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Prologue

~ Kalista ~

I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong back home. We left our teenage problem child, Astrid, to babysit her triplet siblings with the supervision of her older sister, Anastasia. Intuition screamed something would go terribly wrong, but we didn’t get a hint of what it might be until we were halfway home. Anastasia was called into the hospital for an emergency, leaving Astrid home alone with the triplets, who were sleeping. I had no doubt Astrid could take care of them, but I was worried about her.

She behaved so well the last two weeks of her probation which was a result of blowing up a city block while investigating an alert her mentor told her not to check out alone. I was going to let her back into the program on good behavior if this weekend went smoothly, and I wanted it to. It was her test to see if she could follow Anastasia’s orders and handle the stress of taking care of the triplets.

With Anastasia at the hospital, it left Astrid alone, and vulnerable to the Council of Drittsekk1 who wanted to bind her powers like they had mine. She was a sitting duck. Sure, she was behind several strong wards so no one could touch her or the triplets, but Astrid was headstrong. If one of her other siblings came home and tried to assert dominance, force her to comply, or go to bed before we got there, she might flip. Worse, one of the aforementioned Council might taunt her from outside the wards and trigger her rage, drawing her out.

“Kalista, you’ve spaced again,” Beryx, my husband, pulled me from my thoughts as he reached across the middle console of the SUV and set his hand on my thigh, “What’s on your mind, Nev’da2?”

“Astrid,” I whispered, watching the houses thin out. Before he could reassure me, I shook my head and took his hand. “I can’t get that little blip of a vision from my head. She’s going to hit someone, and it’s not going to be her fault. I don’t know how they’re going to get in the house, who they’re going to use that’ll be able to get through the wards…”

He squeezed my hand, and I looked at his rugged face which was half covered by a full beard. His icy eyes nearly glowed in the dark, and his dark brown hair reached the bottom of his pecs again. His power wrapped around me, and my entire body relaxed.

“I know you’re worried that the Council of Angeles will try to bind our daughter again, but they can’t cross the wards. If anyone with malicious intent crosses them, it’s going to take a chunk out of them. Even if they hide in a different body, who can get through unscathed, they will get a kickback,” he reminded me as he picked my hand up and brought it to his lips, “It’ll be okay, Lee. Whatever happens, we already know it won’t be all her fault. We’ll handle it.”

I sighed and pulled our clasped hands to my mouth. I kissed the back of his hand then rubbed my cheek against it. I was about to say something sweet or romantic when I saw Anastasia’s car pull into our driveway, and there was another car too.

My stomach dropped as I recognized Mikaila, our second eldest daughter’s Toyota Corolla. She hadn’t been here since we got back from France. She usually messaged before coming over. Intuition screamed that she was the one they were using, and it made too much sense. She was easier to manipulate than the rest of her siblings.

“Kaila’s here,” I breathed, reaching to unbuckle my seatbelt before he even turned into the driveway.

“Whoa there, hang on and don’t do anything rash,” Beryx tried to calm me as he hit the garage door opener. It was too late for calm and rational. He slowed to pull into the garage, and I opened the door. I slid out as Anastasia reached the porch and turned to me. I jogged to the door, jumping the stairs as the slimy feel of a malevolent being caressed my metaphysical shields.

“Makumae3, what’s going on?” she asked as I pulled out my keys. I didn’t get to speak. The answer came from the other side of the door.

“Maybe they’re right and not having Max as your mentor will be good for you,” Mikaila verbally jabbed, but her voice sounded twisted, and I dropped my keys. Someone was controlling Mikaila or at least amplifying her annoyance.

“Excusez-moi4?” Astrid asked, in a flawless French accent.

“In case you missed the memo, Max isn’t coming back. He met his soulmate in Paris, and he’s staying there,” Mikaila said, and my stomach hit the floor. I hadn’t told Astrid that because I didn’t know for sure. It would only hurt her, and it could be wrong.

I snatched my keys from the deck boards, but my hands were still shaking. PTSD from all the mentakinetic bastards I faced over the years tried to pull me under, but I countered it with logic. Max hadn’t decided if he was staying there permanently, neither had his soulmate, Chaos.

“You’re lying. Discord is Max’s soulmate,” Astrid shouted, and her pitch warned that she was on the brink of tears. I fumbled the keys in the lock, manually turning it, but it went eerily quiet before Astrid spoke again. “It’s not true. He will come back for me,” she countered her own fear with truth. She was right. Max would come or call for her, but I wasn’t sure if it would be before the big fight. “He won’t abandon me.”

“He already has, Midge,” Mikaila taunted using Max’s nickname for Astrid. Shit. No one was allowed to call her that except Max. I turned the lock, but it stuck. Constrida eh Valkarah5? A thud sounded as something heavy hit the hardwood floor, and I prayed it wasn’t either of them. “Woah, Ass, what the hell?”

“He won’t abandon me!” Astrid shouted, and I finally got the door open. Time froze for a split second as I took in the scene. Mikaila was in front of Astrid with her back to the door and her overnight duffle on the floor beside her, which explained the thud. Astrid was poised to deck her sister, and I didn’t blame her one bit, but I was scared she would regret it like she had in my second vision.

Time resumed and Astrid swung, punching her sister square on the nose. Mikaila dropped to the floor beside her duffle, and Astrid’s heterochromic blue and lavender eyes went wide.

“Astrid Danika Drascul!” I shouted, and she went stiff. I turned to Anastasia for damage control, “Ana, check Kaila.” She obeyed, and Astrid stepped out of the way with her hands up. Her vitals were all out of whack and her mind reeled as she realized she fucked up.

“Her nose is broken and there’s brain swelling,” Anastasia started then set her hand on her sister’s ribs. “She’s breathing, but it’s shallow.”

Beryx jogged around me and knelt beside them. He set his hand over Mikaila’s ribs, and ice blue fire encased them, regulating her breathing. Astrid’s eyes went even wider, and tears streamed down her face as she tried to understand how she’d done that much damage.

