahead, Raen & Bows was the face of a row of high-reaching buildings that split the wide street into two one-way paths. It was several stories high with its metal, clover-green roof. At the very top, a small, gold flag whipped wildly in the wind. The red-bricked bank stood out among the sleeker, more modern shops, and the dark stain of the wooden double doors gleamed in the sun as Isabel—having waited for them to catch up—pulled them open. Thea was hit with the scent of cleanser cleaning magic and old coins. The emerald and gold-flecked tile clacked under her feet and echoed around the high-ceilinged room.

	You mean there aren’t any more floors above us? Just a bunch of empty air? How much does it take to heat this place?

	Thea dropped her gaze down from the ceiling and looked around. A dark wooden countertop ran half the length of the building on either side, divided evenly for the six leprechauns on both the right and left. Customers were checking on their accounts with several of the beings while the tellers not working with clients scribbled down on scrolls with feathered quill pens. At the back of the room, a separate desk stood alone with a single, older leprechaun speaking to a very miffed customer.

	Thea had never seen so many leprechauns in one room before. The smaller branch in the center of town employed anyone. What Thea was most surprised to see was just how many leprechauns didn’t have ginger hair. Another stereotype for the books.

	Isabel made a beeline for the center desk, and Thea and Namara begrudgingly followed after her. The older leprechaun came up to Thea’s knees, but he was sitting atop a red, high-backed, plushy chair that elevated him a few feet in the air. As soon as he spotted Isabel striding toward them, he immediately hopped down off his perch and dismissed the woman still talking to him with a “Yes, yes, Mrs. Sundill, we’ll take care of the issue right away. We’ll contact you first thing tomorrow morning.” He then walked right past the woman and beamed a bright, white smile at the redhead.

	Isabel was quick to return the grin with one of her own. “Yo, Isaac, how ya been?”

	“Ms. Thomas, always a pleasure! Anything we can do for you today? Perhaps you’ve come to make another deposit?” Isaac looked oh-so-hopeful, clamping his small hands together in front of him while his bright, golden eyes positively shone. Thea wondered if he was restraining the urge to rub his palms together like a greedy villain. His accent was fluid, pitched high on the vowels, and he spoke like he was pressed for time, yet there was nothing but patience on his round face.

	Thea watched in bemusement as the woman Isaac had previously been speaking to left with a huff, sending the party a withering glare. Neither the leprechaun nor Isabel spared her a look.

	“Mmm, not today. Actually, I came by to make a large withdrawal.”

	Instead of disappointment flashing across the leprechaun’s face like Thea imagined might happen, Isaac merely appeared curious. “Of course, of course! Mission must be a quare one if you’re comin’ by the bank. Come along, then.” He spun on his pointed, leather shoes polished to a shine and guided them to a door behind the desk.

	Isabel waved off the creature’s concern as they were led through a hallway. Massive, shuttered doors ran the length of the dull gray path on either side, and glowing runes were printed on each one, sealing them magically shut. “Just remember to donate my assets to the research department should I ever keel over,” Isabel reminded, continuing the conversation.

	This time, disappointment was clear to read on Isaac’s face, and he sighed quietly. “I’m well aware, Ms. Thomas, but we shan’t speak of such things. Now then.” He halted before one particular door and stared expectantly at the redhead.

	Isabel made a face, and it was the first time anything other than absentmindedness or amusement was scrolled over her features. Thea watched as annoyance transformed Isabel into a cold, hardened soul. She fished out a tiny vial from her pouch with wooden, jerky movements. In her hand, a tiny, glass jar of gold dust glittered in the hallway’s artificial light. She sprinkled some onto her fingertips, just enough to give the digits a light sheen, before pressing them to the door. The glow was soft, minute, barely even visible from under Isabel’s palm, but it was enough of a magic signature for the rune to activate. It lifted the spell, and the metal door rolled up in a ruckus.

	Inside, a mountain of gold awaited them.

	Isabel shook the dust off her hand with a look of disgust and waltzed into the room with purpose, leaving a gaping Thea and Namara in her wake. The kelpie rushed in and twirled about in amazement. She bounded over to one pile, then another, and then another, inspecting the mass of treasure as closely as possible without actually touching any of the jewels, coins, or antiques littered throughout the vault. Thea hesitantly stepped in, and she too pivoted on her toes, trying to take in the massive amount of wealth around her.

	“What in the name of magic?” Thea wondered aloud.

	The woman had to be as rich as her parents.

