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            Chapter 1

         
         When life hits you in the gut, it’s always a sucker punch. You never see it coming. One moment you’re walking along, worrying
            your little worries and making quiet plans, and the next you’re rolled into a ball, trying to hug yourself against the pain,
            frantic and reeling, your mind a jumble of scared thoughts.
         

         
         A Christmas wreath hung on our door. I paused with my hand above the lock’s keypad. That’s right. Today was Christmas. This
            morning I was at a mountain lodge playing in the snow with the most dangerous man in Houston. Then Rogan’s surveillance expert
            texted him, and now here I stood, six hours later, my hair a mess, my clothes rumpled from being under a heavy jacket, in
            front of the warehouse that served as my family’s home. I would have to go inside and break the ugly news, and nobody would
            like what was going to happen next. With everything that had happened, we had agreed not to exchange gifts this year. Not
            only had I missed Christmas Eve, but I was about to deliver one hell of a terrible present.
         

         
         The main thing was not to panic. If I panicked, my sisters and my cousins would panic too. And my mother would do her best to talk me out of the only logical solution to our crisis. I’d managed to keep a lid on my emotions all the way from the lodge to the airport, during the flight on the private jet, and through the helicopter ride from the plane to the landing pad four blocks away. But now all my fears and stress were boiling over. 

         
         I took a deep breath. Around me the street was busy. Not as busy as it had been a few days ago, when I was helping Cornelius
            Harrison, an animal mage and now an employee of the Baylor Investigative Agency, find out who murdered his wife, Nari, but
            still busy. Rogan’s views on security were rather draconian. He was in love with me, and had decided that my home wasn’t assault-proof,
            and so he’d bought two square miles of industrial real estate around our warehouse and turned it into his own private military
            base.
         

         
         Everyone wore civilian clothes, but they weren’t fooling anyone. Rogan’s people had all gone through armed forces in one way
            or another, and they didn’t wander or stroll. They moved from point A to point B with a definite goal in mind. They kept their
            clothes clean, their hair short, and they called Rogan Major. When we made love, I called him Connor.
         

         
         A dry popping sound came from the street. The memory of snapping David Howling’s neck gripped me. I heard the crunch his bones
            made as I twisted his head to the side. In my mind, I saw him fall as I let go, and panic drowned me. I let it wash over me
            and waited for it to recede. Finding Nari’s killer had been an ugly and brutal mess, and at the end I watched Olivia Charles,
            the woman who had murdered her, be eaten alive by a swarm of rats as Cornelius sang, mourning his wife. I relived her death
            in my dreams almost every night.
         

         
         I didn’t want to walk back into the world. I just . . . I just wanted a little bit more time.

         
         I made myself look in the direction of the sound. An ex-soldier was coming my way, in his forties, with a scarred face, leading
            an enormous grizzly bear on a very thin leash. The bear wore a harness that read Sergeant Teddy.
         

         
         The ex-soldier stretched his left arm and twisted, as if trying to slide the bones back in place. Another dry crunch, sending a fresh jolt of alarm through me. Probably an old injury. 

         
         The bear stopped and looked at me.

         
         “Be polite,” the soldier told him. “Don’t worry. He just wants to say hi.”

         
         “I don’t mind.” I stepped closer to the bear. The massive beast leaned over to me and smelled my hair.

         
         “Can I pet him?”

         
         The soldier looked at Sergeant Teddy. The bear made a low, short noise.

         
         “He says you can.”

         
         I reached over and carefully petted the big shaggy neck.

         
         “What’s his story?”

         
         “Someone thought it would be a good idea to make very smart magic bears and use them in combat,” the ex-soldier said. “Problem
            is, once you make someone smart, they become self-aware and call you on your bullshit. Sergeant Teddy is a pacifist. The leash
            is just for show so people don’t freak out. Major bought him a couple of years ago. Major is of the opinion that fighting
            in a war shouldn’t be forced on those who are morally opposed to it, human or bear.”
         

         
         “But you’re still here,” I told the bear.

         
         He snorted and looked at me with chocolate-brown eyes.

         
         “We offered him a very nice private property up in Alaska,” the ex-soldier said. “But he doesn’t like it. He says he gets
            bored. He mostly hangs out with us, eats cereal that’s bad for him, and watches cartoons on Saturdays. And movies. He loves
            The Jungle Book.”
         

         
         I waited for the familiar buzz of my magic that told me he was pulling my leg, but none came.

         
         Sergeant Teddy rose on his hind legs, blocking out the sun, and put his shaggy front paws around me. My face pressed into fur. I hugged him back. We stood for a moment, then the grizzly dropped down and proceeded on his walk, his leash dangling on the ground. 

         
         I looked at the ex-soldier.

         
         “He must’ve felt you needed a hug,” he said. “He stays in HQ most of the time, so you can come and visit him.”

         
         “I will,” I told him.

         
         The ex-soldier nodded and followed the bear.

         
         I punched my code into the lock. I had been hugged by a giant, superintelligent, pacifist bear. I could do this. I could do
            anything. I just had to walk in and call for a family meeting. It was almost dinnertime anyway. On a Sunday, everyone would
            be home.
         

         
         I opened the door and walked into the small office space that housed Baylor Investigative Agency. A short hallway, three offices
            on the left, and a break room and conference room on the right. The temptation to hide in my office almost made me stop, but
            I kept going, through the hallway, to the other door that opened into the roughly three-thousand-square-foot space that served
            as our home. When we sold our house trying to raise money for my father’s hospital bills, we moved our family into the warehouse
            to cut costs. We’d split the floor space into three distinct sections: the office, the living space, and beyond it, past a
            very tall wall, Grandma Frida’s motor pool, where she worked on armored vehicles and mobile artillery for Houston’s magical
            elite.
         

         
         I took off my shoes and marched through the maze of rooms. Garlands hung on the walls. My sisters had been busy decorating.

         
         Faint voices came from the kitchen. Mom . . . Grandma. Good. This would save me time.

         
         I walked past a big Christmas tree set up in the hang-out room, stepped into the kitchen, and froze.

         
         My mother and grandmother sat at our table. A young woman sat next to my grandmother. She was willowy and beautiful, with a heart-shaped face framed in waves of gorgeous red hair and eyes so grey, they looked silver. 

         
         Ice gripped my spine.

         
         Rynda Charles. Rogan’s ex-fiancée. Olivia’s daughter.

         
         “Do you remember me?” she asked. Her voice was breaking. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face so pale, her lips seemed almost
            white. “You killed my mother.”
         

         
         Somehow my mouth made words. “What are you doing here?”

         
         Rynda wiped the tears from her eyes and stared at me, her face desperate. “I need your help.”

         
          

         I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

         
         Mom made big eyes at me and nodded toward the table. I dropped my bag on the floor and sat.

         
         “Drink your tea.” Grandma Frida pushed a steaming mug toward Rynda.