“I-I… N-no,” she stammered a whisper as Anastasia’s brighter vivid blue fire wrapped around Mikaila’s head. Astrid watched, seeing exactly how injured Mikaila was, which didn’t help. “I-I-I…”

I teleported to her side and pulled her into my arms as her knees buckled. I teleported to the couch where she couldn’t see Mikaila’s body as she hyperventilated.

‘This is just a bad dream. I can’t have done that much damage with one swing. I’m not that strong,’ her thoughts came through my metaphysical earmuffs loud and clear as I held her close. She was blaming herself when it had only been a third her fault. This was the Council’s plan to keep her from her mentor and unbalance him. It so far over the line that I was fighting to keep my rage under control. So, I focused on calming Astrid.

“Shh, it’s going to be okay. They’ll heal her,” I tried to reassure her, but my voice cracked. No one could find out about this. It would give the Council more leverage, and I wouldn’t let them bind her. Astrid’s hyperventilating turned to sobs, and she shook her head against my chest.

“I didn’t mean to. I-I’m not that strong,” she projected, and I combed one hand through her tow head blonde hair with its natural blue and lavender highlights. She was so scared and jumped to the same conclusion I did about the Council.

“I know you didn’t, Simakti6,” I continued to reassure her, voice still unsteady. Curse my vocal cords for being so shitty when I needed them most. “You are strong… but you’re right. That shouldn’t have happened.” I smoothed her hair and silently prayed, “Please, Packshana7, don’t let Mikaila die and give the Council of Pricks another excuse to bind Astrid. I can’t let them do that to one of my girls.”

As the last word lift my mind, Mikaila gasped. Astrid sobbed harder, grateful that her sister was alive. I held her tighter and thanked the Maker, my Packshana.

Astrid leaned heavier on me, but it wasn’t just from exhaustion and emotional overload, there was something else. Something deeper and her aura turned black as pitch. She was berating herself for letting Mikaila get under her skin and failing the test. I teleported to her room, so we could be alone, and she slowly pulled back.

Now came the hard part. She violated her probation. Even if she hadn’t meant to cause that much damage, she still meant to hit her sister, and I had to enforce the rules because I was the Head Director of the Preternatural and Mythical Creatures Agency.

“Simakti, I know you didn’t mean to hurt her that much, but—”

“I know. I-I vi-viola-violated my pro-prob-probation,” she stuttered as she tried to breathe deeply. I took her hands and squeezed them. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. She was waiting for the other shoe to drop, and I hated having to punish her while she was this distraught and berating herself.

“Yes, you did,” I said, letting one of her hands go and cupping her cheek.

“Am I not going to be a marshal now?” she asked as more tears slid down her face. I shook my head and slipped my arm around her, pulling her tight to me.

“Oh, Escas8. This won’t keep you from becoming a Marshal. You just need more training, and a few years for your brain to fully develop. So, you’re less impulsive,” I tried again to reassure. She wrapped her thin arms around me as relief flooded her aura. “But because you violated your probation, you have another week on top of the week you still had.” Guilt ate at me for this, but I couldn’t be lenient. She looked up at me as realization darkened her eyes. Now, she would be on probation until after her birthday. “And you aren’t allowed to have your electronics again until the two weeks are over—”

“Kumae9,” she pleaded, but I set a finger to her lips.

“No phone, no computer, no gaming, no tv, and you’re not allowed to leave the house, except for family gatherings. You can have your watch, but you’ll only be able to contact your father and me. You can listen to music and record your workouts, but that’s all. Everything else will be disabled,” I outlined, using technopathy to make the changes to her electronics.

Astrid was about to protest but stopped and dropped her eyes to her black comforter with the neon game controllers on it. She kept her eyes down, and I dropped my finger with a sigh.

“I love you, Simakti, but you can’t let violence be your answer for everything, especially toward your siblings. The Council of Angeles will use any excuse to bind you, and I don’t want to hand them more leverage,” I explained. She nodded but it hadn’t sunk in yet.

“I know,” she relented as another tear slipped out. “I need sleep.”

“That’s wise,” I confirmed, and tucked her in, kissing her forehead before hugging her again. She didn’t hug me as tight. She was worried about hurting me, and my chest ached at that. It hadn’t been her fault. When I pulled back, I pushed some of her hair from her face and stared into her half lavender half blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Simakti. Makumae Tartas Simakti10.”

“I love you too, mom,” she answered in English and my heart sank even further as I stood. I walked to the door but kept my eyes on her as she pulled her chibi vampire plush to her chest. I stepped out of her room but stopped with the door almost shut.

“This wasn’t all your fault, Astrid,” I reminded her, and she finally looked at me. Someone was pulling strings behind the scenes, and I was going to find out who. I just hoped I figured it out before someone wound up dead. “It’s not forever, Esca’Troikas11, and no one will replace you in his life.”

With that bit of truth, I shut the door and leaned against it, relieved. That last line was my truth speaking ability. There was no better mentor for her than Max. I hoped she wouldn’t go too far off the deep end into the pit of despair before her punishment ended.

“How is she?” Beryx called up the steps to Astrid’s attic room. I teleported to him and wrapped my arms around him. He rubbed my back and kissed my forehead. “That bad, huh?”

“She thinks Max will replace her, and I’m not sure where the thought came from,” I said, trying to figure out who told her that. Max never replaced any of the kids he raised or mentored.

“It had to be something Mikaila said,” Beryx suggested, and I tilted my head to look up at him from his chest. “She taunted her and isn’t sure why she said what she did. I feel a taint on her that I haven’t felt in years.”

My mind recalled hearing the tainted voice from someone else’s lips. I flashed back to Max’s bathroom and the inky black demon Melody Amhrán puked up. My train of thought crashed into the ravine of knowledge, and I pulled back to stare up at him.

“The Shki12? You felt him on Mikaila,” I said, praying it wasn’t true while trying to figure out when he sank his claws into our daughter. He had to have direct contact to have a strong enough hold to make it through the wards.

