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          Lorelei

        

      

    

    
      I paced back and forth in our designated meeting spot two miles away until I was positive I’d wear a hole in the grass. Where were Mels and Aiden? They should have been here ten minutes ago. If we wanted to save Aiden’s life before the blood graft stopped his heart, we needed to move as fast as we could to the shifter haven of Sanctuary to get the khalas root cure. No one knew if Sanctuary was a myth or not, but we didn’t have time to be picky at this point. Traveling undetected wasn’t cheap—especially for a group of shifters. We had the money now, thanks to a plan I’m still not sure how we pulled off without Aiden’s Booshie former owner turning us in to the feds. Still, we were safe. Or at least I was. Now Mels just needed to hold up her end of the plan.

      “Come on. Don’t screw this up, doxy,” I muttered. “Where are you?”

      “Miss me?” Mels shifted into girl-sized form in front of me. “I got a little side-tracked.”

      “Doing what?” I demanded. “Where’s Aiden? We agreed to stick to the plan.”

      She wagged a finger at me. “One question at a time. One: I couldn’t leave them all behind, so I sprang the whole lot. Everyone in a cage in that witch’s parlor of horrors is now free. Two: Aiden landed on that tree over there.” She gestured off to my right. “It’s okay now, birdie. You can shift.”

      Aiden fell out of the tree, still in bird form. Shit.

      Mels and I ran to him. I reached him first. I cradled him in my arms like I would any dying animal. No. No, no, no, no, no.

      “What’s wrong?” Mels asked. “Why didn’t he shift?”

      “He can’t,” I said. “The blood graft is moving too quickly. He’s lost his ability to change form.”

      “But that means⁠—”

      “He’ll be dead before we get back to base the regular way.” I passed Aiden to Mels. “Fly. Fly as fast as you can. See if the sunbird or someone has any ideas on how to fix this. I’ll catch up with you when I can.”

      Mels, tough as nails Mels, cried. Bluish tears tracked down her dirt-streaked face. “Douglas will murder me if you’re not with us.”

      “Tell him I…” I shook my head. This was no time to get sentimental. I needed to think about how to get back to base undetected. They needed to go now before the blood graft stopped Aiden’s heart. “Just tell him whatever you think he’d want to hear.” I paused, straining to catch the hint of a song I heard carried on the wind. To most men, and even magical creatures, it would sound like nonsense words, but I could translate. It was siren-speak. They were calling to me. More than that, they were tracking me.

      We’re coming. We’re coming. We’re coming for you. Siren-sister, beware. The tide is turned. We’re coming. We’re coming. We’re coming for you.

      “Go now,” I urged Mels. “Go, before it’s too late.”

      She swiped at the blue streaks on her cheeks before nodding. “Just try to make it back, okay? I don’t like leaving anyone behind. It’s not the MCU way.”

      I tilted my head to the right, listening as my sisters’ siren song grew closer. Given the strength of the song, there were at least three. Enough to be considered a shiver. Like sharks, but far more dangerous to shifters. It wouldn’t be hard to get a personal item of mine to aid in tracking. They’d just need to swipe something from my desk at the PLA and they’d have an instant link to me no matter where I was.

      “Go,” I repeated. “Trust me, I’m not going down without a fight.”

      Mels shifted to tiny doxy form with no further protests. She picked up Aiden and zipped away before I could tell her to go a third time. I took a deep breath and double-checked that my government-issued taser and small throwing knives were all within easy reach in my PLA vest pockets. I pulled one of my sharpened silver hairpins from my braid. I didn’t want a fight, but there was no way I would wait for a shiver of my siren sisters empty-handed.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      “Hello, Grady. Hello, Aria. Hello, Darya,” I called as three of my co-workers emerged from the woods on the outskirts of the capital. “I see Macy sent the best. Should I be flattered? I’m not scared, if that’s what she hoped for.”

      “Shit, Lorelei, what are you playing at?” Grady planted her staff—more like a cattle prod—into the ground. She was a fan of ‘go big or go home’ for weapons. More power to her if she could take down people with an electrified staff. I preferred the hidden but deadly mode of combat.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I stalled. The longer I distracted them, the longer Mels had to get Aiden back to the Magical Creature Underground. “The job took longer than I expected, but I still brought the bird home.”

      “Aiding and abetting an escaped phoenix?” Grady continued as if I’d said nothing. “I thought you got over that, like, a couple years ago.”

      “What can I say?” I held one hand behind my back so they couldn’t see my steel hairpin. “Old habits die hard.”

      Aria narrowed her eyes. “You don’t deny it?”

      “If I did, would you believe me?”

      “We don’t want to hurt you, Lorelei,” Darya—the most sensible of the group sent to hunt me down—said. “We need you to come back to face the charges.”

      “Charges? What charges?” I asked. “Since when is it a crime to take six weeks to close a case?”