         
         Rynda picked it up and drank it, but her gaze was fixed on me. The desperation in her eyes turned to near panic. Right.

         
         I closed my eyes, took a deep breath from the stomach all the way up, held it, and let it out slowly. One . . . two . . .
            Calm . . . calm . . .
         

         
         “Nevada?” Grandma Frida asked.

         
         “She’s an empath Prime,” I said. “I’m upset, so it’s affecting her.”

         
         Rynda gave a short laugh, and I heard Olivia Charles in her voice. “Oh, that’s rich.”

         
         Five . . . six . . . Breathe in, breathe out . . . Ten. Good enough.

         
         I opened my eyes and looked at Rynda. I had to keep my voice and my emotions under control. “Your mother killed an entire crew of Rogan’s soldiers and four lawyers, including two women your age. It was an unprovoked slaughter. Their husbands are now widowers and their children are motherless because of her.” 

         
         “A person is never just one thing,” Rynda said, putting the mug down. “To you she might have been a monster, but to me she
            was my mother. She was a wonderful grandmother to my children. She loved them so much. My mother-in-law doesn’t care for them.
            They have no grandparents now.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry for your and their loss. I regret that things went the way they did. But it was a justified kill.” Dear God, I
            sounded like my mother.
         

         
         “I don’t even know how she died.” Rynda clenched her hands into a single fist. “They only gave me back her bones. How did
            my mother die, Nevada?”
         

         
         I took a deep breath. “It wasn’t an easy or a quick death.”

         
         “I deserve to know.” There was steel in her voice. “Tell me.”

         
         “No. You said you needed my help. Something terrible must’ve happened. Let’s talk about that.”

         
         Her hand shook, and the mug danced a little as she brought it to her lips. She took another swallow of her tea. “My husband
            is missing.”
         

         
         Okay. Missing husband. Familiar territory. “When was the last time you saw . . .” Rogan had said his name one time, what was
            it? “. . . Brian?”
         

         
         “Three days ago. He went to work on Thursday and didn’t come back. He doesn’t answer his phone. Brian likes his routine. He’s
            always home by dinner. It’s Christmas Day. He wouldn’t miss it.” A note of hysteria crept into her voice. “I know what you’ll
            ask: does he have a mistress, did we have a good marriage, does he disappear on drunken binges? No. No, he doesn’t. He takes
            care of me and the kids. He comes home!”
         

         
         She must’ve spoken to the Houston PD. “Did you fill out a missing person report?”

         
         “Yes. They’re not going to look for him.” Her voice turned bitter. She was getting more agitated by the minute. “He’s a Prime. It’s House business. Except House Sherwood is convinced that Brian is okay and he’s just taking a break. Nobody is looking for him, except me. Nobody is returning my calls. Even Rogan refuses to see me.” 

         
         That didn’t sound right. Rogan would never turn her away, even if I pitched a huge fit about it. I’d watched the two of them
            talking before. He liked her and he cared about her. “What did Rogan say exactly?”
         

         
         “I came to him on Friday. His people told me he was out. He was out on Saturday too. I asked to wait, and they told me it
            was a waste of time. They didn’t know when he would be back. I may be naive, but I’m not a fool. I know what that means. Two
            weeks ago, I had friends. I had my mother’s friends, powerful, respected, and always so eager to do Olivia Charles a favor.
            Two weeks ago, one phone call and half of the city would be out looking for Brian. They would be putting pressure on the police,
            on the mayor, on the Texas Rangers. But now, everyone is out. Everyone is too busy to see me. There is an invisible wall around
            me. No matter how loud I scream, nobody can hear me. People just nod and offer platitudes.”
         

         
         “He didn’t stonewall you,” I said. “He was out of state. With me.”

         
         She stopped. “You’re together?”

         
         There was no point in lying. “Yes.”

         
         “The thing with my mother, it wasn’t just a job for you?”

         
         “No. She killed the wife of a man I consider a friend. He works here now.”

         
         Rynda put her hand over her mouth.

         
         Silence fell, heavy and tense.

         
         “I shouldn’t have come here,” she said. “I’ll get the children and go.”

         
         “That’s right,” Grandma Frida said.

         
         “No,” Mom said. I knew that voice. That was Sergeant Mom voice. Rynda knew that voice too, because she sat up straighter.
            Olivia Charles was never in the military, but three minutes of talking to her had told me that she had ruled her household
            with an iron fist and had a very low tolerance for nonsense.
         

         
         “You’re here now,” Mom said. “You came to us for help, because you had nowhere to turn and because you’re scared for your
            husband and your children. You came to the right place. Nevada is very good at tracking missing people. Either she’ll help
            you, or she will recommend someone who will.”
         

         
         Grandma Frida turned and looked at Mom as if she had sprouted a pineapple on her head.

         
         “Right,” I said. I may not have personally murdered Rynda’s mother, but I made that death possible. And now she was a pariah,
            alone and scared. She had lost her mother, her husband, and all of the people she thought were her friends. I had to help
            her. I had to at least get her started in the right direction.
         

         
         “Can I talk to the two of you for a damn minute?” Grandma Frida growled.

         
         “One moment,” I told Rynda and got up.

         
         Grandma grabbed my arm with one hand, grabbed Mom’s wrist with her other hand, and dragged us down the hallway all the way
            to the end, as far from the kitchen as we could get.
         

         
         “Children?” I glanced at Mom.

         
         “Your sisters are watching them. A boy and a girl.”

         
         “Have the two of you lost your damn minds?” Grandma Frida hissed.

         
         “She isn’t lying,” I said. “Her husband is really gone.”

         
         “I expect that of her!” Grandma Frida pointed at me with her thumb, while glaring at my mother. “But you ought to know better,
            Penelope.”
         

         
         “That woman is at the end of her rope,” Mom said. “How much do you think it cost her to come here? This is what we do. We help people like her.” 

         
         “Exactly!” Grandma Frida hissed. “She’s at the end of her rope. She’s beautiful, rich, helpless, and she’s desperately looking
            for someone to save her. And she’s Rogan’s ex-fiancée. There is no way Rogan and Rynda won’t be spending time together if
            Nevada takes this case.”
         

         
         I stared at her.

         
         “She’s a man magnet.” Grandma Frida balled her hands into fists. “They eat that helpless rescue-me crap up. Her husband has
            been gone for three days. If he hasn’t run off, he’s probably dead. She’ll need consoling. She’ll be looking for a shoulder
            to cry on, a big, strong shoulder. Do I need to spell it out? You’re about to serve your boyfriend to her on a silver platter!”
         

         
         Rynda was very beautiful and very helpless. I wanted to help her. I knew Rogan would too.

         
         “It’s not like that. He broke off their engagement.”