“Yes, and I don’t know the answer either. He’s got his claws in too many people to figure out when she came into contact with him,” he stated the facts, and I hated it. There should be something connecting them, but I couldn’t find anything either. The Shki was targeting my children, and I was going to stand between him and anyone he was after.

“Don’t stress over this, Lee,” he kissed my forehead again and slowly rocked me from side to side. “This is just a distraction from the larger goal. The Maker will take care of it.”

“Like he always has,” I breathed and kissed him before he teleported us to our bedroom.

 



   

Chapter One

~ Astrid, a week and a half later ~

“Astrid, did you pack your bag yet?” Anastasia, my third oldest sister called from the bottom of the stairs to my bedroom in the attic. I glared at my door at the top of the stairs and hugged my chibi vampire plushie to my chest. It was the closest thing I had to hugging Uncle Max since he was halfway around the world in Paris. The thought of the City of Love soured my mood further.

“I’m not coming,” I called back, voice hoarse from crying. Why was I crying over Uncle Max’s stupid letter? Yes, it was from him, but I was better than this! Being on probation for a month while he was on an international mission was doing my head in. I was forced to stay behind because I blew up a city block while trying to kill a Fœmoræ13. He was forced to leave me here with my family, most of whom didn’t understand me.

Uncle Max was my mentor in the Preternatural Marshals program, and I hadn’t worried about him leaving. He always came back. Three weeks ago, rumors started flying about him not returning. Uncle Max taught me not to listen to them. Instead, I focused on training assignments from Packshana Lou, exercising in the gym out back, and reading my favorite series Change Comes Softly by Luke MacBeth for the seventh time while trying not to worry about it. 

When my parents and Mikaila returned from helping with the mission in Paris two weeks ago, Uncle Max wasn’t with them. I asked Packana14 who said Uncle Max found his soulmate, and I was ecstatic because I knew who she was and loved her. I saw their connection right before my dumb decision. So, I assumed when they worked things out, they’d be back.

Then Mikaila, who didn’t live here anymore, came home a week ago and demanded her old room back. I was confused and flustered because it was my room, and she knew that. I interrogated her only to find out that Serenity, another sister, had a date at Mikaila’s apartment, so she came here. 

That was fine, but wanting to take my room wasn’t. I tried to explain, and she got uncharacteristically aggressive. At one point in the argument, she literally asked me to fight her for the room. When I didn’t succumb to the taunts, she threw Uncle Max not coming home in my face. I called her a liar, but it tasted wrong. When I looked into her mind, I saw his soulmate and it wasn’t who I thought. 

That knowledge slapped me so hard that I snapped. I pushed her, claimed it wasn’t true, but again tasted lies. I couldn’t take it and slugged her. Luckily, my parents and Anastasia walked in as Mikaila dropped and healed her. Hitting her violated my probation, which was extended a week, and all my privileges were revoked. 

No gaming, no data for my devices, no devices, no internet, no going to work with Makumae, who was the director of the Preternatural and Mythical Creatures Agency, and no calling or messaging anyone, including Uncle Max, until my time was served. 

That was a week and a half ago… A week and a half of grueling monotony. I worked out, swam in the pool, ran the trails, and read every book in Makumae’s library that I hadn’t read while staying clear of my family. I was afraid that I’d snap on them too, and my probation would be extended, or I’d be drummed out of the program.

I slunk around the house only appearing to run with Makumae in the morning and have dinner with her whenever she got home, which could be any hour of the night, since she still tended bar. What I wanted to do was talk to Uncle Max and figure out how the hell I’d been wrong a month ago. My powers were never wrong about mated couples, and the fact that Uncle Max hadn’t contacted me in nearly two weeks ate at me. 

Usually, we talked via the chicken themed chatting app, Chick-Chat. The last message he sent me was the night of the test, and I hadn’t gotten to look at it. Then last night, Makumae handed me a letter from Uncle Max. It wasn’t long, but it ripped me to shreds.

Midge, 

I’m sorry that I haven’t gotten in touch sooner. I’m going to be staying here longer than anticipated while we hunt Goldilocks, maybe longer. This is going to be hard to believe, but I have a soulmate. Her name is Chaos. I want you to meet her, and your parents have agreed, but you have to stop fighting with your siblings. There’s more I want to talk about, but I want to do it in person, so try to behave so you can come visit.

Uncle Max.

There was no way I’d be allowed to visit until my probation ended, which was still another few days. Seeing the name of the Angel who stole Uncle Max from Discord boiled my blood, and I nearly lit the letter on fire. Discord was supposed to be his soulmate, not this floozy. Besides that, he hated all weather that wasn’t warm and sunny. So, why stay in Paris after the mission to hunt Goldilocks was over? Why not bring the homewrecker back to New Mexico?

I thought about violating my probation and calling to cuss him out, but I didn’t want to get caught. The urge to do it was so damn strong. I didn’t understand it. I tried to write a response, but every time I got too emotionally charged and the paper would catch fire. After ten attempts, I gave up.

Makumae was waiting for me to write a response, so at just after two a.m., I slunk to her office and told her I didn’t want to talk to him. She knew it was a lie, but let it go because we needed to be up and out of the house by ten for family vacation. I didn’t want to go, but didn’t tell her that either. Instead, I sulked back to my room and flopped onto my bed like an animated princess.

I cuddled my plushie and cried all night while I listened to a playlist I curated for Uncle Max, featuring Motörhead, Billy Field, George Thorogood & the Destroyers, and more artists he loved grateful that Makumae let me use my music app. I cried for six and a half hours, because sleep evaded me.

Today was going to be hell. We were going on a family trip up to Donnar Halle, a preter only ski resort and lodge. We usually only went there on holidays, and the closest one was Haustblót, which was fifteen days away. I didn’t want to share a room with any of my siblings for that long. There wasn’t a snowballs chance in Valkarah that I would survive it and behave… not now that I was on my cycle too.

The stairs creaked as someone came up to get me, disturbing my overthinking. I flopped onto the bed and curled around the plushie while fighting another wave of tears. I wasn’t normally this emotional. Was it just my cycle or was someone messing with me like Makumae said they messed with Mikaila?