	Isabel peered down at Thea from atop the mountain of coins she was standing on and proclaimed boldly, “Magic’s got nothin’ to do with it.”

	Thea thought the statement was a bit odd, but not as odd as what the researcher was doing on top of all that gold. Isabel was surveying the treasure at her feet with detached curiosity. She pursed then unpursued her lips, tilted her head this way and that, and hummed to herself as if she were thinking about what the best course of action to take was. She squatted down, and a few coins shifted under her feet much like the brilliant-gold sand in the desert would have. Another pang of guilt hit Thea square in the chest when she was reminded of Blythe, so she turned her attention away from the researcher.

	Isaac cleared his throat and waved at the trio. “If that’s all, I’ll leave you to it. Save travels, Isah—!” The squeal of high-pitched shoes slipping and tumble of limbs had all three of them turning in the direction of the noise.

	“Are you all right?” Isabel hollered from atop the mountain of gold.

	A groan followed by a strained reply, “Aye, all’s well here. Just slipped a little on something wet … Going to need to get this cleaned up …” The last part was muttered quietly, but Thea and Namara still cringed.

	The kelpie whispered, “I’m so sorry,” up at Isabel, who would hopefully convey her sincerity to the poor leprechaun, but Isabel was already distracted once again.

	They stood around for a while after that, waiting for the redhead to be done doing … whatever it was she was doing. Eventually, though, Namara got bored and began scouring the generous piles of trinkets and gold all around them. Thea continued to watch the researcher scoop through the coins she was sitting upon, much like a squirrel trying to find where they buried an acorn.

	A soft gasp from Namara had her turning around to see the kelpie dangling something shiny from her fingertips. It looked like a necklace, but it was the gaudiest piece of jewelry she had ever laid her eyes on. The chain was enormous, each link the size of Thea’s thumb, and the pendant was in the shape of a cat. The cat was a substantial collection of tiny black gems. It was hideous.

	Ma would have killed someone for it.

	“Ooh, whatcha got there?” Isabel jumped up to her feet, slid down the large pile of gold, and hopped over to where Namara was twirling the necklace in the air still by the tips of her fingers. “I remember finding that at the bottom of Lorvo Lake. Scrubbed it with a toothbrush for, like, three days trying to get the grime off it. Real ugly, but I knew it’d come in handy one day.” She plucked the accessory out of Namara’s grasp and stuffed it into the satchel at her hip.

	“It’s going to come in handy how, exactly?” Thea queried, brow arched and arms crossed.

	Isabel snickered, her earlier gloom having dissipated completely. “Bartering, Miss Spellweaver. We’re gonna need some ammunition if we want intel.”

	That certainly had Thea’s attention. She despised going into a mission blind, and she was honestly surprised Isabel wasn’t the type to go in wands blazing. However, something told Thea Isabel had some sort of aversion to magic. Yet, she clearly wasn’t magicless.

	Rather than letting her thoughts wander further, she straightened up and peered around the treasure trove of a vault. “What exactly are we looking for that can be used as a bargaining chip?”

	Isabel was already digging through another pile a few steps away, but she paused and hummed briefly. “Anything that screams gaudy, antique-ish, or downright weird.”

	Namara looked like a little kid in a potion shop the way she immediately jumped on the task and began scavenging through all the gold.

	Thea let loose a sigh through her nose and began her own investigating. She’d look up at the occasional “Ooh” and “Ahh” from both researcher and kelpie, and eventually they managed to collect an assortment of odd treasures. A rolled-up parchment with a crumbling leather tie holding it together, one jewel-encrusted goblet, a sparkling garment that was more revealing than Thea had the pleasure of imagining, a magnifying glass with a bone handle, several raw crystals and gems of varying shapes and sizes, and a handful of gold coins thrown in at the last moment for good measure.

	Thea glanced at Isabel. “And how are we going to carry all of this out of here? Unless your informant is in Adalith, we’ll be mugged as soon as we cross the border.” There was also no way on Raen Thea would be caught lugging around that one article of clothing—if one could even call it that—lest someone think it was hers.

	Isabel jumped to her feet and whipped out a small bag tucked into her belt pouch, a gleam of pride in her features as she waved it around like it was going to solve all their issues. It looked like it would hold a couple of gold coins. Maybe.

	“What’s that?” Namara asked in wonder.

	If possible, the redhead puffed up even more. “A researcher has to bring back specimens of whatever they’re studying to the lab. I run into all kinds of things I have to carry with me, and rather than drag around a big ole backpack, I got this nifty Morgan le Fay bag.”

