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      If it walks like a dragon shifter and it talks like a dragon shifter. . . but it can't shift? What then?

      

      The entire country rejoiced when, out of a golden egg, Roxana Goldenscales hatched. It's not every day (or even every decade) that a dragona princess graces the earth with her presence. But like most rare, valuable, and defenseless things, every moment of Roxana's existence is supervised, planned, and observed.

      

      Or at least, they were.

      

      Until she ran away.

      

      Her decision to flee from her gilded pedestal wasn't an easy one, and nothing's gone quite right since. Her love life's confusing, her closet's cramped (and a little smelly), and her useless, ornamental dragon scales itch constantly. But after finding a group of misfit friends who support her, Roxana's making a life for herself—one that she chooses.

      

      As usual, the rest of the world has other ideas.

      

      The Manhattan werewolves, the demon-spawn leaders, and Roxana's powerful parents all want her to go back home double quick. Can a helpless princess find the strength to stand on her own? Or will the danger for her friends be so steep that she's swept right back into the very cage she fled?
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      For Emmy

      

      Because you always need a little more laughter in your life, and no one makes me smile as much as you.
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      When Minerva bangs on the door, I startle. I've been living here for quite some time now, and she has never, not ever, not even one single time, banged on the bathroom door.

      "You alright in there?" Her voice sounds strained.

      "Sorry," I say. "Am I taking too long?"

      "The thing is, I had breakfast tacos before I went to sleep, and I just woke up, and. . ." Giggles flutters outside the window above the shower. Then she taps her beak on the glass.

      I retuck the towel underneath my armpit and open the door.

      "Whoa." Minerva's shoulders droop and her eyes widen.

      "What's wrong?" She's seen me in a towel a dozen times, so that's not it. I blink. "Does my hair look bad?" I smooth my hand over it self-consciously. I've never used a blow dryer before, but I wanted to make sure I looked nice.

      Technically, I've been on several dates.

      Dad found me an escort for every school dance, but it was never someone I chose. It was never someone I could choose. I was, more or less, a walking prize. I'm finally going on a date with Lionel, and it feels like it really matters. He's stepped in to help me several times now, and even if I'm pretty unsure of his real intentions and feelings, he's a good-looking, powerful, and rich man, and he seems to genuinely be interested.

      "Your hair looks. . .fine." Minerva blinks. "It's totally fine."

      "I hope you're not just being polite, because I spent so much time getting ready that I barely have time to slide into my dress and shoes before he gets here."

      "I doubt Lionel would complain if you wore that towel." Minerva's lips compress, and then she rolls her eyes. "Speaking of—longer than you've ever spent—how long was that, exactly?" She's eyeing my makeup, my hair, and my polished fingernails and toenails.

      "I painted my nails last night," I say. "But I spent twenty minutes after my shower blow drying my hair and putting on mascara." It's a little embarrassing. "Sorry you had to wait on me."

      Minerva's voice sounds strangely high and squeaky when she says, "Just don't let it happen again. Twenty whole minutes is a little excessive." She's smiling when she brushes past me into the bathroom.

      Then she switches on the fan.

      If she hadn't already told me about the tacos, I'd have known to steer clear of the bathroom for a while from the sound of the fan. Flipping that on is like a warning sign or something. At first, after she discovered her father might be akero, I was worried. I thought Minerva might change.

      I kind of felt nervous that maybe I didn't really know her at all.

      But it's been two days since the discovery, and she's the same as she's ever been. Nerdy, well-intentioned, and a little over-eager. And she still needs a bathroom fan after eating breakfast tacos.

      Not angelic in any ways I can pinpoint.

      Once I reach my room, I hang my towel over a chair and slide into my clothes. I can't exactly wear a bra with this dress, but I make sure my underwear's nice and grandmotherly. Bevin told me that's the key to making sure a good first date doesn't go too far.

      It's nice to have friends to share these tidbits.

      The dress I picked is meant to turn heads. It's bright, fire-lizard red, and it has sequins and sparkly beads sewn all around the strapless bodice. It fits me like a glove, and it should. It was custom designed for me by Dior, one of the most famous wizarding families of all time. Now that Mom and Dad know I'm here, Mom actually snuck some of my clothes over by private courier. I have no idea whether Dad knows that she's helping me survive on my own, but it does make it easier to dress appropriately for a date with one of the most prestigious wizards in the world.

      I'm trying to decide whether to pull my hair up or leave it down when my cheek starts to itch again.

      I've had small patches of golden scales that sort of shimmer into existence and disappear at odd times my entire life. They always appear in the same places, and as luck would have it, they've all been in places that don't look too bad. My left cheek near my eye. My neck, on the same side. My right shoulder. My left hip. My right calf. The top of my left foot.

      That's why I always use gold-toned makeup—don't want to clash.

      It's hardly surprising my scales are gold. Though I never met him, I've heard that Grandpa—Mom's father—had golden scales, and so does Dad.

      Recently, ever since I flung that stupid fireball, my scales have started showing up more regularly, and when they do, they also itch. It's really, really annoying. Even though I can't shift, my scales are real dragon scales. Diamond-hard fingernails notwithstanding, it's really hard to scratch them hard enough to get any relief. I'm really going to town on my right shoulder when someone walks into the family room.

      "Hello? Everyone decent?"

      It's Clark.

      I slide into my black, strappy sandals and walk out. "Minerva's in the bathroom," I say. "But we're all dressed."

      "Tacos?" He grimaces. "I wondered about that when I saw her with the bag. Who eats tacos in the morning?"

      "They were breakfast tacos," I say.

      "That's the dumbest idea Texas has ever had." Clark shakes his head. "But Minerva has always loved spicy foods, even though they never agree with her."

      "She was really dumping on the hot sauce," I say.

      "Hey, are you alright?" Clark's brow furrows and he ducks his head, walking closer to me. "I mean, you look amazing, but. . ." He points.