“Oh, we’re going to add paranoid to the list of mental issues now, Ass?” the little voice of my subconscious taunted me, and I wanted to punt her off a pier. She wasn’t normally so bitchy, but since I punched Mikaila, she’d gotten meaner. A gentle knock sounded, and I hugged the plushie tighter. I swallowed the lump in my throat, but it didn’t help anything.

“Go away,” I croaked, internally groaning at how pathetic and nasally I sounded. Someone sighed and the doorknob turned, but it was locked.

“Ass,” Roanoke, my twin brother, sighed from the other side. I sniffed and thought about opening the door but second guessed it. I could let him in, but he wouldn’t understand why I was like this, and it might cause his own emotions to spark. Sometimes I hated being an amplifier and an empath.

“I don’t wanna go to the cabin and be forced to participate in family activities,” I projected because I didn’t want anyone else overhearing how distraught I was. They’d all been asleep when Makumae gave me the letter. None of them knew what happened either. Roanoke thunked his head against the doorframe, and I smirked as it reminded me of Uncle Max, who often made people thunk their heads against things.

“You won’t be. You know Makumae and Packana don’t force us to do anything on vacation. They might encourage us to participate, but they don’t make anything mandatory except meals,” he reminded me, and I hated how right he was. “At least you’d get to go somewhere.” Point one Roanoke for trying to appeal to my logical brain. He thunked his head again as I slowly sat up and grabbed for a tissue, but the box was empty. Damn it. “I think Kaila deserved to be punched.” Well, that was unexpected. Roanoke was the least violent of our siblings and usually broke up our fights. “I got curious and watched the security tapes from that night. She riled you, and attacked you with words. It was wrong, and I think they should’ve punished her more.”

He wasn’t just humoring me. The sincerity in his words brought more tears to my eyes. He really thought she should’ve been punished, but since she no longer lived at home, all our parents could do was send her back to her apartment, and bar her from coming home for the same two weeks I still had of probation. The fact that he was trying to lighten my mood warmed my heart and made me rethink going. I might be able to bunk with him and it not end in tears.

I wiped at my tears with the plushie, being careful not to catch any of my piercings in the straps of her outfit or the locks of her cyberpunk dreads. I set her in my lap and unlocked the door with telekinesis. He slowly pushed it open and the instant he saw my face his aura twisted with a bit of my indignant rage as I saw myself through his eyes.

My bed was strewn with used tissues, my face was puffy and tear streaked, and my clothes were rumpled. I hadn’t bothered to change into pyjamas last night, and I looked like an emotional wreck. His rage confirmed that I wouldn’t be able to stay with him. I’d just infect him with my emotions, no matter how irrational.

Thank you, hormones, for making my powers volatile. I hated that part of my cycle. At least I didn’t bleed like most of my sisters did. Inheriting Alexandria’s Genesis from Makumae was a blessing.

“Did you get any sleep last night?” Roanoke asked, stepping to my closet. I shook my head, and he grabbed my pre-packed duffel from the floor of the closet.

“That’s not packed for a cabin weekend. I didn’t unpack it from my last mission,” I projected, knowing our parents wouldn’t be happy to find my mission gear in the car. Roanoke unpacked all the weapons and gear, putting it away in the power locked boxes in the secret compartment before he stuffed in a long-sleeved shirt, turtleneck, a pair of fur lined leather pants, a pair of jeans, and one of my oversized nightshirts.

“I’m not touching your undergarments,” he joked, and I tossed the plushie at him. He pushed her back with telekinesis and chuffed. “Don’t throw things at me. If she’s coming, you have to carry her. She’d take up the whole duffel on her own.”

The thought of her in the duffel elicited a giggle. I set her on the bed, sent the tissues to the trash bin, and stood, taking my duffel from him. I packed the necessary undergarments—Maker, that was such a strange word—before I zipped the bag closed.

“Sorry for infecting you with my moodiness,” I apologized aloud, “My cycle started last night.” He elbowed me as we walked to the door.

“It’s okay, sis. I get it.” I lifted an eyebrow in challenge, hoping he’d explain because I didn’t get it. “Your life has been flipped upside down. You’re used to being with Uncle Max all summer, on weekends, and any free time you can. Then you got hit with probation, literally house arrest, and now—” he stopped short of saying that Uncle Max wasn’t coming back and rubbed his neck, “Now, you have a four-day weekend with your family to a preter only ski resort. The horror!” 

He feigned a gasp while putting his hand to his sternum, and I playfully slapped his arm. At least I was graduated now and didn’t have to return to school when we got back. I worked my ass off to graduate this year, and I wasn’t going to college for a year at least, per Makumae’s suggestion. It didn’t bother me. I was too young to live on campus anyway, so I would’ve had to deal with siblings plus a heavier study schedule, and I didn’t want that.

We descended the stairs with him in front, and I changed my clothes for my snow gear with a thought: thick turtleneck, fleece lined leather pants, my shiny puffer vest, and fur lined knee-high combat boots. I paused halfway down the steps as Makumae appeared at the bottom and intuition said I was in trouble. Shit.

“Roanoke, take Astrid’s bag to the truck. I need to talk with your sister,” she instructed, and he obeyed as I shyfted on a bit of mascara, since I had my eyeliner tattooed last year, and summoned some black lipstick to my lips. I wouldn’t hide the puffiness behind glamour because she and others in our family would see right through it. 

As I descended the steps, I took her in. She straightened her white curls which were only three inches past her shoulders, probably with temprakinesis, and Dutch braided it all away from her face. She also took the time to apply makeup, and her face was a bit puffy too. Was it because she’d been crying or was it weight gain from her current pregnancy? I felt even worse about my little stunt after learning that she was pregnant again. 

She hadn’t told anyone besides Packana yet, but us kids, at least the ones who paid attention, knew the signs. She got slightly sick and turned a bit green after hearing gory or gross details, she wasn’t expending energy to keep her hair raven black like it used to be before the stress of killing her soul’s enemy triggered Marie Antionette Syndrome, and she was a bit more emotional. I shook my head of the thought as I stopped on the last step.