         
         Grandma Frida shook her head. “You told me they knew each other for years, since they were little kids. That kind of thing
            doesn’t just go away. Rogan’s people know it too; that’s why they didn’t give her any information. You’re playing with fire,
            Nevada. Cut her loose. Let somebody else take care of her. She’s a Prime. She’s rich. She isn’t your problem, unless you make
            her your problem.”
         

         
         I looked at Mom.

         
         “Third rule,” she said.

         
         When Dad and Mom started the agency, they had only three rules: first, once we were paid, we stayed bought; second, we did everything we could to not break the law; and third, at the end of the day, we had to be able to look our reflection in the eye. I could live with Olivia’s death. I had nightmares about it, but it was justified. Throwing Rynda out now, when she sat at our kitchen table, was beyond me. Where would she go? 

         
         “If Rynda’s crying will make Rogan break up with me, then our relationship wouldn’t last anyway.”

         
         Most of me believed the words that came out of my mouth, but a small, petty part didn’t. That was okay. I was human, and I
            was entitled to a little bit of insecurity. But I was damned if I let it dictate my actions.
         

         
         “Thank you, Grandma, but I’ve got it.”

         
         Grandma Frida threw her hands up in disgust. “When your heart breaks, don’t come crying to me.”

         
         “I will anyway.” I hugged her.

         
         “Egh . . .” She made a show of trying to knock me off, then hugged me back.

         
         I opened the door to the office and started down the hallway toward my desk and laptop that waited on it.

         
         “It’s James,” Grandma Frida said mournfully behind me. “He ruined all of my practical grandchildren with his altruism.”

         
         Mom didn’t answer. Dad had been dead seven years, but hearing his name still hurt her. It still hurt me.

         
          

         I grabbed the laptop, a notepad, and the new client folder just in case, walked back into the kitchen, sat down at the table,
            and opened my laptop. A few keystrokes told me Bern was home and online.
         

         
         I fired off a quick email. Please send me the basics on Brian Sherwood ASAP. I set the laptop aside and switched to the writing pad and a pen. People minded notes on paper a lot less than a laptop or
            being recorded, and I needed Rynda to relax. She was already keyed up.
         

         
         “Let’s start at the beginning.”

         
         “You don’t like me,” Rynda said. “I felt it back when we first met in the ballroom. You were jealous of me.”

         
         “Yes.” That’s what I get for deciding to take on an empath as a client.

         
         “And when you walked in and saw me, you felt pity and fear.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “But you are going to help me anyway. Why? It’s not guilt. Guilt is like plunging into a dark well. I would’ve felt that.”

         
         “You tell me.”

         
         Her eyes narrowed. Magic brushed me, featherlight. “Compassion,” she said quietly. “And duty. Why would you feel a sense of
            duty toward me?”
         

         
         “Have you ever held a job?”

         
         She frowned. “No. We don’t need the extra money.”

         
         That must be nice. “Do you have any hobbies? Any passions?”

         
         “I . . . make sculptures.”

         
         “Do you sell them?”

         
         “No. They’re nothing spectacular. I’ve never participated in any exhibits.”

         
         “Then why do you keep making them?”

         
         She blinked. “It makes me happy.”

         
         “Being a private investigator makes me happy. I’m not just doing it for the money. I’m doing it because sometimes I get to
            help people. Right now, you need help.”
         

         
         The laptop clicked. A new email, from Bern, popped into my inbox. Brian Sherwood, 32, second son of House Sherwood, Prime, herbamagos. Principal business: Sherwood BioCore. Estimated personal
               worth: $30 million. Wife: Rynda (Charles), 29. Children: Jessica, 6, and Kyle, 4. Siblings: Edward Sherwood, 38, Angela Sherwood,
               23.

         
         Brian Sherwood was a plant mage. Rynda was an empath with a secondary telekenetic talent. That didn’t add up. Primes usually married within their branch of magic. As Rogan once eloquently explained to me in his falling-on-his-sword speech, preserving and increasing magic within the family drove most of their marriage decisions. 

         
         I looked back to her. “I don’t know yet if I’m your best option. It may be that you would be better served by a different
            agency. But before we talk about any of that, walk me through your Thursday. You woke up. Then what happened?”
         

         
         She focused. “I got up. Brian was already awake. He’d taken a shower. I made breakfast and fixed the lunches for him and the
            kids.”
         

         
         “Do you fix their lunches every day?”

         
         “Yes. I like doing it.”

         
         Brian Sherwood, worth thirty million dollars, took a brown-bag lunch his wife made to work every day. Did he eat it or throw
            it in the trash? That was the question.
         

         
         “Brian kissed me and told me he would be home at the usual time.”

         
         “What time is that?”

         
         “Six o’clock. I said we’d be having cubed steak for dinner. He asked if fries were involved.”

         
         She choked on a sob.

         
         “Who took Jessica to school?”

         
         She glanced at me, surprised. “How did you know her name?”

         
         “My cousin pulled your public records.” I turned the laptop so she could see.

         
         She blinked. “My whole life in one paragraph.”

         
         “Keep going,” I told her. “How did Jessica get to school?”

         
         “Brian dropped her off. I took Kyle on a walk.”

         
         Lie.

         
         “I called Brian around lunch. He answered.”

         
         Truth.

         
         “What did you talk about?”

         
         “Nothing serious.”

         
         Lie.

         
         “I’m not your enemy. It would help if you were honest with me. Let’s try this again. Where did you and Kyle go and what was
            the phone call about?”
         

         
         She set her lips into a flat, hard line.

         
         “Everything you tell me now is confidential. It isn’t privileged, like conversations with your attorney, which means I will
            have to disclose it in a court proceeding. But short of that, it won’t go anywhere.”
         

         
         She covered her face with her hands, thought about it for a long moment, and exhaled. “Kyle’s magic hasn’t manifested. I manifested
            by two, Brian manifested by four months, Jessica manifested at thirteen months. Kyle is almost five. He’s late. We’re taking
            him to a specialist. I always call Brian after every session, because he wants to know how Kyle did.”
         

         
         For a Prime, a child with no magic would be devastating. Rogan’s voice popped into my head. You think you won’t care about it, but you will. Think of your children and having to explain that their talents are subpar,
               because you have failed to secure a proper genetic match.

         
         “Your anxiety spiked. Why? Was it something I said? Is the specialist important?”

         
         “I don’t know yet.” She would be a really difficult client. She registered every emotional twitch I made. “Did Kyle manifest?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “What happened next?”

         
         She sighed and went through her day. She picked up Jessica, fed the kids, then they read books and watched cartoons together. She made dinner, but Brian didn’t show. She called his cell several times over the next two hours and finally called his brother. Edward Sherwood was still at work. He had happened to look out the window when Brian had left at his usual time and remembered watching him get into his car. Just to be sure, Edward walked down to Brian’s office and reported that it was empty. He also called down to the front desk, and the guard confirmed that Brian had signed out, left the building a quarter before six, and didn’t return. 