      I glance down at my shoulder, where I've scratched a huge furrow in my skin. "Ugh." Blood's dripping down my arm. "It looks worse than it feels, at least."

      "Who did that?" Clark's jaw's set, and his eyes flash. "What happened?"

      I brush past him, heading for the kitchen and a paper towel. "Nothing—no one." I sigh. "I did it to myself."

      "Why?" He has pivoted around and followed me over. "Do you want a healing charm?"

      I nod. "Yes, please. How did I not already know that those exist?"

      He rummages around in his over-the-shoulder bag. "My best healing potions are these creams I made from some fungi you can only get in Botswana."

      I quirk one eyebrow as I swipe at the nasty gash with a towel.

      He holds out a little glass jar. "Voila."

      I reach for it.

      "Ah, ah, ah," he says, moving his hand back just a bit too far for me to reach. "Before I hand this over, you have to tell me more about how it happened. Part of the treatment."

      I sigh. "My scales have started—" I drop my voice. "Itching." It's embarrassing.

      "This doesn't always happen?" He frowns, handing me the cream absently. "It's new?"

      Xander and I agreed not to tell anyone about the fireball, and I'm assuming that extends even to close friends. At least, I think it does, so I nod. "Yep."

      "Like, how new? Today? Or when did it start?"

      I shrug. "A few days ago. I've always been able to shoot sparks, but since I dove in front of that dragona who was trying to kill you. . .they've gotten stronger."

      "And you couldn't even create sparks when we were facing down the werewolves, right?" Clark's eyebrows rise.

      That was embarrassing, actually. It's been a rough few days for me. There's a reason I delayed this date with Lionel. "Yeah, I'm not really in control of my fire-sparking ability, but I do think the power behind it has gone up."

      "Interesting." Clark frowns again. "I'll have to look into dragona-specific creams and potions and see whether I can find something for itchy scales."

      "And can you keep this between us?" I ask. "I'd really rather not have⁠—"

      Clark nods his head, cutting me off. "Of course. Say no more, and neither will I."

      He can be a little annoying, but he's a good friend. "Thank you."

      "And now that you're no longer bleeding, can I just say, Wow?"

      I laugh. "You can, thanks."

      "This is all for Lionel?" He sighs heavily. "That guy just rubs me the wrong way."

      "Me too, sometimes," I admit. "I'm hoping to figure out whether it's just who he is, or whether it's something he can curb."

      Clark purses his lips, but he doesn't offer an opinion. "Where's he taking you?"

      I shrug.

      "He should really give you a heads up on that—even if it's just dinner or an activity and a formality level. How are you supposed to know whether you're dressed appropriately or. . ." He trails off. "I guess you'll stand out no matter what, so being a little overdressed isn't as big of a deal."

      I can't help laughing. "It's a blessing and a curse, believe me."

      "Maybe more of a blessing, though," Minerva says, coming out of the bathroom wrapped in a fuzzy blue towel.

      I don't bother arguing. Unless someone has spent their life being treated as though their only value is in their appearance, they won't get how demoralizing it feels. At that moment, though, there's a knock on the front door.

      Minerva squeaks, and shoots through the family room toward her bedroom. "One second," she says, rather shrilly.

      "Time for your date." Clark's lips compress to a flat line.

      He's almost ten minutes early, but it probably is Lionel. Who else would knock? It's not like we ordered a pizza. "He's not that bad," I whisper. "It'll be fine."

      "Agree to disagree," he says.

      I'm smiling as I open the door. . .to Xander. "Why are you knocking?"

      His expression's strange. "I've always just walked in, but now that we're all part of a pack, I thought I should try to honor a few of the traditional niceties. I'm just trying to offer you all some space."

      "You're being strange," Clark says. "Just walk in."

      "If Minerva says the same thing, then I will," Xander says.

      "Xander?" Minerva walks out. "For the love of toadstools, why in the world did you knock? Don't do that. You almost gave me a heart attack."

      "A heart attack?" Xander asks. "Why?"

      "I thought you were that pretentious, officious, rude mage who's coming to pick up Roxana."

      "You forgot overbearing, obscenely wealthy, and staggeringly handsome." Lionel pokes his head around Xander's shoulder.

      Xander startles. "And disturbingly quiet."

      Lionel wiggles his fingers, a bright yellow stone flashing a bit. "When you're insanely wealthy, you can buy all sorts of neat toys. This one lets me move around without making a sound or projecting a smell." He taps a small silver ring on his right pinky. "When I turned twenty, I couldn't decide whether I wanted another house on the beach, or this." He shakes his head. "But the taxes in Martha's Vineyard have gone crazy, and who really needs three beach houses?"

      "Who needs two?" Xander asks.

      "Yeah." Minerva folds her arms, glaring. "Who does need two?"

      Lionel arches one eyebrow. "Obviously you need a small one for intimate gatherings—somewhere you feel comfortable with just a few close friends, and a large one for when you're hosting a real party."

      Clark snorts. "Right. Obviously."

      "Roxana, you look. . ." Lionel whistles. "Absolutely spectacular. Every time I think you can't possibly look any more amazing, you do."

      "I don't know," Xander mutters. "I like when she's wearing ratty pajamas and a t-shirt."

      Lionel's lip curls. "You would, mutt."

      I shake my head. "Nope."

      "Sorry." Lionel half-bows. "I forget sometimes that they're your friends."

      "No, you don't," Clark says.

      Lionel sighs. "No, I suppose I don't. I do cognitively wish I could forget."

      "I suddenly have an idea for a gift for you," I say.

      Lionel smiles, his head whipping toward mine. "You do?"