“Yes, Makumae?” I asked, wanting to get this over with so we could leave. She held out her hand and my phone appeared in it. I eyed it suspiciously and bit my tongue to keep from saying something sarcastic. 

“For your recent good behavior, you can have your phone back. You still can’t use any gaming or social apps, but you can have an hour of internet use a day while we’re at the cabin, and you can contact anyone who has left you voicemails, texts, or cheeps,” she outlined the new rules. I gingerly picked it up while watching her violet eyes. “I know it was hard learning he’s not coming back, but you can visit him—”

“I don’t want to see him right now,” I interrupted as I stuffed my phone into the pocket of my vest. She stared at me, assessing the statement as I stepped down and around her. Her aura teemed with confusion, pain, and heartache at the numbness of my declaration. I walked away, because I didn’t want to talk about it. 

“Astrid,” she called, and I stopped at the top of the stairs to the living room, “He’s still your mentor—”

“Reassign me.” It was short and harsh, and my heart broke at the thought, but if he wasn’t coming back, then it needed to be done. I had to take my hopes, dreams, and emotions out of the equation. She lifted her eyebrows, knowing how much it hurt me to say that, but feelings couldn’t change facts. “I’ll adjust, and you need me here to help with the triplets since Dani’s moved to New Orleans, Kaila has her own place, and Serenity is traveling to New York to start rehearsals for the Philharmonic’s Christmas Program. I can’t be flitting all over the world shadowing Mad Max. That part of my life is over.”

“You’re only a teenager, Escas. You shouldn’t be so fatalistic. You should be full of hopes and dreams,” she said, and I couldn’t help it.

“I wasn’t really given a choice. Life taught me to prepare for the worst,” I reminded her. She sighed and watched me with a growing sorrow in her soul.

“You don’t have to be so grown up,” she stated, and I shook my head as she joined me at the top of the stairs.

“I didn’t get a choice in that,” I muttered, and she wrapped an arm around me. Right now, we were nearly the same height, because she wasn’t wearing shoes, and I was. “I’ll learn to like it here in Los Angeles. Besides, I don’t want to mess up his new relationship or get in the way… especially after last time,” I kept the last four words to myself as I thought about how distraught I was when Max wouldn’t go after Discord. It sounded more reasonable than I’d been since I punched Mikaila. Makumae’s presence seemed to calm whatever energy buzzed inside me. She met my eyes, and the hurt in their violet hue was tangible.

She wanted all of us kids to be happy, fulfilled, accepted for who we are, and allowed to be kids. That dream was wrecked when someone tried to take over her life. Us kids knew the imposter wasn’t her, and I fought against her, killing her mate and my uncle, Ephraim. I hadn’t been a kid since then. Our lives were changing too, and I had no say in mine.

“Thank you for trying, Makumae,” I kissed her cheek, “But it’s gonna take more than my phone and a promise of a visit with Uncle Max to change my mood.”

⁂

The trip to the cabin is either a ten-hour car ride, or a thirty-minute ride to the airport, an hour plane ride, and another thirty-minute drive from the airport to the cabin. They chose the latter, and I was grateful to not be stuck in a car with whichever of my siblings was unlucky enough to have me in their vehicle. Since there were ten of us kids, plus two adults, we didn’t fit in one car anymore. I also had my driving privileges revoked and only had a permit, so I had to have a licensed driver over eighteen with me.

When we arrived at the airport, it wasn’t just my siblings and Packana waiting for us. It was my siblings, plus their significant others, which added four more people to the mix. 

“Why are we doing this weekend at the cabin?” I asked Makumae as the horde climbed the stairs to Packshana’s jet, and Packana counted them.

“Because, as you mentioned at the house, Daniella moved to New Orleans for her permanent post, and I wanted her to have some time with Cassiopeia, before school starts again, since she has one more year,” she made excuses, and I saw through it. The sadness and pain in her aura wasn’t all because of me being too grown up. She wanted one last trip with all of us before we parted ways, became more independent, and busy with our own lives. 

It wasn’t just Daniella who was finding her place in the world. Mikaila was a full-time agent and all about her career. Anastasia often crashed at her apartment after a long shift at the Preternatural and Mythical Creatures Hospital where she was interning under Uncle Alexander and Uncle Findibar. Oliver, my oldest brother, had a promising career in X-game sports and was gone eighty percent of the time. Serenity was constantly touring with different symphony orchestras, or recording her own music, and she started her own little bakery with Packshana Lou’s backing a year ago. Roanoke was the only home body, besides being in a band, and was travelling with them next summer after they all finished school.

Then there was me. I planned to follow Uncle Max on missions and become an International Preternatural Marshal, but the first part of that was no longer an option. Which left the triplets, who were now on the move and jabbering, and I at home. All those old enough, or mature enough, were finding their place in the world. Makumae cleared her throat, pulling me from my thoughts, and I turned to her as she blinked back tears.

“Did you have to think about it in detail, Simakti?” she asked, wiping a tear as it slipped out.

“I’m sorry, Makumae. We’re only a thought away. Besides you still have Roa, the triplets, and I at home for another year or so,” I reminded her, not mentioning the bun in her oven. She sighed and cupped one of my cheeks in her hand.

“I know, but a mother gets nostalgic. Especially when her kids, who haven’t even been alive for seventeen years, are finding their place and leaving the nest,” she reminded me. I hadn’t thought about it that way. Yes, we all acted and were mentally in our late teens, but the first triplets Daniella, Mikaila, and Michael Oliver were only seventeen and a half. While I was thinking about that, Makumae hurried me onto the jet as the engines roared.

 

 



   

Chapter Two

I chose a seat while the rest of the kids went back to the small gaming slash theater room. I buckled in, slipped on my noise canceling headphones, and tuned everything out. My thoughts turned to Uncle Max, possibly seeing him, and meeting the floozy as we took off. I could open my third eye and check on him, but last time hadn’t gone well. 