         
         “How far is your house from Sherwood’s BioCore?”

         
         “It’s a ten-minute drive. We live in Hunters Creek Village. BioCore is at Post Oak Circle, near the Houstonian Hotel. It’s
            three and a half miles down Memorial Drive. Even with heavy traffic, he’s usually home in fifteen minutes.”
         

         
         “Did Edward mention if Brian was planning to make any stops?”

         
         “He didn’t know. He said he wasn’t aware of any meetings scheduled that afternoon.”

         
         “Did he sound concerned?”

         
         She shook her head. “He said he was sure Brian would show up. But I knew something was wrong. I just knew.”
         

         
         All the standard things someone does when their loved one is missing followed: calls to hospitals and police stations, driving
            the route to look for the stranded car, talking with people at his work, calling other family members asking if they heard
            anything, and so on.
         

         
         “He didn’t come home,” she said, her voice dull. “In the morning I called Edward. He told me not to worry. He said Brian had
            seemed tense lately and that he would turn up. I told him I would file the police report. He said that he didn’t feel there
            was a need for it, but if it would make me feel better, I should file it.”
         

         
         “How did he seem to you?”

         
         “He seemed concerned for me.”

         
         Interesting. “For you? Not for Brian?”

         
         “For me and the kids.”

         
         “And Brian has never done anything like this before?”

         
         She didn’t answer.

         
         “Rynda?”

         
         “He disappears sometimes when he’s stressed,” she said quietly. “He used to. But not for the last three years and never this
            long. You have to understand, Brian isn’t a coward, he just needs stability. He likes when things are calm.”
         

         
         That explained why his brother didn’t immediately sound the alarm and bring all hands on deck. “Can you tell me more about
            it? The last time he disappeared?”
         

         
         “It was after Kyle’s one-year birthday party. Edward asked him if Kyle manifested, and Brian told him no. Then Joshua, Brian’s
            father—he died a year later—said that Brian and I better get on with making another one, because Jessica is an empath like
            me, and a dud can’t lead the family.”
         

         
         He called his grandson a dud. Ugh.

         
         “Thank you,” Rynda said.

         
         “For what?”

         
         “For your disgust. Brian’s anxiety spiked. I felt an intense need to escape coming from him, so I told them that it was late
            and the children were tired. The family left. Brian didn’t come back to bed. He got into his car and drove off. He came home
            the next evening. That was the longest he had ever disappeared during our marriage.”
         

         
         “Did he say where he went?”

         
         “He said he just drove. He eventually found some small hotel and spent the night there. He came home because he realized that
            he had no place to go and he missed me and the kids. He would never leave me, and the last time I saw him, he was calm.”
         

         
         Truth.

         
         I rubbed my forehead. “Did you share this with the police?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         And they dismissed her as being a hysterical woman whose husband bolted when the pressure became too much.

         
         “Do you have access to Brian’s bank accounts?”

         
         “Yes.” She blinked.

         
         “Can you check if there has been any activity? Has he used his cards in the last few days?”

         
         She grabbed her purse, rummaged through it frantically. “Why didn’t I think of . . .” She pulled the phone out and stabbed
            at it.
         

         
         A moment passed. Another.

         
         Her face fell. “No. Nothing.”

         
         “Rynda, did you kill your husband?”

         
         She stared at me.

         
         “I need an answer.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Do you know what happened to him?”

         
         “No!”

         
         “Do you know where he is?”

         
         “No!”

         
         True on all counts.

         
         “There are several possibilities,” I said. “First, something bad could have happened to Brian as a result of House politics
            or his job. Second, something traumatic could’ve occurred during the workday on Thursday that caused him to go into hiding.
            I can look for your husband. Alternatively, I can recommend Montgomery International Investigations.”
         

         
         When Dad got sick, we’d mortgaged the business to MII, and their owner, Augustine Montgomery, and our family had a complicated
            history, but that didn’t change the fact that MII was her best bet.
         

         
         “They are a premier agency, and they are very well equipped to handle things like this. You can afford them. You should be aware that Baylor’s a small firm with a fraction of MII’s resources.” 

         
         Rynda sat very still.

         
         Someone pounded down the hallway on small feet.

         
         “Mom!” A small boy ran into the kitchen carrying a piece of paper. He had dark hair and Rynda’s silver eyes. She opened her
            arms, and he thrust a piece of paper at her. “I drew a tank! They have a tank in their garage!”
         

         
         Catalina walked into the room, dark-haired, slender, a small smile on her face. “Kyle wanted to show you.”

         
         “That’s a scary tank,” Rynda said.

         
         “Come on.” My sister held out her hand. “I’ll show you more cool stuff.”

         
         Kyle put the paper in front of his mother. “It’s a present for you. I’ll draw one for Dad!” He took off at a run. Catalina
            sighed and chased him.
         

         
         Rynda watched him go with an odd look on her face.

         
         “I’ve talked to MII.” She swallowed, and I saw a shadow of her mother’s ruthless logic in her eyes. “Montgomery turned me
            down.”
         

         
         Augustine Montgomery declined to get involved. Interesting. I really was her last resort.

         
         “Very well,” I said. “I will look for Brian.”

         
         She shifted in her seat and blurted out, “I want a contract.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “I don’t want this to be an act of charity. I want to pay you.”

         
         “That’s fine.”

         
         “I want things defined and professional.”

         
         “As do I.”

         
         “And our relationship is that of a client and service provider.”

         
         “Agreed,” I said.

         
         A door swung open. A thunderstorm appeared behind me and was moving through our house, churning with power and magic. Rogan.

         
         He reached my kitchen and loomed in the doorway, tall, broad-shouldered, his blue eyes dark and his magic wrapped around him
            like a vicious pet snapping its savage teeth. If I didn’t know him, I would’ve backed away and pulled my gun out.
         

         
         “Connor!” Rynda jumped up from behind the table, cleared the distance between them, and hugged him.

         
         And jealousy stabbed me right in the heart. He was mine.

         
         Rogan gently put his arms around her, his blue eyes fixed on me. “Are you okay?”

         
         “No.” Rynda choked on a sob. “Brian is missing.”

         
         He was still looking at me. I nodded. Yes. I’m okay.

         
         Rynda pulled away from him. “I didn’t know where to go. I . . .”

         
         “I’m going to take care of it,” I told Rogan.

         
         “Nevada is the best you can get,” he said, his voice perfectly calm.

         
         I checked my laptop: 5:47 p.m. “Rynda, I have some paperwork for you to sign. There are some preliminary things I can do today,
            but tomorrow I’ll go and knock on BioCore’s doors. It would make things easier for me if you called ahead and advised the
            family that I’ll be coming by.”
         

         
         “I’ll come with you,” she said.

         
         “It would be best if I went by myself,” I told her. “People may say things to me that they might not mention in your presence.
            If I’ll require access to Sherwood family spaces or other restricted areas, I’ll definitely ask you to come with me.”
         