      I nod slowly. "I saw a normie using one just the other day on their Labrador retriever. They said it would not stop jumping up on people, so they had no choice. It's called a shock collar." I tap the base of my throat. "With one little zap, they immediately remind it when it does something that's unacceptably rude. I feel like that might be the only way to turn you into someone who wouldn't embarrass me around my friends."

      "Touché," Lionel says. "I'll admit that your education in the social graces far outstrips mine. I promise to listen carefully to your suggestions going forward."

      "We'll see about that," I say.

      "As much fun as this is, we should probably go," Lionel says. "If I'm late for my reservation, Jacques will call my dad."

      "Jacques?" Who the heck is that?

      "He's the head chef at Luminesce," Lionel says. "But don't share that info around. It's a secret." He presses his index finger to his mouth and makes a shushing sound.

      "Wait, that place is real?" Minerva's mouth dangles open.

      "What place?" Xander asks.

      "It's an invisible, floating restaurant over the center of Central Park," Lionel says. "Of course it exists."

      "Only top-level mages are allowed to enter," Clark says. "It's invite only."

      "What does top-level mean, anyway?" Minerva asks.

      "If you have to ask, you aren't one," Lionel says.

      "There's allegedly a test," Clark says. "Once you demonstrate that you might have enough raw power, a mentor contacts you. And if they feel you're ready, they put their membership in this organization on the line by recommending you. If you fail the test, they're removed, and you don't get in."

      Minerva blinks.

      "That's not quite right," Lionel says, "but it's close enough for this group. The restaurant is members only." He winks at me as we walk out the door. "Lucky for you, your boyfriend's both a member and a top-level mage."

      When we reach the sidewalk, I realize he's parked his McLaren 750S right on the curb.

      "This is a no parking zone," I say. "Weren't you worried you'd be towed?"

      Lionel laughs as he presses the button to open the door.

      "What, you have a no-ticket charm?"

      "I have a no-towing charm." He winks. "The tickets, I ignore."

      Thanks to my dad's McLaren, I know to stand behind the door so I'm not hit as it opens upward. Something occurs to me then, and I pause as I'm climbing into the passenger seat. "What are your fancy mages-only members going to think about you bringing a dragona princess with you?"

      His grin's broad. "My dad's the President, so they won't think much." He circles the car and slides into his seat. "Except, it will tell them that I'm not messing around—I've never taken another woman there. Which means you're clearly someone I care about." His eyes are intense as they meet mine.

      My heart accelerates a bit, but I'm not sure how much of that's from my own nervous fear. I'm not accustomed to going to places I'm not welcome, and until recently, I never went places where I wasn't wanted.

      Except the wolf packs with Xander, and that was an exciting day.

      "Alright, we're officially on our first date," Lionel says. "This is where we start learning about each other, right?"

      I frown. "What does that mean?"

      "Ask me something you want to know."

      "Like, about the secret society?"

      "Sure, that too." He laughs. "But I meant about Lionel Sol."

      Duh. "Well, tell me what you like and what you hate."

      "I like beautiful dragona princesses, apparently," he says. "And I like fast cars. I also like to do the unexpected."

      "But surely for the person you're with, it's nice to know you well enough that they feel safe in your actions."

      "Safe?" Lionel glances my way. "I mean, I can keep most anyone safe. No one's safer to be around than me."

      "If that's the kind of safe I wanted, I'd have married Ragar." My lip curls. "I meant that if you had a real girlfriend, there must be some things about you that would be a given. Things she would know that would make her feel safe about being with you."

      "Ah." He nods, his eyes still on the road. "But safe's boring."

      No, this fast and furious act is boring. Xander's voice in my head startles me. Sorry, Xander continues. I didn't mean to project that.
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      I want to ask that wolfy idiot whether he's been able to hear every word of my date. I want to yell at him for listening in, but I can't really do that with Lionel sitting next to me. I think an angry thought as hard as I can, and then I push it.

      "Are you alright?" Lionel asks. "You look. . .well, let's just say that you look a little odd."

      I blank my face and sit straighter. "I'm fine," I say. "I was just thinking about how my mother keeps calling me. I'm going to have to answer her call pretty soon. She wants to meet you—officially, I mean. As my boyfriend." I shake my head. "It's sure to be a disaster."

      "I don't know." He's grinning again. "I think that sounds fun."

      I roll my eyes.

      But I'm distracted for the rest of the drive. I'm actually relieved when Lionel pulls into a very mundane, very normal looking parking garage just south of Central Park.

      "Really?" I ask. "We're going to Luminesce, and this is where we park?" It's funny to me. Even mages can't find special parking in NYC.

      But as the McLaren winds around the lines in the cramped corner of the parking garage, its engine roaring, I start to get nervous. The parking spaces end up ahead, with a large sign that tells drivers to head back down. Lionel, however, does not appear to be slowing at all.

      He's accelerating.

      As we approach the end of the line, I close my eyes and brace myself.

      At the last moment, I open my eyes, apparently unwilling to not even see my own demise. In that second, our car bursts through the wall with a popping sound and shoots across a strange, shimmering path that arches out over the edge of Central Park, above the Pulitzer Fountain. "What just happened?"

      "You didn't think I'd be paying for parking on some kind of stupid normie-meter, did you?" He's beaming.

      "You could have warned me," I say.

      "Oh, come on. Where's the fun in that?" He tosses his head. "We're almost there. And see? Now you get what I mean. Predictable's boring, right?" His car starts to slow as the shimmery, invisible flyover comes to an end in a parking lot that's resting right above the bottom edge of The Pond.

      "This is where Luminesce is?" I lower my head and peer out of the window. The McLaren isn't exactly made for easy visibility, and the sun's getting ready to set. Not a combination that makes it easy to make things out.

      "You'll see it all soon enough." Lionel swings into a space and hops out. "Let's go."

      When my door swings upward, he's already waiting for me, his hand extended. It's a little cute. He may be obnoxious, but at least he knows how to behave in upscale social settings.

