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YOU PUT OUT ONE FIRE, only to find another...

When a strategically-timed vote causes a major shake-up at the Privy Council, Aria and her friends are left scrambling. Their allies are scattered, the very foundations of their agency have been shaken, and the first people to be targeted are the ones they hold most dear.

The corruption is spreading. There are signs at the Abbey as well. A series of new policies threaten to undermine everything the gang has worked for, but there are more sinister forces at play. This is more than bureaucracy; the plot goes even deeper, all the way back to Brazil.

Can the damage be reversed in time? Will there be anything left to salvage? And perhaps most importantly...who is the puppet-master pulling the strings?

One way or another, they're about to find out.

A whole new era has begun...

Nothing is predestined. The obstacles of your past can become gateways to new beginnings...
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There was a strange buzzing in Aria’s head, like she was sitting by a swarm of bees.

The last few minutes had been chaos, a blur of angry shouts and angrier faces. A mob of people swarming from every turn, yet somehow, her tiny family had felt very much alone. They were deep below ground, hounded on all sides, and then they were not. A door had opened, and a searing white snowbank stung her eyes. Her father gripped her tightly by the wrist, towing her to the car.

His car. Benji’s had been left in the lot.

“Drive faster,” Julian breathed, glancing over his shoulder.

The Abbey was a shrinking dot on the horizon, the ancient silhouette fading peacefully into the snow, but there wasn’t a single person in the car who didn’t know exactly how fast things could change. They were already starting when they left. The gates had cracked open, and a sea of mistrust and discontent came pouring out. It was a trick, they’d shouted. A set-up! Why was an agent of the Council interrogating their prisoner anyway? They would surely be blamed! Do not let him leave!

So many voices, her head was still spinning with them. She pressed it against the cool glass of the window, the only point of stillness since their mad rush to get out the gate.

The only time they had paused had been just once, by the archway.

The two heads of security had still been standing there; Bernard Sans, the towering colossus that guarded the Knights; and Mitchel Ford, the unequaled titan who’d spent the better portion of his life protecting the Privy Council and all the restless agents prowling inside.

Her father had caught his eye as they passed, casting a swift look over his shoulder. There was a lot to say, but he didn’t use any words. Just a single name, and that look was enough.

“Mitch.”

The man nodded slowly, almost gravely, like a statue creaking to life. His counterpart flashed a look between them, frozen with confusion. A radio crackled on his hip, but it would come a second too late. Before he could react, Mitch reached out suddenly to both sides and took hold of the iron gate. There was a metallic groan as he strained a moment with those great arms before he yanked the bars straight out of the ground, crossing them in a twisted X across the pathway.

Not enough to stop even half the agents in the monastery, but the message was clear: We’re leaving now. Do not follow.

The road streaked beneath them as the heater sent gusts of hot air rolling to the back of the car, flushing Aria’s cheeks and steaming up the windows. The echo chamber of the dungeon was gone, but the hum of voices remained. Her father, her uncle. Her partner. Not a single moment had passed in silence. They all seemed to be talking at once, looping the same things back and forth.

“—couldn’t have known the plan—”

“—except that he obviously did—”

“—didn’t know myself until this morning—”

“—but it was a closed loop—”

Normally she would have been elbow-deep in the discussion, at the center of the chaos. It was a place she had always demanded, the heart of the action, like an insistent sun around which everything else must orbit. But ever since her uncle said those fateful words, she was in a daze.

The taskforce.

It was too jarring an overlap, the collision of two great problems that had been running parallel for too long a time. They had been searching for a group of renegade Knights in a jungle on the other side of the world. At the same time, an infuriating subset of the Council had been springing up like a weed in their own backyard. Those things were different. At no point did they intersect.

Until suddenly, they did.

The taskforce...has something to do with the Knights.

Benji cast a look over his shoulder, like he could still see those twisting gates.

“I didn’t know Mitch could do that,” he murmured, flashing a swift glance to the front of the car where the adults were still going back and forth. “Do you think he’s going to be okay?”

She blinked for the first time in minutes, turning from the window. “What do you mean?”

“We just left him there,” he said quietly, casting another look behind them. “Holding the door for us while we ran. It’s just him and all those angry people. Along with—” He caught himself suddenly, unable to say the rest. Their eyes met, and she pulled the words from his head.

‘My dad, and my grandpa.’