         
         “What do I do now?” She was looking at Rogan, not at me.

         
         “Sign the paperwork and go home. Brian might call or show up,” Rogan said. “You’re not alone, Rynda. Nevada will help you.
            I will help you.”
         

         
         “I hate you for killing my mother,” she told him, her voice strained.

         
         “I know,” he said. “It couldn’t be helped.”

         
         “Everything is falling apart, Connor. How can it all just crumble like that?”

         
         “It’s House life,” he said.

         
         Rynda’s shoulders stooped. She turned to me. “Where do I sign?”

         
         I walked her through the paperwork, fees, and stipulations. She signed and went to collect her children.

         
         Rogan waited until she was out of sight and stepped close to me.

         
         “She’ll need an escort home,” I said. “And someone to watch the house.” There was no telling where this investigation would
            lead, and extra security was never a bad idea.
         

         
         “I’ll take care of it,” he said, and kissed me. It was a sudden, hard kiss, fierce and hot. It burned like fire.

         
         We broke apart, and I saw the dragon in his eyes. Rogan was preparing to go to war.

         
         “Your grandmother is in the city,” he said, and pressed a USB drive into my hand. “You must decide tonight.”

         
         He turned and walked away, the memory of his kiss still scorching me.

         
         I took a deep breath and plugged the USB into my laptop.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The family sat at the dining table. I took the head spot this time. A stack of papers sat on my right, covered with a folder.
            I’d printed out the contents of the USB drive.
         

         
         My two sisters had taken the chairs next to me, Catalina on my right, Arabella on my left. Catalina, who was a week shy of
            turning eighteen, was dark-haired, serious, and calm. She liked math, because it made sense to her, and would do just about
            anything to not be the center of attention. Arabella, still fifteen, was blond, athletic, with bigger boobs and a curvier
            butt, and calm wasn’t even in her vocabulary. She liked forensics and humanities. “Calling people out” was her preferred method
            of dealing with issues. The high school debate club, which made the fatal mistake of snubbing her because she was a freshman
            at the time and their roster was full, lived in mortal terror of her.
         

         
         Bernard, the oldest of our two cousins, sat next to Catalina. Over six feet tall, with shoulders that had trouble fitting
            through narrow doorways, Bern was built like he broke people for a living. He had wrestled in high school and still went to
            judo a few times a week, which he claimed he was doing to balance long hours spent writing computer code. When he was a kid,
            his hair had been the color of straw and curly. The curls were all gone now. His hair had turned dark blond, and he kept it
            cut short and messy.
         

         
         His brother Leon was just about his exact opposite. Lean, dark, and fast, Leon alternated between sarcasm, excitement, and total gloom as quickly as his sixteen-year-old body could produce the hormones. He hero-worshipped his brother. He also thought he himself was a dud without any magic. I knew he wasn’t, and I was doing my best to keep that knowledge to myself, because there was only one type of job open to someone with Leon’s magical talent, and it wasn’t a job any of us would’ve liked him to have. Right now, only Bug, who was Rogan’s surveillance expert, my mother, and I knew what he was capable of, and the only reason I told Mom was because his talent would explode into light sooner or later, and if I wasn’t around, someone else would have to handle it. Sooner or later I would have to tell Leon. 

         
         My mother sat at the other end of the table. She used to be a soldier, but her time as a POW left her with a permanent limp.
            She was softer now, her brown hair braided and pinned at the nape of her neck. Her eyes were brown like mine. When Dad got
            sick and after his death, Mom kept us together. I was just now beginning to understand how much it had cost her.
         

         
         Grandma Frida sat beside Mom. One of my earliest memories was playing on the floor of the motor pool with little model cars,
            and Grandma Frida, who still had some blond in her hair back then, humming softly as she worked on some giant vehicle. Most
            people smelled engine oil and rubber and thought mechanic. I thought Grandma.
         

         
         Family.

         
         I loved them all so much. I had to do everything I could to keep them safe. This would be a Christmas we’d never forget.

         
         “Victoria Tremaine knows who we are,” I said.

         
         The words hit the table like a pile of bricks. Arabella paled. Catalina bit her lip. Bern became very still. Leon, oblivious,
            frowned at the pinched expressions he saw. Nobody spoke.
         

         
         Truthseeker talents like mine were very rare. There were only three truthseeker Houses in the United States. House Tremaine was the smallest and the most feared. It had only one member—Victoria Tremaine. And she was coming for us. 

         
         “How sure are you?” Mom finally asked.

         
         “She tried to purchase our mortgage.”

         
         Mom swore.

         
         “I thought House Montgomery owned our mortgage,” Leon said.

         
         “House Montgomery owns the mortgage on our business,” Bernard said patiently. “The mortgage on the warehouse was held by a
            private bank until Rogan bought it.”
         

         
         “To bring everyone up to speed,” I said before they could go off on a tangent, “Dad was Victoria’s only child. He was born
            without magic, and she hated him for it. He ran away after high school, met Mom, and lived quietly, so she never found him.
            But now she knows. She’s the only member of her family. Once she dies, House Tremaine will die with her.”
         

         
         “How did I not know this?” Leon asked. “Am I the only one who didn’t know this? You guys knew and didn’t tell me?”

         
         I raised my hand. “The point is, Victoria Tremaine desperately needs us. She’s the only surviving Prime of her House.”

         
         “The House is everything,” Bern said quietly. “She needs you and the girls to qualify as Primes so she can keep her House
            alive.”
         

         
         “Question!” Leon said. “If she is the only Prime, how can she still be a House?”

         
         “Every time a new Prime is registered, the Office of Records checks to see if the family has two Primes,” Catalina said. “If
            there are two living Primes, the family is recertified as a House. They don’t take away the family’s rank until the last Prime
            alive at the last certification dies.”
         

         
         My sister had been reading up on Houses.

         
         “You know what I can do,” I said.

         
         I could do plenty. Being able to detect a lie was the least of my talents. I could crack a human mind like a walnut and pull
            whatever knowledge I needed out of it. And I didn’t have to leave the mind intact.
         

         
         “Victoria can do everything I do and much more, and she does it better. I’m just now figuring out the extent of my power.
            She’s been trained in the use of magic since she could hold chalk in her hand. She has power, money, and troops we don’t.
            She’ll do whatever she has to do to gain control of me and Catalina at the very least.”
         

         
         Grandma Frida put her hand over her mouth.

         
         Bernard was usually calm and steady, like a rock in a storm. But right now his eyes were full of fear. “She can do things
            with Catalina’s talent.”
         

         
         Unspeakable, ugly things. Things that would make my thoughtful, kind sister hate herself.

         
         “And if Arabella’s magic is discovered . . .” I didn’t finish.

         
         I didn’t even want to go there. They would lock her away and keep her sedated for the rest of her life. She would never get
            to see the sun. She’d never laugh again, never love, never live.
         