      The last time I helped Aiden, who was Kegan back then, I came back and claimed I was ambushed and held against my will by a crooked circus owner who forced me to shift to siren form and perform in his show. The circus part was true. The rest was not. I did nothing I didn’t want to. Still, I needed my job back to find Kegan, and faking a kidnapping was easier than faking amnesia. They’d never charged me with any crime. This was new.

      “Escaping from captivity is a crime,” Darya said, voice flat as if she was reciting the boring laws they taught us all in PLA siren training. “You aided an escaped criminal. You’re an accomplice to the phoenix’s crime.”

      “Do you really believe all that bullshit they fed us at the Institute?” Out of the three sisters Macy sent for me, I had the highest chance of flipping Darya. Two against two was a fair fight.

      Darya’s fingers tightened around the handle of her taser. “Come with us, Lorelei. Make this easy on everyone.” Her voice held just a hint of glamour. Where did she get off trying that mind-control shit on me? We all had the same training in resisting.

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You give us no choice but to use force.”

      Grady, always itching for a fight, flung a shuriken at me so fast I almost didn’t have time to block it. I retaliated with a sharpened hairpin toward her leg. It found its mark, lodging in Grady’s upper thigh. She howled in pain, crumpling to the ground when her wounded leg refused to hold her. Felling Grady bought me some time to think, but she wouldn’t be down long. Darya and Aria wouldn’t wait around for me to come to them, either.

      Aria grabbed Grady’s staff and charged. I side-stepped her attack at the last second, throwing her off balance when she needed to stop short and change direction. The next time she came at me, I swept her left knee out from under her. The Academy discouraged sirens from having any close relationships because emotion equaled weakness, but these girls were the closest thing to family I had in this crap-hole world we called home. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I would defend myself.

      Instead of attacking, Darya knelt next to Aria to check on the status of her knee. I doubt I broke it. I held back with the force of the knee sweep. With two sisters down and one more interested in assessing health statuses, I saw my opportunity to escape. I knew they must have an object of mine to track me. Even if I somehow figured out who had it, and snatched it back to disrupt their tracking ability, all they needed to do was go back to the office and find another object. Getting close enough to pick their pockets didn’t appeal to me either. There was one other way to disrupt the magical binding between hunted and object: Water. The trail would grow cold the longer I was in water.

      “Darya, just do yourself a favor and tell them you couldn’t find me.”

      She shook her head, close to tears. For a brief second, I felt sorry that our supervisor Macy got her mixed up in all of this. Darya had always been too sensitive for a job like ours. “I can’t do that.”

      “Just think about where you want your loyalties to lie,” I said. “When it comes to a fight, who do you think will have your back? Me, or the government?”

      Darya slid her taser from its holster. I stepped closer to the river bank, preparing to jump in if she came at me. Water and electrical current didn’t mix, but I could swim fast enough to only get a slight shock if she charged the water. Instead, Darya held the taser against Aria’s neck and zapped her into unconsciousness.

      “Darya! What the fuck are you doing?” Grady yelled as Darya advanced on her next.

      “We didn’t see Lorelei,” Darya said. “Say it, or I’ll do the same to you.”

      Grady, unable to walk thanks to my handiwork, threw every small weapon hidden in her boots and vest pockets at Darya. In her haste she didn’t bother to aim, just throw. Darya deflected any object that came close.

      “Say it!” she repeated. “We didn’t see Lorelei. We lost the signal at the river.” Darya pressed the taser button until blue sparks crackled between the prongs. “Say it, Grady. Say it.”

      “We lost the signal at the river.” Grady glared at me. “You’d better run, Lorelei, because this is the only head-start I’m giving you.”

      “The PLA froze your account,” Darya added. “You can’t access the bounty you collected, or anything else you saved up. They’ll use it to track you.”

      I nodded. “Understood. Thanks. I’m sure I’ll see you around sometime.”

      “Count on it,” Grady answered.

      I wouldn’t hang around and wait for them to change their minds. I bundled everything I didn’t want to get wet into my waterproof PLA pack and dived into the water. The contaminants stung my eyes, but it was a small price to pay for freedom. I didn’t doubt my sisters would regroup and continue the hunt. Until then, I planned to take advantage of every second they afforded me. Every second they held off on tracking was a second closer to saving Aiden’s life.
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      Darkness and numbness—two concepts my human brain understood—enveloped me. I could still sense the swells of the air currents buoying me onward. To where, I could not recall. My mind—the one that belonged to the other—tried to remember what had led me to this point.

      “Hang on,” a tiny voice called.

      The swells dipped and I had enough sensation to feel the plummet as I descended. Shouldn’t my wings work? I tried to flap them, but their response was sluggish.

      “I know you want to help, but save your strength,” the voice spoke again. It was only by sheer force of will that the human part of me comprehended what was said.