Seeing him happy and gaming with the floozy and two other girls reminded me of our gaming nights with my siblings. My chest ached at the thought of not ever having another night like that. I wanted to be there with him like Makumae offered, but he was happy without me, and he was busy tracking down Goldilocks with the homewrecker. Tears burned my eyes, and I pulled my foot onto the seat. I wrapped my arm around my leg and tried to think of something else, but I couldn’t get it off my mind.

Life had fucked me over again. First, it took my childhood, and now it was taking my favorite person halfway around the world. I should’ve known that I couldn’t be his shadow forever, but it’d been a nice dream. Now, things would settle down, I’d be assigned a new stricter mentor stateside, and continue my marshal training.

“Ass,” one of my baby sisters called, and I turned to see the ginger Ashalynn in the seat next to me. She was barely two and a half months old but looked like a mortal toddler. She knelt beside me, her fiery red curls pulled into high pigtails, and her amber eyes glowed with curiosity.

“Yes, Ashaley?” I asked, using a combination of her first and middle names that I preferred. She scrunched her face at the nickname, and I dropped my leg.

“I cuddle?” she asked, and I nodded, motioning for her to crawl over. She climbed into my lap, and straddled it, facing me. She set her head on my chest, and I set my cheek to her head as I hugged her. 

“How do you know what I need just when I need it?” I asked her. She giggled and nuzzled her face against my breasts that were average and made me jealous of Mikaila who was already a D cup.

“I know Ass,” she said, meaning she knew me, but the way it came out made me laugh so hard that tears streamed down my face. She had no clue that ass meant backside. Maybe Uncle Max was right, and I should rethink that nickname, but I didn’t want everyone calling me Midge either. 

That was his nickname for me: Midge. Because he was six foot eight, and I was only five-two as of this summer and ‘like a midge’ to him. It wasn’t politically correct, but Uncle Max was thousands of years old, and there was no such thing as politically correct until after the Russian Revolution of 1917… At the thought of that history lesson from him, my laughter died, and I sighed. 

Packana sat beside me, and I glanced at him as I set my head back on Ashalynn’s. He dipped his head to look into my eyes, and I nudged one headphone off with my shoulder, so I didn’t disturb her.

“Yes?” I asked. He leaned back and shrugged.

“I was just making sure you’re the same Astrid who blew up a city block four weeks ago, but she doesn’t seem to be there,” he said, poking my inner beast. Many people said I got it from him, but I’d seen Makumae’s beast more than his. I sighed again, and Ashalynn tilted her head, making me lift mine.

“She here,” she said, setting her small hand over my heart. Tears burned my eyes, and I kissed her forehead. 

“She sure is, Ashaley,” he agreed, using the same nickname I did, and she glared at him.

“Then why you say it not there?” she asked. Even though she had quite the vocabulary, she was still getting the handle of proper grammar, but she refused to shut up after coming home from New Orleans. Had that really been only four weeks ago?

“Yes, you spent nearly two of those weeks in your room, sulking,” Packana reminded me, and I shrugged, “Your Makumae says you’re not going to Paris on Sunday—”

“My probation doesn’t end until next Friday,” I interrupted. He lifted an eyebrow, and what he was implying slapped me like a clue-by-four. “You’re letting me off early? When did this happen?” I asked as Makumae sat across from me and gave Packana the look. He wasn’t supposed to tell me yet. He smirked and projected something to her. She shook her head with a playful eyeroll before focusing on me.

“I was trying to tell you at the house, but you kept interrupting me and there are…” she paused to think of the right word, and I was too anxious to stay quiet.

“Stipulations?” I asked. She wobbled one hand and shifted her pursed lips to one side.

“Requirements,” she corrected, and I lifted an eyebrow at her choice of word, “You can go to Paris on Sunday.”

“But—” I started, and Ashalynn put one tiny finger over my lips. I went cross eyed to look at it before I looked to her face, and she looked back at Makumae.

“Thank you, Asha, but I need to hear what Astrid has to say,” she both encouraged and corrected her. Ashalynn dropped her finger and hugged me like a Koala, digging her nails into the shirt beneath my vest before putting her ear to my chest again. “Please, continue your thought.”

“But Uncle Max is busy hunting Goldilocks with his,” I stopped before I said one of the rude names I had for Chaos, and rubbed Ashalynn’s back, “soulmate.”

“You’ve followed him on cases before, and I’ve already sent the information they’ve gathered since he left to your agency account,” she stated, and I lifted an eyebrow. Had she really thought I’d accept this so quickly? It was a strange and welcome change of pace, but it didn’t change the fact that Max had Chaos and replaced me with the other two girls I saw them with. I assumed they were Chaos’s daughters or something, but I didn’t know for sure. I wasn’t going to get my hopes up.

“If I leave Sunday, that means I’ll be in Paris for my birthday.” She nodded and another thought slapped me across the metaphysical face. “This is my birthday present, isn’t it?”

“Part of it.” She crossed her legs at the knee, and my face dropped. She was seriously going to send me to Paris. But for how long? There had to be more strings attached.

“Who’s going with me to supervise?” I asked. They wouldn’t just let me off the hook that quick. She shook her head, and I blinked even more confused. 

“I’m going to take you to Château de Chaos, but you will be staying there with Max. You are to be on your best behavior for Max and Chaos,” she said, and I tried not to let my face sour at her name. “No running off on your own, no disobeying orders, and no explosions.”

Well, that was going to be easier said than done, given that I hadn’t meant to cause that big of an explosion last time. The Fœmoræ simply fucked around and found out. Packana watched us in silence, and I turned to him.

“That’s it? I’m being sent to Paris to be his trainee for one last case then say goodbye,” I theorized. There was no way I’d be allowed to remain his trainee when he was so far away. My parents locked eyes, and something passed between them, but they wouldn’t tell me, not yet. I should be grateful to get the chance to finish this case with him. I fidgeted with the hoops in my snakebites as I waited for one of them to say something.