         
         My grandmother wouldn’t get her claws on my sisters. I wouldn’t let it happen.

         
         Catalina leaned forward, her eyes defiant. “What are our options?”

         
         I checked my mother’s face. She was sitting still, her expression grim.

         
         “We can roll over,” I said. “That will likely mean that you and I will have to do whatever Victoria says. We’ll have to walk
            away from our business.”
         

         
         Catalina winced. Our parents built Baylor Investigative Agency, and I spent seven years growing it. It wasn’t just a business. It was the future and the core of our family. 

         
         I had to keep going. “We probably won’t see Mom, Grandma Frida, or Bern and Leon again for a while.”

         
         That got me a look of pure horror.

         
         “We’d have to obey her and do whatever she wanted. I would be doing interrogations and lobotomizing people.” I kept my voice
            even. They didn’t need emotion from me right now. “Eventually Victoria will die. She’s old.”
         

         
         And that didn’t sound morbid. Not at all.

         
         I forged on. “Eventually we’d inherit House Tremaine.”

         
         “How long?” Leon asked.

         
         “I don’t know. She’s in her seventies. Ten years, maybe twenty.”

         
         “Door number two, please,” Arabella said.

         
         “I agree,” Bern said. “We’re not doing that.”

         
         “We can fight,” I said. “Victoria has more money, more troops, and more of everything.”

         
         “But Rogan would help us, right?” Arabella asked.

         
         I struggled with the right words. “Yes. But we can’t always count on Rogan.”

         
         Strictly speaking, that was a lie. Rogan would do anything and everything to help me.

         
         “We shouldn’t always count on Rogan,” Mom said.
         

         
         Everyone looked at her.

         
         “This isn’t his problem,” she said. “It’s our problem.”

         
         “If we let Rogan save us, we’ll be tying ourselves to him,” I said. “We’d be viewed as his vassals. We’d have his protection,
            but we would inherit his enemies, and he has some powerful ones.”
         

         
         “And if your relationship with Rogan sours, things will get complicated,” Bern said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “So we don’t want to give up and we can’t fight the Evil Grandma. Is there a third option?” Arabella asked.

         
         “Yes. We can become a House.”

         
         My sisters and cousins stared at me. I’d brought up this possibility once before, but we were kind of busy at the time trying
            to solve a murder and accomplishing other important things like not getting killed.
         

         
         “Whoa.” Leon blinked.

         
         “No,” Mom said. “There has to be another way.”

         
         I leaned back. “Becoming a House would grant us provisional immunity from any attacks by other Houses for three years. That’s
            long enough for us to establish a power base.”
         

         
         “Would Victoria follow that rule?” Catalina asked.

         
         “Rogan says she will. It’s in everyone’s best interest to protect emerging Houses, because otherwise inbreeding would become
            a real danger. Apparently, this is one of those rules Primes won’t break under any circumstances. It would buy us time to
            build up our power base and make alliances and do all the things Houses do.”
         

         
         “You can’t be serious,” Mom said.

         
         “I am.”

         
         “She isn’t going to obey any rules. That woman is a monster. You can’t be that naive, Nevada.”

         
         I met my mother’s gaze. “Yes, she may still attack us. But she will have to do it in a way that can’t lead back to her. Becoming
            a House would make it much harder for her to hit us.” And once we became a House, we could make alliances as equals.
         

         
         “You’re filling their heads with visions of being a House. Why don’t you tell them what it’s really like? Tell them about
            Baranovsky.”
         

         
         “Mom is right,” I said. “Houses are vicious. You remember that charity gala I went to in the black dress? It was very exclusive. The man who hosted it, Gabriel Baranovsky, was drinking champagne at the top of the stairs in the ballroom. David Howling froze the wine in Gabriel’s throat. He turned it into a blade that sliced Gabriel’s neck from inside out.” 

         
         “Badass,” Leon offered.

         
         We all looked at him.

         
         “It’s elegant,” he said. “The ice melts, and there is no evidence. There are no prints, no murder weapon, there is nothing.”

         
         I had to tell him about his magic. There just wasn’t any escaping it. That’s the way his mind worked and there was no way
            to rewire him. Maybe I could just get it over with now.
         

         
         My mother cleared her throat and hit me with a warning stare. It’s like she was telepathic or something.

         
         “When Baranovsky choked on his own blood and collapsed, nobody helped him,” I said. “Nobody screamed. Hundreds of Primes turned
            and calmly started walking toward the exit, because the mansion would be locked down and they didn’t want to be inconvenienced.”
         

         
         I waited a moment to let it sink in.

         
         “Primes won’t care that you are young. They won’t be kind. They will try to use us, manipulate us, or destroy us. You could
            be standing in the middle of the Assembly, and if a Prime summoned a pack of wild wolves to rip you to pieces, I’m not sure
            anyone would help. This would be our life.”
         

         
         Their faces were grim. I was losing them. I expected that Mom wouldn’t be on my side, but I had to at least convince my sisters.

         
         “But if we do this, we can build up our strength for three years,” I said. “Victoria is coming for us now. Right now. She’s in town. The only reason she isn’t attacking us is because Rogan’s people are fortified around us. She’d have to go through them, and she doesn’t want to start a fight with House Rogan unless she has to.” 

         
         “Pack your bags,” Mom said. “The five of you are leaving.”

         
         “Mom?” Arabella stared at her. “We can’t leave.”

         
         “Out of the question.” I knew she would react like this.

         
         “I’m not quitting college,” Bern said.

         
         “We aren’t leaving you!” Catalina’s voice spiked. “We are not abandoning you and Grandma!”
         

         
         My mother put steel into her voice. “You heard me.”

         
         “Where?” Grandma Frida asked, her voice so high, it sounded broken.

         
         Mom turned to her.

         
         “Where can you send them so that bitch doesn’t find them, Penelope? She knows what they look like. She knows their names.
            She knows their social security numbers. She can pull the truth out of anyone she meets. Where on the planet can you find
            a place where her money and power won’t reach?”
         

         
         “Mom,” my mother said quietly, looking stunned.

         
         “I told you twenty-six years ago that if you married him, you would pay the price. I told you to let him go. You didn’t listen.
            You raised them to fight. They’re not going to cut and run now.”
         

         
         “They will do what I say,” Mom ground out. “I’m their mother.”

         
         Grandma Frida squinted at her. “Aha. And how did that work out for me?”

         
         Mom opened her mouth and clicked it shut.

         
         “What’s involved in becoming a House?” Catalina asked.

         
         “At least two of us will have to undergo the trials and register as Primes,” I said. “Most likely it will be you and me.”

         
         My sister frowned. “What if I don’t qualify?”

         
         “I’ll do it!” Arabella announced.

         
         “No,” everyone said at the same time.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “You know why not,” my mother said. “Don’t make me pull that documentary out again.”