	Thea sputtered. “A what?”

	A boastful grin spread Isabel’s lips wide. “How do ya think I got all this back here?” she asked, gesturing to all the treasure around her.

	Thea did a quick glance about the vault and considered how large some of the treasure in there was—a massive chest, an ivory statue as tall as herself, and a full-length mirror that glimmered from within a silver frame would surely have been difficult to carry without the help of several people—or one Morgan le Fay bag.

	She nodded curtly. “All right then, let’s get this all gathered up and head over to your informant. I’m curious to know how anyone outside the Coven has relevant information to our mission.”

	She only received a playful smirk in response.

	 


Chapter Five
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	The Flustered Patron

	 

	 

	 

	Thea looked up at the building in front of her and, honestly, wasn’t surprised she was there. At this point, Isabel could have led her to Leslie’s house and told her Ma was a double agent.

	Ha. As if.

	At least at this shady establishment, the food wouldn’t make her want to vomit. Thea squinted her eyes up at the Flustered Dragon. Maybe.

	The tavern sat alone smackdab in the center of both the seedy, crime-infested Borlimane and the uppity, better-than-you Adalith. It acted as the border’s heart for the morally gray customers found on either side of the fence, pumping patrons in and out of its chambers on a regular basis. It was decorated in grime and gold and somehow managed to blend the aesthetics of both districts flanking it.

	Thea turned to make some comment, probably not to take too long, but stopped when she got a good look at her pet. Namara had the appearance of someone who’d just seen a ghost—which was pretty hard to accomplish considering she was a literal demon. She was fiddling with her dripping wet locks and smoothing her drenched dress of all its wrinkles—a fruitless effort.

	“What are you so twitchy for? Have you never been to one of these joints?” Isabel asked with a snicker.

	Dark green flushed Namara’s face. “Well … it just so happens a certain being moonlights here as a musician … and, well …” If possible, the kelpie’s face became even darker.

	Thea stared at her pet in awe. “You’re seeing someone?”

	Isabel’s brow quirked, and she looked up at the sky. “Well, the moon ain’t out, so I don’t know what you’re worried for.”

	Thea sent her a stiff expression.

	“We’re not … like that. I don’t even know if he knows who I am. I’ve seen him a couple times around HQ, and Mokana actually told me about him.” Namara scratched the back of her head.

	Thea hummed. “Mokana probably knows every demon just as her owner knows every Coven member. If you see him, point him out to me. I want to know what he looks like.”

	“No way!” the kelpie snapped, though it was more in embarrassment than anger.

	Thea grinned, and it was not a nice smile. “Fine. I’ll just ask Mokana.”

	Namara gasped. “You—She won’t tell you anything!”

	“Ladies, ladies.” Isabel cleared her throat and held up her hands between the two. “Forget the moonlighter, you first gotta worry about if she’ll make it out of this establishment without swooning for the bartender.”

	Thea and Namara both paused and looked at the researcher in confusion. “What?” they said in unison.

	Isabel, looking proud of herself for having interrupted their spat, aimed her determined gaze at the Flustered Dragon. “The guy we’re wanting to talk to is a real schmoozer and the biggest flirt this side of Tolvade. Actually. Probably all of Tolvade. If it moves, he’s gonna wanna make out with it.”

	Thea wrinkled her nose. “That’s disgusting.”

	“Ain’t nothin’ wrong in loving multiple people.”

	“It is if they’re not willing.”

	Isabel snorted and waved off her companion’s concerns with a flick of her wrist. “He’s nothin’ like that. Guy’s harmless. Well.” She pursed her lips and propped her chin up in her hand as she thought about her next words. The stretch of silence that followed was doing absolutely nothing to prove her case. Then she snapped her fingers as if a golden thought bubble had burst inside her head. “Let’s put it this way: he’s gonna press, but if you’re totally uninterested, he’s got a line of beings—female, male, both, and neither—just waitin’ to replace you.”

	Thea stared at the redhead. “How comforting.”

	Isabel groaned. “Oh, come on! Let’s go already, we’re burnin’ daylight. We stand around here too much longer, Namara’s wanna-be lover will show up.”

	Namara looked wholly uncomfortable with this being said out loud and, flushing a dark green again, marched off in the direction of the building.

	Isabel and Thea shared a brief look before quickly following after her. They didn’t have to go very far as the kelpie had been stopped by the bouncer guarding the entrance. Or bouncers, one would say, once she got a closer look. The creature was a giant
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