Without saying a word, she reached over and squeezed his hand. Under no circumstance did she imagine either of them were in danger. The Fodders had been a part of the Abbey from the beginning. There was a reason the commander’s name was etched in stone above the door. But there were lines being drawn, faster and deeper than anyone had anticipated. If it came to picking sides...?

There was a single family standing right on the divide.

“Do you think I should have stayed?” Benji whispered, so quietly even his uncle’s fox tatù wouldn’t have been able to pick it up. The words were steady, but there was a look in his eyes that was something close to panic. “My dad waved me out, caught my eye, and told me to go. But I didn’t even question it.” He cast another restless look over his shoulder. “Maybe I should have stayed.”

She squeezed his fingers again, tighter this time. “He told you to go,” she answered, just as quiet. “And he was right. The Council’s falling to pieces—we need to be there right now. Afterwards, we can fix this mess with the Knights.”

The cheetah gave her a bracing look, then nodded. A hushed silence fell over the backseat, as they turned their attention once more to the front. They had only been driving a few minutes, but the fox had always treated traffic signals and stop signs as mere suggestions. He’d been gifted with lightning-fast reflexes, and his precious sports cars were more than up to the task. They had already left the township far behind and were streaking across the snowy hills to Guilder.

Julian sat beside him, half in the future and half in the present.

“I can’t see beyond the lot,” he seethed, the opaque swirl fading from his eyes. One hand was threaded loosely through the armrest, keeping himself upright. “They were doing maintenance yesterday afternoon. Landscaping, or so I thought. They must have been burying inhibitors.”

A jolt of shock flew down Aria’s spine.

Can they do that? For a Council vote?

Devon gritted his teeth, knuckles whitening on the wheel. “Who was the landscaper?” he asked.

The psychic cast him a look, then answered. “Talis.”

“Talis,” the fox said curtly, “on my list.”

An uneasy silence fell over the car as they revved across the countryside, leaving the road entirely whenever they crested another hill. It was a deceptively lovely day for a mutiny. The morning sun had fallen perfectly onto the rolling snowbanks, sending up great sheets of light and glittering with quiet brilliance in the troughs. It was one of those magic winter mornings when they should have been sledding, or laughing over cider, or getting a head start on the New Year’s celebrations by setting off illegal fireworks in the park. One would never have guessed where they were actually going. Or what kind of nightmare might be waiting when they arrived.

“Harriet thought something was wrong,” Devon said quietly, almost to himself. Julian glanced over questioningly, and he continued. “When she was healing you, Harriet frowned and asked about the drugs. Alicia wouldn’t have prescribed you anything that would make her pause, something must have been off. It wasn’t just the dosage. Someone wanted you out of the way.”

Like with the truck.

Aria cringed with a reflexive shudder, remembering the way her father had picked up a chair in the interrogation room and bashed their prisoner over the head. From my friend, Julian, he’d said. It was difficult to tell if the man had replied. There were teeth and blood spraying across the floor.

Julian tensed, perhaps remembering the same thing.

“It’s possible,” he admitted.

“Where do you keep the pills?” Devon asked.

There was a pause.

“In the medicine cabinet,” the psychic replied, looking deeply troubled. His dark eyes lifted, drifting over the snowbanks. “At home.”

The two exchanged a fleeting look, and the car shot forward.

Drive faster.

By now, they had nearly spanned the distance between the school and the Abbey. With her father’s sharp-eyed tatù, Aria could see the tips of the gothic spires rising through the mist. She leaned forward in her chair, suddenly wondering how many people were going to be there.

Whoever had organized the vote had timed it perfectly. Carter had just declared business as usual; half the agents on the Council were scattered to opposite ends of the globe. A few had stayed behind for protection—the president had been attacked, after all, and there was still an investigation underway—but however many were left, they had apparently been voted down.

Her father was thinking the same thing. “Can you see anyone else?” he asked abruptly.

“Not everyone was there.” Julian nodded, slipping away into the future, and he cast a look in the rear view mirror. “How’s everybody doing?”

The children had been uncharacteristically quiet since leaving the Abbey, sitting shoulder to shoulder in the back of his car. This usually meant they were plotting something. That something usually involved explosives. But he hadn’t missed the backwards glances, any more than their whispered conversation. They always underestimated his tatù. He’d never known why.

The pair glanced up at once, flashing the same stricken smile.

“Totally awesome.”