         
         My sister took a deep breath. Uh-oh.

         
         “I’m not going to spend my life hiding. Nobody will ever see what I can do!” She pounded her small fist on the table. “I’m
            going to qualify.”
         

         
         My mother’s face told me that I had to fix this fast or she would snap and try to send everyone into exile again.

         
         “You can control your magic,” I said.

         
         “Yes!” Arabella said.

         
         “We know this, but nobody else does. People are afraid, because the last person with your magic lost control. The only way
            they’ll accept you is if all of us demonstrate that you have complete control over yourself, and we, as a family, have complete
            control of you. This takes time. If you give us these three years, by the end of it we’ll be established as a House. And then,
            at eighteen, you can qualify.”
         

         
         “Nevada!” Mom snarled.

         
         “But this also means that for the next three years all of us will be in the limelight,” I continued. “And you have to stop
            acting like an impulsive brat.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Catalina piled on. “No more angry outbursts, no more screaming, no more punching people or starting shit online.”

         
         Arabella crossed her arms on her chest. “Fine. But you promise me! You promise me right now that if I behave, I’ll qualify
            in three years.”
         

         
         “I promise.”

         
         My mother punched the table.

         
         “So that’s where she gets it from,” Bern observed.

         
         “What’s the alternative?” Grandma Frida asked Mom.

         
         “Not getting locked away for life, where they would keep her constantly sedated,” Mom growled.

         
         “There are some other formalities,” I said. “Everyone who is qualifying will have to give a DNA sample, so they can make sure
            we are all related. We’ll have to submit some paperwork, they will set the date for the trials, then we are tested, and if
            we qualify, we become a House.”
         

         
         “That’s it?” Leon asked.

         
         “Yes.” I put my hand on the stack of paperwork. “If we decide to do this, that’s it. There is no backing out.”

         
         “What if we don’t qualify?” Catalina asked. “We’ll look like weaklings who wanted to be Primes and fell short. Nobody would
            do business with us again.”
         

         
         “We’ll qualify. I’m a Prime and so are you.”

         
         “They might not even know what my magic is,” she insisted. “What if I permanently affect people? What if—”

         
         “Oh shut up,” Arabella told her. “You made an army of hired killers sit on the floor and listen to your story like they were
            in kindergarten. And they’re all fine now.”
         

         
         “I want to register as well,” Bern said. “Maybe not as a Prime, but the last time they tested me, I was ten. I’m stronger
            now.”
         

         
         Leon dramatically collapsed on the back of his chair. “Rub it in, all of you. You and your magic. I’ll just sit here with
            my dud self.”
         

         
         I opened my mouth and shut it. Now wasn’t the time to spring it on him.

         
         “Nevada, there has to be another way,” Mom said.

         
         “I don’t know what that is,” I told her. “And neither does Rogan. If I knew of another way, I would take it, Mom. I promise
            you, I would. This is the only way we can keep all of us safe.”
         

         
         “If we do this, we’ll never be safe,” Mom said.

         
         “Things will never be the same if we do this.” That wasn’t exactly a response to what she said, but I had to keep going. “Which is why we have to vote as a family. We all share responsibility for this decision. Once we make it, nobody complains and everyone has to work together. Does anyone want to add anything?” 

         
         Silence.

         
         “Everyone for becoming a House, raise your hands.”

         
         I held my hand up. Bern, Arabella, Leon, and Grandma.

         
         “Everyone for running away and hiding?”

         
         Mom raised her hand.

         
         I looked at Catalina.

         
         “I’m abstaining,” she said.

         
         “You don’t get to abstain,” Arabella said. “For once in your life, make a decision!”

         
         Catalina took a deep breath. “I vote for the House.”

         
         “Fools,” my mother said. “I’ve raised a pack of nincompoops.”

         
         “But we’re your nincompoops,” Leon said.

         
         I picked up the paperwork bristling with colored flags indicating signature lines. “I need all of you to sign.”

         
         “Wait!” Grandma Frida grabbed her phone. “We must take a picture for posterity.”

         
         They crowded into the shot around me. Grandma Frida set the phone on a delay and it snapped an image of all of them around
            me, the paperwork in front of me, a pen in my hand. Cold froze my stomach.
         

         
         I loved them so much. I just hoped I made the right call.

         
          

         The Office of House Records occupied a short tower of black glass on Old Spanish Trail, across the street from the Bureau
            of Vital Statistics. The asymmetric building leaned back, textured, its profile odd. As Rogan pulled his gunmetal-grey Range
            Rover into the parking lot, I saw the front of the tower. It was shaped like a feathered quill.
         

         
         The setting sun played on the dark glass. Only a handful of cars waited in the parking lot.

         
         “Are you sure he will be there?” I asked.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “It’s Christmas Day.”

         
         Rogan turned to me. “He will be there, because I called and asked.”

         
         I gripped the zippered file so hard, my fingers went white. Last chance to back out.

         
         Rogan reached over, his magic curling around me. He took my hand and held it in his. “Do you want me to turn around?”

         
         “No.” I swallowed. “Let’s do this.”

         
         We got out of the car and walked to the door. It slid open with a whisper, and we stepped into a modern lobby. Black granite
            sheathed the walls, grey granite shone on the floor, and in the center of the lobby, thin lines of gold traced a magic circle.
            A guard looked at us from behind his desk and bowed his head. Rogan led me past him to the elevators.
         

         
         The folder seemed so heavy in my hands. All my doubts bubbled up and refused to disappear.

         
         “Am I doing the right thing?”

         
         “You’re doing the only thing that makes sense to keep your family safe.”

         
         “What if I don’t qualify?”

         
         “You stood toe-to-toe with Olivia Charles, a manipulator Prime, and you won.” His voice was steady. “You will qualify.”

         
         “Thank you for coming with me.”

         
         He didn’t answer. He’d made it clear in the past that he expected me to walk away from him the moment our family became a House. He didn’t think our magic was compatible. If we had children, they might not even be Primes. He viewed this as the beginning of our end, but he came anyway. He was also in complete denial if he thought I’d let him get away. He was mine. My Connor. 

         
         The elevator opened. We stepped into a hallway, with a dozen doors branching off from it, all closed. At the very end of the
            row of doors, large double doors stood open. We walked toward those doors, then through the doorway, into a huge circular
            room. Books lined the walls, thousands of books on the curved wooden shelves, three stories high, each floor with its own
            railed balcony. A grouping of comfortable couches upholstered in dark leather occupied the center of the room. Directly in
            front of it, between us and the couches, a round counter rose.
         

         
         An old man sat behind the counter, reading a book. His skin was a warm brown, pointing at a Latin American heritage, his hair
            was white, and he wore a three-piece grey suit with a tartan bow tie. He raised his head, smiled at us, and hopped off his
            chair. His eyes, behind large glasses, were very dark, almost black, and shiny like two pieces of obsidian.
         