      You mean pretentious social settings. Xander sounds grumpy.

      But that must mean he can hear my thoughts, including my angry one.

      I'm not sure it was anatomically possible, but I did hear that, yes.

      Xander really needs to get this stuff under control. The last thing any of the friends will want is to have someone snooping around in their brain.

      Actually, so far the only one whose thoughts I hear loud and clear are yours.

      After a small burst of happiness—I do feel somewhat special for some reason—I'm annoyed. Well, butt out, I think.

      I'm trying. Believe me.

      "Bowled over, are you?" Lionel's still holding out his hand.

      I hurry to take his hand and climb out before he decides I'm a halfwit. "Of course." I look around. It really is an impressive place. The mages who run this super-secret little restaurant have created an entire venue that's invisible to all normies—and previously to me as well. Speaking of. . . "Why can I see this now?"

      "You passed through the entrance." He shrugs, as if that explains it all.

      I suppose for him, it does. I wasn't worthy before, but now I am.

      The restaurant looks like a hologram. It's iridescent, and it shimmers, and it's still practically invisible. It's invisible enough to make me a little uncomfortable walking around on unsteady, insubstantial ground. But after a few steps, some of the panic recedes. The Gapstow Bridge beyond Luminesce is resplendent, and past that, the lights are just lighting up the Plaza Hotel.

      It's pretty amazing.

      "Just wait," Lionel says. "The food's even better than the view."

      As I walk in, my hand on his arm, everyone we pass half-bows. That kind of deference isn't that uncommon in the supernatural world, and especially not to me. It's the same kind of nonsense my dad insists on with his people, but most of the people bowing are clearly mages, and most of them are much older than Lionel.

      That makes it strange, even to me.

      "Your usual table?" A waiter in traditional mage's robes with non-conventional spiky hair gestures.

      Lionel doesn't even bother answering him. He simply walks past.

      No one has said a word about me and my lack of high-level magic, thankfully. That would have been awkward. Once we're seated, the waitstaff wastes no time bringing us drinks and appetizers. It's all happening so quickly that it's hard to process.

      Or perhaps that's because the entire table looks like something out of the Narnia movies. The center of the table's decorated with beautiful fall foliage, including vines with scarlet, emerald, citrine, and burnt sienna leaves. Butterflies flutter and bob around the unfurling mums and lilies. Overhead, broadly sweeping branches with tiny lights hover in place, lightning bugs darting and diving around them. There's even a small bird that keeps hopping from branch to branch, twittering.

      "Giggles would hate that bird," I say.

      "Pardon me?" Lionel asks.

      I forgot that he doesn't really know about Giggles—and on second thought, maybe she'd love the other avian. Now that I'm looking more closely, I can't tell whether it's a real bird or some kind of charm. "Never mind."

      When something in front of me makes a noise, I nearly jump out of my chair, because it's a bug. The plate they brought us had a flower with two small bees on it, and they're buzzing, their wings flickering.

      Lionel's hand drops on my wrist. "It's alright." He's smiling. "They're not really alive. They're enchanted."

      "We're not supposed to be eating bees, though, right?" I eye the lily on my plate askance.

      Lionel releases my wrist, plucks a bee from his flower, and pops it in his mouth. He's not even chewing, as if it dissolved on his tongue. He just sighs. "Definitely not a bee."

      I swallow. "I'm not sure⁠—"

      "Just try it," he says.

      Before he can argue with me further, a couple approaches our table. "Lionel?" The woman speaks first, her eyes wide. "And who's your lovely date?" She's older than Lionel, I'm pretty sure, but I can't really pinpoint how I know that. Her face is unlined, her skin smooth as cream. Her hair's perfectly coiffed into a sleek, shiny, high bun. Something about her's glowing, but I'm not sure what.

      It's glamour, Xander says. You can smell the nonsense thanks to your dragona magic.

      Of course it is. That makes me wonder what she really looks like.

      Probably an old prune.

      I suppress a laugh.

      With a wart on the end of her nose, and a long, black hair growing out of it.

      "Aunt Olive." Lionel stands. "How nice to see you here." He gestures my way. "This is Roxana Goldenscales."

      "Of course." The woman's gaze falls on me. "Just as lovely as the television shows."

      I stand too and incline my head. "Thank you, but no one in this room can compete with you."

      The woman blushes, so the glamour must be pretty high-level. I suppose that's to be expected of Lionel's aunt. With a perfect magical pedigree comes impeccable powers.

      "When your looks nearly rival Roxana Goldenscales, you might have turned the glamour knob up a bit too high," Lionel says with a grin.

      Aunt Olive slaps his forearm. "Stop."

      "Seriously," the man beside her says. "I didn't want to complain, but it's been burning my eyes." Unlike Aunt Olive, the man looks rather ordinary. He's tall, he's thin, and his face is long and heavily lined. His slate-grey hair is neatly combed, but I wouldn't notice him in a crowd.

      "Good to see you, Uncle Oliver."

      "Wait," I say. "Your aunt's name is Olive, and your uncle's name. . ."

      The couple laughs. "Ridiculous, isn't it?" Aunt Olive asks.

      "Almost as silly as your glamour that makes you look like you're a twenty-something," Uncle Oliver says.

      "We'd better go." Aunt Olive's scowling. "We have some manners to discuss." She wraps one hand around Uncle Oliver's wrist, tightly, and then she tugs.

      He huffs as he lets her drag him away, but I hear him mutter, "What? I'm tired of people thinking I'm out with my daughter."

      "And whose fault is that?" Aunt Olive mutters. "If you'd use any proper glamour, they'd see us as a matched pair."

      Lionel's shaking his head as he sits back down. "You can do almost anything with magic." He points. "Including making surprisingly delicious and charmingly unique treats."

      I lean closer. "But what does the bee taste like?"