“First, you’re going to spend today and tomorrow with us at the cabin, and if you don’t blow a gasket, you’ll go to Paris on Sunday,” Packana broke the silence. There it was. The impossible stipulation. One trip to Paris, if I didn’t get into a fight with my siblings or blow up at one of the other guests.

I wasn’t known for my cool, calculated subtlety. Blowing up an entire city block was just one of many things I did that wasn’t agency approved. Another was killing Ephraim with my mother’s shotgun. Plus, my powers were volatile right now thanks to hormones. This was going to be nigh impossible.

“Think you can manage that?” Makumae asked, stopping me from overthinking myself into another funk. I shrugged and looked down at Ashalynn who was snoring softly.

“Is that Sunday our time or theirs?” I asked, and her eyebrows lifted in exasperation.

“It’s forty-six hours from now. Sunday afternoon their time and Sunday Morning here,” she further outlined, and I felt the day wearing on me already.

“I’ll do my best to not fight. If I start feeling angsty, I’ll go for a jog up one of the trails to cool off,” I said more for me than them, but they nodded in agreement.

“That’s a good idea, and if they start something, we’ll take it into account,” Makumae added. Packana nodded, and I was grateful for that addition. I laid back, holding Ashalynn, and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, we were landing at the airport, and I was groggy as all fuck.

Not getting into a fight was going to be difficult. It seemed everything was out to annoy me. From the seatbelt not wanting to unbuckle, to Oliver jostling me as I shuffled to the stairs. When he saw Ashalynn, he stopped short of a smart remark. I wanted to glare at him until it hurt, but that was my hormonal bitchiness and lack of sleep getting the better of me.

When we exited the plane, Oliver hurled a snowball at my face. I saw it coming, grabbed it in my telekinetic grip, and threw it back at him twice as hard. He dropped onto his ass on the wet asphalt and neither of our parents blamed me for that one. On the van ride, Oliver complained about his pants being wet, but I turned up my music and held Ashalynn, who was still sleeping. We arrived at the cabin, and she continued to sleep, so I summoned one of the wraps around her. 

“You sure you want to keep holding her? We could lay her down in the playpen,” Packana offered, and I shook my head. 

“No thanks, I like holding her. She’s nice and warm,” I said, even though I was starting to sweat. He shrugged and let me keep her.

The cabin had five rooms, plus a futon in the gaming loft, a pull out sofa in the living room, and a huge morphing couch down in the basement which could comfortably sleep four or five of us. Makumae quickly set about telling everyone where they’d be bunking. Mercifully, she put me in the loft by myself, mostly due to my cycle. Each couple got their own room, Roanoke was on the couch in the living room, and the triplets would stay with Makumae and Packana in the playpen.

“Thank you, Makumae,” I acknowledged as I grabbed my duffel from the pile of bags she summoned to the living room. I pecked her on the cheek before I walked to the spiral stairs.

“No gaming though,” she reminded me as I started up the steps. I nodded, but didn’t stop.

“Why does she get the loft? Shouldn’t she be on the couch and Roa in the loft?” Mikaila questioned, and I froze at the sliding panel in the ceiling that served as a door. I threw a glare at Mikaila, aka snitch as Uncle Max adeptly nicknamed her, and she glared back. 

“No. Astrid needs a room to herself, and you will not antagonize her. If you do, I’m not punishing her for retaliating. She only got in trouble for punching you because it broke your nose and her probation. And might have killed you had we not been there.” The last sentence was a thought, but I heard it and stopped. 

I flashed back to that night and saw the bones in Mikaila’s face as Anastasia healed her. I went into shock when I realized what Anastasia meant by brain swelling, and I knew it was true. I almost killed Mikaila, and guilt gnawed at me for letting my raging emotions and lack of sleep override my better judgement.

Tears filled my eyes at the thought of accidentally killing one of my siblings. I hurried up the last five steps, and through the hatch before anyone could see them. I didn’t want to explain what’d just gone through my head and possibly hurt them when my emotions destabilized my metaphysical shields. 

I tossed my duffel to the futon, and Ashalynn stirred as it creaked. I set my hands on her back and gently soothed her as my emotions swirled. I bounced her lightly and rubbed her back, using the motion to ground me to the moment and banish the what ifs that plagued me.

“Shh, it’s okay. Ass will be okay,” I reassured her, kissing the top of her head as tears slipped onto my cheeks. Damn it, I would not let my hormones blow this out of proportion. 

Mikaila hadn’t died, she was just exhausted from her trip and riled me. The taste of lies filled my mouth again. Was Makumae right? Had someone been manipulating my half-sister? If yes, I knew who was responsible and why they would want to rile me, but I didn’t want to think about them being so devious and underhanded. 

They’d chosen Mikaila, because she, and her identical twin, Michael Oliver, weren’t as strong metaphysically as the rest of my siblings. It was because of their father, Marcus, who impregnated Makumae while she was already pregnant with Daniella eighteen years ago. Don’t ask me how it worked. I don’t like thinking about it, but because of that they were easier to manipulate. On the other hand, I couldn’t lose control again. If I didn’t control my anger someone might die, and the Council of Drittsekk would find out. That was the they I didn’t like thinking about.

“Ass,” Anastasia called as she knocked on the hatch.

“Yes,” I said, barely keeping the tears from my voice as I turned. She was on the stairs with her torso in the loft. She pushed her pure blonde hair over her shoulders, and her ice blue eyes that matched Packana’s watched me.

“You okay?” she asked, and I shook my head. When I didn’t add more, she continued, “Makumae didn’t realize you weren’t upstairs when she said that to Mikaila, and she felt your emotions shift. I volunteered to come check on you.”

“Thank you, but I’m not okay,” I voiced, blinking back another wave of tears. I rocked side to side, rubbing Ashalynn’s back, and tried my best to remain calm. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked as sincerity washed over me like an ocean. Her tone and aura were neutral and even though the latter was spotted with white worry, it was still refreshing. “Need to rant about what happened, sit in silence, or ask questions?”

I nodded at the last and swallowed the lump in my throat. “Did I really almost kill Mikaila?”