         
         “Ms. Baylor,” he said, his voice soft and cultured. “Finally.”

         
         “I’m sorry to trouble you on a holiday.”

         
         He smiled wider, showing white teeth. “Don’t mention it. It is, after all, my job. I would’ve done it anyway. I was in downtown
            Houston, in the tunnels, when the Old Justice Center fell. I owe you and Mr. Rogan my life.”
         

         
         A man emerged from a shadowy alcove in the side wall, moving silently across the floor. In his mid-twenties, he wore expensive
            shoes and a sharp black suit, with a white shirt that looked even whiter against his light bronze skin, and a black tie. Black
            and grey tattoos covered his hands and neck. His dark brown hair, cut short on the sides, but longer on top of his head and
            slicked back, defined a long handsome face, with intelligent eyes the color of whiskey. He looked dangerous and slightly mournful,
            like a Prohibition-era gangster at a funeral.
         

         
         “It’s not every day one gets to register an emerging House,” the Records Keeper continued. He leaned closer and smiled at me, as if sharing a secret. “Especially one with a truthseeker in it. I’m so very excited to meet you. Michael is also very excited, aren’t you, Michael?” 

         
         Michael nodded.

         
         The Records Keeper put on a pair of linen gloves and turned around. Behind him a massive book lay on a pedestal under a glass
            hood. He raised the hood, picked up the heavy volume, bound in marbled leather, and placed it on the counter. An elaborate
            gold crest decorated the front panel.
         

         
         “It’s beautiful,” I said.

         
         “It is. Eighteenth-century Dutch binding. The Houses of Texas have been recorded in this book since before statehood.” He
            opened it gently and showed me an empty page. “If you pass the trials, your House will be written here.”
         

         
         He turned the heavy pages to the red bookmark. Four columns of names written in beautiful calligraphy covered the page. Some
            were crossed out.
         

         
         “Are those the people who failed the trials?”

         
         He nodded. “Indeed. Now then, do you have the necessary paperwork?”

         
         I passed him the folder. He opened it, scanning the pages.

         
         “Where is the second witness?” Rogan asked.

         
         “Running late. Given the circumstances, I wanted to make sure to select someone whose reputation is beyond contestation. Someone
            whose name commands respect. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”
         

         
         “A witness to the emergence of a House has certain obligations,” Rogan told me quietly.

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “We’re expected to offer advice and guidance.”

         
         The Keeper checked the signatures and raised his head.

         
         “You’ve presented us with a conundrum, Mr. Rogan. Finding a suitable test for a truthseeker was challenging, but identifying
            the younger Ms. Baylor’s magic was even more so. I must say, your sister’s power is something truly remarkable. It is, of
            course, a mental branch, but what subset? One would naturally lean toward a psionic, but a psionic who evokes a genuine love
            has never manifested. Michael and I had to dig very far through our archives and other archives. Favors were called in, access
            to databases had to be requested, and foreign Keepers of Records were consulted. But we persevered, didn’t we, Michael?”
         

         
         Michael nodded again.

         
         “We had to reach very far, and we finally found what we were looking for in Greece. There is a single House—just one, mind
            you—whose record showed the emergence of a similar talent. Only in female offspring. The last verified manifestation was in
            the 1940s. Apparently, there was some unpleasantness.”
         

         
         “What kind of unpleasantness?” I asked.

         
         “The lady in question fought against the Russian Imperial invasion of their small city. The legend states that she placed
            herself onto a rocky island a short distance from the cliffs and then called an entire battalion of the invading Russian troops
            to her. She drowned three motorized rifle companies before the few survivors finally managed to reach the rock. She was torn
            apart. Quite literally, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         Oh, Catalina . . . I could picture my sister on that rock. That’s exactly what she would do.

         
         “Dreadful business.” The Records Keeper sighed. “The House hasn’t had any female heirs since then. A very knowledgeable source
            has speculated that it was a matter of choice rather than chance.”
         

         
         “They abort female children?” Rogan asked, his voice cold.

         
         “Such is the rumor. The House refused our attempts to reach them for a consult. They’re a very reclusive family. Thus, we are left on our own, so after much deliberation, we are creating a new category for Ms. Catalina Baylor.” The Keeper paused. “We shall refer to her as siren.” 

         
         She would hate that.

         
         “It is so very exciting. If this magic endures within your family, this may be the beginning of a whole new subset. The rankings
            of the rare magic talents may shift. We’re bringing in a powerful antistasi Prime for her trials.”
         

         
         Like aegis mages who blocked bullets and physical attacks, antistasi mages specialized in defense, but against mental attacks.
            Well, at least that should put Catalina’s mind to rest.
         

         
         “Which House?” Rogan asked. “Smith?”

         
         “Alessandro Sagredo,” the Keeper said.

         
         Rogan raised his eyebrows.

         
         I glanced at him.

         
         “The best antistasi Prime on record,” Rogan explained.

         
         “We’re taking no chances,” the Keeper said. “Unfortunately, he is otherwise engaged at the moment, so we will have to wait
            a couple of days. Therefore, your trials will be set exactly one week from now, next Sunday.”
         

         
         A man marched into the room. In his sixties, but still athletic, he wore black pants, a black T-shirt, and a black garment
            that could be called a sweatshirt in the same way a Porsche could be called a car. It had notched lapels like a suit, the
            stylish drape of a luxury trench coat, and likely cost more than our mortgage payment.
         

         
         His skin was a light bronze, his hair wavy and black with a lot of white. He had bold, strong features: a broad forehead, black eyebrows, a prominent nose, and a square jaw mostly hidden by a short beard that was more grey than black. His hazel eyes, alight with intelligence, looked at the world with a touch of humor. When I saw him for the first time, I thought he looked like someone’s favorite uncle, who owned a vineyard somewhere in Greece or Spain, spent a lot of time outdoors, and laughed often. That was before I knew who he was. 

         
         “Good evening, Mr. Duncan.” The Keeper smiled.

         
         My House formation would be witnessed by Mad Rogan, the Scourge of Mexico, and Linus Duncan, the former Speaker of the Assembly
            that ruled the magical families of Texas. Dear God.
         

         
         “I’m late, I know, I’m sorry.” The former most powerful man in Texas hurried across the room. “Some people insist on being
            annoyingly difficult. What did I miss?”
         

         
         “Nothing of importance,” the Keeper assured him.

         
         Duncan nodded at Rogan. “Major.”

         
         “Colonel,” Rogan replied.

         
         The Keeper took out a fountain pen, cleared his throat, and glanced at me, his black eyes sparkling behind his glasses. “Michael,
            if you please.”
         

         
         Michael stepped forward and produced a high-end camera.

         
         “A verbal acknowledgment is required,” the Keeper told me, his tone confidential. “You must say these words to me: I, Nevada
            Baylor, petition the
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