      Chicken, Xander says. Everything always tastes like chicken.

      I ignore him, and I pop the bee in my mouth. Somewhat predictably, it tastes like honey ambrosia—nothing like chicken. Idiot. I should've known. But the flower is light, and it's airy, and as it melts in my mouth, I realize that I could eat three more.

      "See?" Lionel says. "Not so bad, right?"

      Before I've even eaten my second bee, the waiters float our plates away and bring out new ones, setting them in front of us with a flourish. At first glance, our new course looks like a regular sort of tiny quiche. Before I can try and cut it in half with my fork, tiny fireworks start exploding above it.

      "Whoa," I say.

      Good food doesn't need so much fanfare, Xander says.

      But once the fireworks stop and I take my first bite, I disagree. It's divine. Or, it would be if another mage hadn't just approached. This time, Lionel doesn't stand.

      "Mr. Sol." The man looks a few years older than Lionel, but not many. Even so, I'd have thought he was old enough not to call Lionel 'mister.'

      "Dresden," Lionel says with a grimace, his voice flat. "You made it in to Luminesce. How delightful."

      The man's smile is a little sinister. "And who's this lovely creature?"

      Lionel slams his hand on the table, sparks spraying out as he does. One of them sets the napkin on fire.

      I pat it out.

      Neither of the men even seemed to notice. They're too busy glaring.

      "I'm not actually a creature," I say. "Just dragona."

      The man's head whips my way. "Not quite as beautiful as they all say, though, are you?"

      I'm going to kill him.

      "That's nice to hear," I say, turning on the charm. "Usually Lionel's friends are almost incoherent around me." I bite my lip.

      Dresden sputters. He blinks several times. Then he shakes his head. "Where am I?" He smiles at me. "And what is your name?"

      "That's more like it," Lionel mutters. "Alright, off with you before I hit maximum annoyance at your constantly grating presence." He waves. "People should know whether to be sycophants or rivals—that guy's not smart enough to be either."

      The man, apparently too twitterpated to pay attention to Lionel now that I've turned on conscious charm, finally trots off.

      "Who was that?" I ask.

      Lionel spears the end of his quiche and shoves it into his mouth. "Son of my dad's greatest rival. Complete twit."

      "I can tell," I say.

      Can you? He looked and sounded just like Lionel.

      I ignore Xander.

      My date and I make small talk through a few more courses, each of them even more lovely than the last. Thankfully, none of the new ones look alive, at least, not since the bees. But then the main course arrives—bluefin tuna dressed up in a swirly, brightly-colored sauce—and I barely have room for more than a bite or two.

      "Oh, no." I groan. "I know why they do such tiny little courses."

      Lionel's brow furrows. "Tell me you're not out of room. You will not believe how amazing the citrus mousse is."

      "I can't believe how amazing this bluefin tuna is! It's my mom's favorite fish."

      "I'll be making note of that," Lionel says.

      "No need for that," I say. "You couldn't force me to put you in the same room as the two of them with a gun against my temple. Not any time soon, anyway."

      "I thought our date was going pretty well," he says, leaning forward to brace himself on his forearms. "Or are you still mad about the bees?"

      He's handsome. He's sophisticated. He mostly listens when I talk, which is about a hundred times better than Ragar. I should be excited. I should be shivering with anticipation.

      Because there's no way he's not going to kiss me, right? It's a first date, and he's Lionel Sol. He waves the waiter over. "Give us an extra five before dessert. Her stomach's small—beautiful woman problems." He winks.

      Beautiful woman problems? Does your period make you not-hungry?

      "Okay, okay," I mutter. "So he's a little misogynist."

      "I'm what?" The waiter's gone, and Lionel's eyeing me strangely. "You've done that a few times tonight."

      "Done what?" I swallow.

      "It's almost like. . ." He waves his hand and frowns. "But you aren't wearing a wire."

      "You just checked me for a wire?" I splutter. "What on the mountain peaks?"

      He shakes his head. "Something strange is going on."

      "I think I'm ready for the mousse now." I shove my plate forward.

      Almost as if they really do have the table wire-tapped, the mousse arrives, flown over to us by tiny birds carrying little bundles with their feet. "This is a little too Cinderella for me," I say.

      "I thought women liked princesses." He cocks one eyebrow. "Apparently actual princesses don't?"

      "I'm not royalty," I say. "My father's just the CEO of the Dagobar group."

      "And the ruler of all the North American dragona," Lionel says. "So, yeah. You are."

      I take a bite of the mousse. . .and I almost forget about everything else that's happened. This mousse—Lionel wasn't kidding. "It's almost worth dating you, just for this."

      "Hey," he says. "That sounds like a backhanded compliment if I ever heard one."

      I bet he's heard a lot.

      I snicker. "Probably from that Dresden person."

      Probably too dumb to understand them all.

      "Alright." Lionel stands. "Who are you talking to?" He looks around the room, scowling. "Who are you smiling at?"

      I wave him back down. "No one," I say. "No one that's here, anyway."

      "So you are wearing a wire?" His scowl lightens to a frown. "Why can't my spell pick it up?"

      "It's not a wire," I say. "But I'm bonded to a werewolf. It's new, and we're still working out some details, and I keep hearing his input."

      "A—a werewolf?" His voice is shrill and high. "Xander Binnigas?"

      "Hey," I say. "You remembered his name. Nice work."

      He leaps to his feet. "I forbid it." He shakes his head. "You can't be bonded to a wolf."

      "What's wrong with wolves?" I ask. "Did you know that he was the first person who helped me avoid my own wedding? He suggested the fire escape."

      Not technically true, but I appreciate the sentiment.

      "He's not even a proper wolf! He's half-human!" Lionel throws his napkin at the table, smashing the rest of his citrus mousse, which is basically a crime. I could punch him just for that.

      I could punch him for a lot less.