      The voice carried me onward and I let the darkness take me. It was nice within that void, nothing to worry over. No fear of the gilded cage. Just empty. I had no concept of how long the currents and the voice carried me, but from out of nowhere a cacophony erupted around me. I was too tired to make sense of the sounds around me. Sounds rose and fell, and rose again. I tried to open my eyes, to take in more than darkness. Fuzzy grey forms took shape and I knew I should know them, understand what they represented, but the numbness was trying to reclaim me and it was all I could do not to let it win.

      All at once the sounds faded and something warm wrapped around me. It called me to rest. Not in the same way as the numbness. This was hot and fiery, and sang on a level only my kind could understand. It called for me to live, not to give in to the ashes trying to burst into flame inside me. To claim all of what I had become. Dampness touched my feathers, and the world took on more focus. Faces peered at me from above. My human mind understood the expression to be fear and worry.

      “We have to get him out of shift,” the owner of the warmth said. I could feel his voice rumble against my body.

      The voices argued over one another, too quick for me to follow. How I longed to be in human form. To warn them of what was coming. I could feel the burning beginning at the core of my being. It wouldn’t be long now before I couldn’t contain the fire. The warmth of the one holding me receded and another being appeared, bent close. A soft hand stroked the plumage on my head and whispered something my animal brain was incapable of understanding. The stroking continued and I became lost in the being’s gaze. The dampness that had awoken me from the numbness continued to keep me afloat as the lull of the being before me called to the deeper part of me. The one hidden beneath wing and feather and beak. The one who could stop the burning from turning into a raging fire.

      Moment by moment, the urge to become the other strengthened, less easy to ignore. Wings lengthened, and pain sizzled along every nerve in my form. This form did not want to give in, no matter how much my mind willed it. The stroking grew more intense, more fevered, and I found myself pulled deeper into the gaze. It gave me no choice. The change cascaded over me and feathers became flesh. My legs and torso lengthened, and again I was standing on two feet.

      Or I would have been standing if they had borne my weight. I collapsed sideways, falling naked into Xander’s arms. My mind reeled from the change and my head throbbed. I could still feel the embers burning in my chest. Begging to ignite and take over, to give me new life. Rising would quell the poison in my veins, but I had given up so much to stay who I was now.

      “I’ve got you,” Xander whispered in my ear. His arms encircled me and held tight.

      “Get him to Micah,” Constance hissed. I recalled how she had shifted into her human form when last I’d seen her. She was now more snake than woman, her entire body covered in scales.

      “Did … we do it?” I asked, my throat parched.

      “We got the money,” Mels answered.

      “Where’s Lorelei?” Douglas demanded.

      Micah burst in before anyone else could speak. He took one look at me and his naturally mocha skin went pale. Pale was not  a good look for someone who could burn as bright as the sun. “It’s gotten worse.”

      I nodded. “I could feel the rising coming. If I hadn’t shifted, I think it would have taken me.”

      “That will not happen,” Xander said, still not letting me go.

      Mels vanished, reappearing with new clothes. I struggled into them. There were gaps in my memory. No doubt from the blood graft working faster in shifted form. Douglas’ point still stood: We weren’t going anywhere without Lorelei. For one she had the money, if Mels was telling the truth and we’d succeeded.

      “I need to know where Lorelei is. You’d better not have left her behind,” Douglas snarled, towering over Mels. I had only known him for a few weeks, but in that time I  never witnessed his temper flaring like this. I could only imagine the anger fueled by the body and power of a horse.

      “She gave us time to get away. It wasn’t as clean we thought. There was a little … hiccup.”

      “Define little.”

      “I had to get them out. If you’d seen them all in that bitch’s golden prison, you couldn’t have left them behind either,” Mels answered.

      “I … I remember that,” I said.

      “We got to the meeting spot, but Aiden wasn’t doing so hot. She sent me on ahead. She wanted to make sure he was okay, and she swore she’d be right behind us.”

      “You didn’t look, did you?”

      “She’s a fucking government-trained operative. She’s a resourceful fish. Besides, she told me there’s no way she’s not making it back to you.”

      A little of his anger faded. “She said that?”

      Mels nodded. “She’s not giving up on you. On any of us. Like she said, she’s got no one else to turn to. We’re her best shot at survival. We have to be patient.”

      “How soon can we move Aiden?” Constance asked, scales receding from her upper body.

      Micah hovered over me, checking my pulse and feeling for what I assumed was a fever. “An hour. Maybe two. Getting more food into him with some fluids wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

      “I’ll be okay as long as I don’t have to shift. I’m feeling better already.” It was a lie. I could still feel the embers of a rising calling, urging me to give in and be reborn. But I would not slow down the group. Not when they were taking these risks just for a chance to save me. I hated being a burden to them, but if they weren’t giving up on me I couldn’t give up on myself.

      Constance slithered off to fetch me food and drink, when the front door burst open and Lorelei staggered in—drenched head to toe with murky water. Her eyes darted around the room before
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