Her aura dulled to a muted grey as she hid it from me. Seeing it shift would send me spiraling faster and give me more information than her words ever would. It was answer enough. I internally cursed and an irrational fear filled me. 

What if I hurt Ashalynn? I needed to put her down or give her to someone so I wouldn’t hurt her. It was completely irrational. I’d never intentionally hurt my siblings. Hitting Mikaila was the first time I ever attempted to physically fight with any of them, outside of sparring during training.

“Astrid, do you want me to take Ashalynn so you can go for a walk?” Anastasia asked, pulling me out of my head. I thought about it and looked out the window at Mount Shasta. It would be a nice walk, though it’d be nicer with snow. At that thought, white snowflakes drifted down from the sky, but they weren’t the right type of clouds for snow. My mentekinesis changed the weather, shit.

“Yes, please.” She came up the stairs, we traded Ashalynn off, and I tied the wrap for her. “Are there any concrete plans for today?”

“There’s lunch at twelve-thirty in Donnar Halle, but that’s two hours from now,” she filled me in. I kissed her cheek and stepped to the stairs. “Let mom know I have Asha, and I’ll be doing some gaming.”

“I will. Thanks, Ana,” I called, sliding down the fire pole at the center of the stairs instead of walking down them. Makumae was in the kitchen at other end of the wide-open space with Serenity talking about her bakery while baking. I approached the island, and they turned to me. “I’m going to go for a walk before lunch—”

“You’re crying. Are you sure you want to go out in the cold?” Serenity asked, her green eyes full of concern. I nodded as Makumae walked around the island to me. She held her hands out, and I set my shaking hands in them. She squeezed and met my eyes. 

“You wouldn’t have killed her, Astrid,” Makumae reassured me, and the tears returned as I shook my head.

“I— What if it wasn’t Mikaila? What if it was some mortal fuckboy or a bimbo I punched?” Both types of people got on my nerves faster than my siblings… I hadn’t hit anyone who didn’t deserve it, or wasn’t affiliated with the Underworld, the preternatural mafia. That didn’t mean it couldn’t happen while I was this volatile.

“You can’t focus on the what ifs, Simakti. It will only aggravate the anxiety or paralyze you in fear. You have to live day by day and remember that you don’t look good in orange,” she reminded me, tapping a flour coated finger to my nose. I giggled, and we hugged. “Now, have a good walk, watch out for tree roots, and don’t dwell on past mistakes. We have lunch at Donnar Halle—”

“At 12:30. Ana told me,” I said as we parted. “She has Ash, and she’s gonna be gaming in the loft.”

“Set an alarm on your watch. If I don’t see you by ten after one, I’m sending someone to fetch you, and you won’t leave until Monday night,” she said. I sighed but dipped my head. I used my technopathy to set the alarm for 12:25, so I’d have plenty of time to get back to the main Halle before 1:10. I slipped on my black fur lined gloves and started for the door.

“Jacket,” Makumae called, and I shook my head.

“I’m running warm. I’ll just sweat to death,” I called back as I opened the door.

“Summon one if you need it,” she amended, and I hid an eyeroll.

“Yes, Makumae,” I relented, then shut the door. She knew I would summon one, so she didn’t need to say it, but I noticed that parents did that a lot. No matter if you were their kid or not. I jumped the stairs and took off at a light jog up the nearest trail. 

I wasn’t paying attention to which trail it was, or how far I went. I just needed the rush of happy chemicals to my brain and to put distance between me and my family. I missed my run with Makumae this morning. She hadn’t run in a couple days, which was another sign that she was pregnant because she was too tired to run in the first trimester, though she did walk and train to keep fit.

Halfway up a steeper incline, my watch cheeped, which was the chick-chat message sound. I leapt onto a boulder and flipped my arm to look at my watch. It was from Uncle Max. I checked the date. Nearly two weeks ago, just after my extended punishment was put in affect, and my devices were locked. I flipped to the messages as I jumped down.

2DAMax: Hey Midge, sorry I’ve been so quiet. You probably saw the news about the massacres in Paris and the take down of Captain Smarm. I wish you could’ve been here. You would’ve loved it. That was the first one I hadn’t gotten to read while corralling the triplets. The next one came two hours later as I was getting them to bed. 

2DAMax: When you’re free, you should come visit. There’s someone I want you to meet. She’s an amazing goth gamer and reminds me a lot of Discord, but she’s different, calmer. Reminds me a lot of you too. I think you’d hit it off. I stuck my tongue out at the thought of having anything in common with the homewrecker. Then there was another longer message. 

2DAMax: I heard about La-La’s bullshit. I’m sorry that she riled you… but she wasn’t wrong. I’m not sure when I’m coming home, or if Paris will be a new home base, at least for now. That doesn’t mean I can’t be your mentor. I talked with your parents about it. Behave and we just might swing it. Message me when you get this. 
~ I love and miss you, my shadow.

That was a different sign off, and it brought tears to my eyes. Yes, he was my favorite uncle, and I could technically call him gramps, since he practically raised Packana, but he wasn’t usually sentimental. Of course I loved him too, and I wanted to be with him fighting crime like Batman and Robin… Would the floozy change that, or would she just be an addition to the team?

I sniffed back tears and would’ve swiped back a message, but my music flipped tracks, and snow crunched behind me. A large, powerful preternatural energy reached out to me, and I ducked behind a tree. I dropped to one knee, quickly packed a ball of snow and ice, and turned my music down. No one got the drop on Anarchy, and I didn’t want to use my power because Makumae would know.

“I must’ve been seein’ things,” A deep jolly voice muttered. It was so calming that I almost dropped the snowball, but the power had the potential for malice, and my intuition screamed at me to run. I wouldn’t do either. I was no coward.

As the footsteps crunched closer, I spun out from behind the tree, poised to throw my snowball, but froze. My eyes bugged and my jaw dropped as I took in the giant of a man the voice belonged to. 

He was tall and broad like Uncle Max. Though, half a foot taller, and his shoulders were nearly that much broader. His fiery red hair
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