      "You know." I stand, too. "Whether I'm bonded to a wolf isn't up to you."

      "Trust me," he says. "You have got to break this off—leave the pack. Whatever. No one in the world will like this news."

      "The thing is, though, I don't trust you."

      "And you trust the wolf?"

      "Why do you insist on calling him 'the wolf,' like he's an animal and not a person?"

      "He is a wolf," he says.

      "And I'm a dragona," I say. "Am I not also a person? What if I were a wolf instead?"

      "I'd never date you if you were a wolf," Lionel says. "If that's what you're asking."

      "So a dragona's good enough, but not a werewolf?"

      He nods.

      That's all I need to hear. I march away from the table, not waiting for him to catch up. He's taller than me with much longer legs, so he does catch up, but when he tries to grab my hand, I shake him off and spin around. "No. You don't get to trot after me to slander my friend even more than you already have. You're not my boss. You're not my father." I lower my voice to a hiss. "And you're certainly not my boyfriend anymore—fake or otherwise." I inhale slowly, trying to calm down, at least a little. "But even if you were, you wouldn't be able to dictate my friends or the decisions I made in my life."

      "Surely you can see how problematic it is for you to be bonded to⁠—"

      "Yes," I say. "Of course I do, but everything about my life is problematic. To my parents, I doubt being bonded to a wolf would be much worse than dating a mage." I huff and walk away again. He follows me out into the parking lot, unwilling to leave me alone. By the time we reach his car in the parking lot, it occurs to me that letting him drive me off this ridiculous, invisible road is really my only way out.

      That's why I get into his stupid blue car.

      But I specifically ignore him, not answering any of his invasive questions. And when my mom calls, I make a point of answering with a smile. "Hey, Mom, someone I like to talk to."

      She's loved making me sound stupid since I was a kid, so right on cue, she says, "Ha, then why have you been avoiding my calls?"

      "I haven't," I lie. "I've been really busy, but I picked up just now."

      "Dinner," she says. "Tomorrow night at home. Say you can make it."

      "Fine," I say. "Yes." Maybe she and Dad can help me find a job. That would be nice.

      "Darling." She's practically purring, which is bad. She should be interrogating me, not prepping for attack.

      "What's up?" I ask. "Seems like you called for something other than making dinner plans."

      I hate how attentive Lionel's being, as if my call is any of his business.

      "You know," she says, still purring, "when I mentioned the fireball that wolf pack said you'd made, you laughed. I remember that specifically."

      My hands tremble. "Oh."

      "And now, what do you know? They sent us a video."

      My stomach turns, the bees buzzing, the mousse sitting like a rock. "Uh-huh."

      "It's pretty clearly you, and you're actually hurling a massive fireball at wolves that were attacking you. Wolves who are all now dead."

      "Yeah," I say. "I know it's bad, but the thing is⁠—"

      "Bad?" Mom practically squeals. "Darling! This isn't bad. It's huge."

      "I killed seven people," I whisper.

      "Seven filthy wolves who were threatening your life." Her voice goes almost supersonic. "You did it yourself—you made that fireball. Darling, I don't think you understand what amazing news this is."

      I hang up.

      "Is that true?" Lionel's eyes are wide as he pulls up in front of Minerva's apartment.

      "It's none of your business." I leap out and slam the stupid door shut, at least, as much as you can really slam one of the dumb McLaren doors. It's not very satisfying, but I suppose that's fitting.

      Everything about today has been a disaster. My date, Mom's call, and her glee over my uncontrollable new ability that I still haven't been able to duplicate. I should've known my mother would be pleased to find out that I'd inadvertently killed people. Because, why wouldn't she be?

      When I walk through the apartment door, Xander's there, pacing. "Minerva's at the store. She muttered something about cleaning charms." He looks like he's been pacing for a while, like a lion who's been caged, all rangy energy and flashing eyes. "I'm so sorry. I tried not to hear you." He finally looks up at me, those golden eyes turned toward me.

      He's the first truly honest person I've spoken with in the last few hours. I can feel that he's telling the truth through the bond. His words vibrate with it. And as much as I want to be mad at him for butting in, I can't seem to manage even an ounce of righteous indignation. I believe him—he wasn't trying to spy.

      He didn't want to wreck my date.

      "Actually." He winces. "That part might not be true."

      "You didn't try not to hear me?"

      He shakes his head, scrunching his nose. His golden eyes are especially bright in this moment. "No, I tried my hardest to give you space, but in spite of my efforts, I might have wanted your date to go badly."

      Xander's doing it again, here, listening to my thoughts.

      "I can't help it." He throws his hands up in the air as he stalks toward the wall, and I can't help thinking how hot he looks when he's pacing.

      A thought I realize he probably just heard.

      "Well." My cheeks heat up. I hate that I'm blushing over my thoughts. "I think you need to sign up for some kind of alpha-training course or something, because if you think Lionel freaked out, just wait until my mom figures out the truth."

      "I know." He stops and pivots on the ball of one sneakered foot. "I already called my dad."

      I know that's about the worst thing he could have done, at least in his mind. "Thanks," I say.

      I don't really have time to process the rest of what he said until he's already gone.

      That's when I realize that he said he wanted to wreck my date.

      Was Xander. . .jealous?

      And why does that make me so stinking happy?
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      Six people know what I found in that file Bevin stole.

      And we also now know what forced Bevin to descend a second time. I suppose if you're going to do something bad, you may as well go big or go home. But stealing from the akero? Bevin has more guts than I realized.

      Popcorn.

      Giggles may not be a normal pigeon, but she apparently has very pedestrian tastes. "Look, I gave you a whole handful earlier. That was enough."

      More.

      "First of all, the bag you insisted I buy is now buried at the bottom of one of these bags I'm schlepping down the street like a chump. And secondly, if I give you more now, it'll make your stomach hurt." I never should have bought the massive popcorn bag at the store, but she was being so polite, perched on the edge of the cart. Clark says I need to reward her good behavior and penalize the bad.

      I'm finding both things to be more trying than I expected.

      You have no idea what my stomach needs.

      I sigh. "The last time you broke into my popcorn, your stomach, the one I don't know at all, emptied its smelly, watery contents all over my nicest rug. Then I knew far more than I ever wanted to know—and I had to clean up after your very difficult-to-know stomach."

      Only because you gave me the cheese-flavored kind. Clearly sensing I'm not going to budge, Giggles squawks and flies up, up, up and through the window.

      The closed window of my patio.

      Meanwhile, I'm stuck marching up a million stairs and passing through the front door like a. . .well, like a chump. She can, apparently, pass through anything she'd like. I had a devil of a time spelling the pantry so that she couldn't just fly right through the door and eat anything at any time. "I can't buy unlimited rugs, you know," I shout, continuing our conversation without thinking about it. "If you want to eat whatever you want, you need to prove you can handle it, you dirty pooper."

      People around me are looking at me like I'm crazy.

      But I'm sure she could hear me.

      Or at least, I hope she could.

      As I stomp up the stairs, I think about Giggles. With her grey feathers, and her lined neck, and her little orange eyes, she sure looks like a pigeon. . . But no other pigeons can fly through things. No other pigeons can communicate in words. No other pigeons sass their owners.

      The poop stuff, I suppose, is normal.

      But the rest?

      I've asked and asked Giggles what exactly she is, since she's clearly not a normal pigeon, but so far, I've gotten zero helpful information. It makes me think that she might not be sure either. In fact, the more I think about it, the more convinced I become that she's as clueless as I am.

      Xander's fight with Lo Ren Fang and his dummy wolves and Roxana's date with the leader of Illuminae's son has taken up a lot of time and energy over the past few days, but we've spent some time talking about my stuff too—like what I am exactly. While I put everything I just bought away, I circle through all of it again.

      Unfortunately, none of our ideas entirely explain things.

      Michael Akero could be my dad, if I really am angel-spawn, or on the other hand, he could have been listed as the key on my file because he was the one who sealed it. His name unlocked page after page of magical aptitude tests and some convoluted explanation of a complicated spell that was probably performed on me. Sadly, neither Clark nor I have the runic training to understand what most of it means. We're still not sure whether I'm actually angel-spawn or just some kind of anomalous, special-needs misfit, like I always thought I was.

      Roxana breezes through her bedroom door, and I nearly drop a jar of pickled toadstools.

      "What are you doing home?" I carefully shelve the toadstools high enough that Xander and Izaak won't see them. They act like they're a snack, not a garnish. "Date didn't go well?"

      Her eyes flash. "Did you know that Xander can hear our thoughts? Did you know he can—" She uses two fingers to make little legs-walking movements. "—follow us around like a lurker in our brains, listening in on what we say and what we feel?"

      I have no idea how to react. "Why would you even think that?"

      She shrugs in an exaggerated way. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe because he was listening in on my whole date and making snarky comments. I mean, thanks to his stupid jokes and jabs, I accidentally disclosed how he bonded all of us. . .to Lionel."

      "You—what?"

      She shakes her head, dropping into a kitchen chair. "It wasn't good, I know. That's why I told Xander to get some remedial alpha training, like, yesterday."

      My mind's spinning. We agreed to keep the information between us until we figured out exactly how it would work or what it meant—the demon council knowing was bad enough. But now the Illuminae also know?

      I'm typing out a text to everyone to tell them that we need to talk when my phone rings.

      It's the precinct.

      "Hello?"

      "I know it's your night off," my partner Amber says.

      That's not a good way to start a phone call.

      "But my brother's in trouble, and I need some backup."

      "Where are you?"

      Ignoring my question, she answers one I didn't ask. "My brother's in the holding tank."

      Which means he's magically drunk—a zombie, basically. Vampires can't really get drunk, at least, not without drinking the blood of a drunk or high human, which is prohibited. Impaired humans can't consent, after all. "I'll be right in," I say.

      I may have an actual pack now, but if I were picking my own team, Amber would be near the top of the list of people I'd select. I can't ignore her cry for help any more than I'd ignore one from Roxana.

      "You have to work?" Roxana's shoulders slump. "So I guess we aren't talking about this dumb thing right now?"

      "I'll call Xander on my way in to work," I promise.

      She sighs. "Fair enough. Maybe we can talk tomorrow. Today was your first day off, right?"

      "I hope I'll be back in an hour or two, but if not, yes, I'm also off tomorrow." I'm barely out the door before Giggles comes winging around the corner and lands on my shoulder. She fluffs up and swivels her head, looking around. "You've forgiven me?"

      Not even close, but that doesn't mean I want you getting smashed, attacked, or injured.

      "I actually kept myself safe for, well, for my whole life before bonding you." I pause. "And you're a pigeon, so it's not like there's really much you can do to stop someone if they really want to smash, attack, or injure me."

      Sure. She huffs.

      A pigeon just huffed at me. She's been my familiar for a while, but it feels like she does some new, weirdly human thing, every day.

      Whatever you say.

      "Hey."

      She turns, just like a human would.

      "Do you happen to know what I am?"

      You're Minerva.

      Singularly helpful, as usual. "I know I'm Minerva." I drop to a whisper, as if that will make me seem less crazy, whispering to my pigeon instead of talking. "But what I mean is, do you know whether my father's an akero?"

      Feathers. She nods. Yes. That's why I chose you.

      I stumble, nearly face-planting a construction sign. Giggles' claws dig into my shoulder, and her tiny body—bitsy wings flapping like crazy—floats me back to a vertical position.

      See? I told you that you need my help.

      "But you're saying that you could tell my father was an akero?" I'm not sure whether it's what I'm saying or the simple fact that I'm talking to a pigeon, but people are starting to gawk at me as we pass.

      You're supposed to call Xander. You promised Roxana.

      "You weren't even in the room. How would you know that?"

      I always hear you.

      I'm understanding a little more why Roxana was so irritated. Having someone listening in and commenting on the things you say or do after the fact is annoying. "Always?" I jostle my shoulder a little, and she fluffs up, glaring at me with one beady, orange eye. "We may need to set some ground rules." Which is probably exactly what Roxana wants with Xander.

      I call him.

      He picks right up. "Hello?"

      "I'm headed in to work, and maybe you already know all this, but Roxana says you can hear us through the bond. Have you been spying on me for the last two days?" The idea's horrifying. I had the most awful upset stomach this morning. I'm not sure how he'd even be able to look at me if he heard or smelled any part of what I went through.

      And I sing in the shower.

      Like, not things people want to hear. Thanks to the fan and a white noise machine, no one hears me outside of the bathroom, but. . .

      "I've just heard her, so far," Xander says. "But it's a problem. I agree."

      "And you're looking into it?"

      Xander sighs. "I'm not quite sure how to look into it. I mean, it's not like we have alpha school." He pauses. "Actually, they might. I'm not sure. I was kicked out of wolf school when I was like seven, remember?"

      And this is our leader. How fabulous. "There must be someone you can call." I'm entering the subway. I'm about to lose him. "Call them." I hang up.

      I always get some strange looks when I go into the subway. . .with a pigeon on my shoulder. You'd think gloffee might help me with that, seeing as Giggles is my magical familiar, but I suppose a pigeon looks normal enough that the glamour doesn't kick in to keep normies from seeing a bird.

      "You can't have birds on the subway," a man with a briefcase says. "It's unsanitary, and pigeons are the worst of all."

      "Oh." I nod. "I'll be sure to remember that in the future."

      The man frowns.

      Giggles fluffs up and chitters.

      His eyes widen and he turns away. When we get off at my stop, only three stops from where we got on, Giggles flutters past the man. . .and deposits something on the back of his coat.

      "We've talked about this," I hiss. "You can't go doing things like that—this sort of thing is why no one likes pigeons." I whip my wand out. This is exactly what gloffee's intended to cover for. I mutter the spell without thinking. "Tersus."

      Only, instead of cleaning up the back of the man's coat, a cloud of dust and sparkles whips around the entire subway car, and as the doors close, I notice that all the accumulated dirt on the floor, the film on the windows, the trash in the corners, and all the other nastiness. . .is just gone.

      The poop, however, looks pristine. Shinier, even, than when she made it.

      I sigh plaintively. "Well, that was a flop, but I guess it could've been worse."

      Giggles preens.

      "Wait." I'm talking to my bird now. In public. And I don't really care. Plenty of crazy people in New York. I finally fit in. But I do need to confirm a suspicion. "Did you just cause that to misfire?"

      Giggles pauses, turns a very flat expression on me, and goes back to cleaning her feathers.

      It's pointless asking her things she either doesn't want to answer or doesn't have the capacity to answer. I've tried it a lot in the past two days, and I've come to the conclusion that Giggles has her own opinions, and I'll have to wait for her to decide to share them.

      "I should've bonded a golden retriever," I mutter.

      Giggles hisses. Those dopey dogs couldn't handle you.

      A familiar wouldn't be able to handle me? I think she has a very backward view of our roles, but I'll have to address that later. I'm walking through the precinct doors at the same time as Peter Chester and his horrible partner, Rufus Ridgeline.

      "Really?" I can't help lifting my eyebrows as I breeze past Peter. "You still carry a lunchbox?"

      Peter's carrying an over-the-shoulder bag, but in the corner of it, I can see the shining metal of the edge of his stupid Alvin Brilliantus lunchbox. I've seen it, so I know it's the one where the wizard's vanquishing the level seven demon-spawn that was trying to destroy a town in Peru in order to Descend.

      "It's a collector's edition," Rufus says in his typically gruff, gravelly voice. "Probably cost more than your monthly salary."

      "We get paid the same thing," I say.

      "No, we don't," Peter says. "As mages, you and I are paid the same." He shrugs. "The wolves and vampires aren't."

      I don't even have time to express my disgust about that injustice, because Amber meets me two steps inside the door, her expression eager. "Okay, so here's the thing."

      I try to get far enough away from the idiot brigade that they can't hear what we're talking about.

      "There were wolves at the bar where my brother was. . ." She coughs. "Anyway, my brother's really strong, and he apparently has a pretty bad temper when he's a zombie, so. . ."

      "What happened?"

      Before Amber can answer, Peter Chester bellows, "He destroyed a car. That's what."

      Amber's cringe is confirmation.

      "That car was a hummer that belonged to my partner Rufus's cousin."

      The werewolf world's small, and I figure there are pretty good odds that all the wolves in this building are part of Lo Ren Fang's pack—Xander's enemies now.

      Which means they're my enemy too, if they know who I am.

      Until recently, Xander looked to Lo Ren as his alpha. He thought Lo Ren was helping him, but recently we discovered that Lo Ren had been lying to Xander for years. Xander was an alpha, and Lo Ren kept that fact a secret from the wolf who needed to hear it most. In fact, to hear Roxana tell it, Lo Ren would've killed Xander if she hadn't been there threatening to expose him. Roxana said Lo Ren insisted Xander was fraying as well, which he clearly wasn't.

      Now that Xander has bonded his own pack—non-traditional or not—Lo Ren really hates him. He says they can't both remain in Manhattan. I grab Amber's arm and drag her out into the small foyer, waiting until the doors have closed before warding the tiny room for sound. Thankfully, my rapid-fire spell works.

      "I'm not sure I'm the person to help with this," I mutter. "You know I want
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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