“Ready for action.”

The fox laughed darkly, looking back at the road. “Very convincing.”

With a quick look at the cheetah, Aria leaned tentatively forward, wrapping her fingers around her father’s chair. She hadn’t missed the whitened knuckles, any more than a word of his and Julian’s hushed conversation. He always underestimated her attention. She’d never known why.

“So is this, like...an actual mutiny?” she asked cautiously, studying the side of his face for any clues. “You said they were burying inhibitors, so they must have been planning—”

“We don’t know what this is yet,” Devon replied shortly, casting a look in the mirror only to see the road behind him was clear. “And we don’t know who was involved. But it’s a limited group of suspects,” he added, almost involuntarily. “That’s a bit of a double-edged sword.”

She absorbed this silently. It took a few seconds to understand.

The meeting had been scheduled last minute, based upon the whims of Iranian airfare. Her father had been a last minute addition, based upon the latest assessment of her grandfather. Neither decision could have been verified until mere hours before the interrogation, yet they’d already been digging inhibitors. Someone had already been inside the psychic’s house.

A tiny shiver ran up her spine.

They’ve been planning this for ages, just waiting for their moment.

“But who could have gotten access?” Benji asked, leaning forward as well. His uncle was lost in the future, oblivious to the insistent redhead clinging to the back of his chair. “That text calling everyone to the Abbey—that was a closed com-link. And for all they knew, Carter would have been going himself. No one would have known you’d be coming instead, much less Uncle Julian. Lissa didn’t tell anyone you’d be the logical entry point until she’d already touched down at Heathrow, and that was like”—he looked at his watch—“less than two hours ago. They were already digging—”

“Yes, they were already digging.” Devon glanced at the fast-approaching spires, pressing his foot against the pedal. “I imagine they’ve been digging for some time. And the com-link couldn’t have been as restricted as anyone thought—you hacked in for kicks from a Starbucks.”

“I have mad skills,” Benji argued. “And it was a bakery.”

Aria flashed him a look.

Not helping.

“The point is, we’re looking for someone on both sides,” the cheetah insisted, glancing between his uncles. “Someone with access to proprietary information from both the Council and the Knights. There can’t be more than five people in the world on that list. And half of them are—” He caught himself, going suddenly pale.

“Your family?” Devon finished softly. He lifted his eyes, catching his nephew’s gaze in the rearview mirror. They stared a moment before he added, “I imagine that’s very much the point.”

Benji froze a split second, then leaned rigidly back in his chair. “I should have stayed,” he said quietly.

Her eyes flashed up, shining with emotion. “No, you—”

“It doesn’t matter,” her father interrupted. “We’re already here.”
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A virtual poster-child of the magical community, there had only been a few times in Aria’s life when she hadn’t felt perfectly at home at Guilder. Once, when she’d transformed into a lion and wandered the dormitories, unable to change back. And again, when she’d returned from Guatemala in a fugue-state and was convinced that campus security was hiding her childhood dentist. Through fires and finals, pipe-bombs and time-jumps—it didn’t matter. The place was home. She knew every nook and cranny, every crack in the pavement. She’d made many of those cracks herself. But she didn’t feel steady now. The foundations had splintered, the earth was quaking. And she wasn’t entirely sure where everyone was going to be standing when it stopped.

The car rolled to a stop and Devon cut the engine, staring without expression through the frosted dash. Considering the gravity of what had just happened, the campus was deceptively quiet, nothing but the distant buzz of voices coming from somewhere across the lawn. He sat there a moment, listening with quiet attention, then cast a reflexive look at the man sitting beside him. The psychic was still drifting through a hundred futures, head tilted and hands relaxed, a prophetic light shining from his eyes. It glowed brightly against his raven hair, dancing in tiny reflections across the window. No matter how many times the fox had seen it, a part of him still jolted, struck by the otherworldliness of the image. Another part felt a profound sense of relief. He stared another moment, then cast a look over his shoulder to the silent pair behind him, tensed and ready for anything. He could picture them both so easily in car seats. Hadn’t it been only yesterday?

“We don’t know what this is yet,” he repeated slowly, catching their roving eyes and holding them steady in his. A division in the Council might have been shocking to the newer generation, but he’d lived through his share. “We don’t know what we might be walking into. If I thought there was any chance you might listen, I’d tell you to wait in the car...” The fantasy lived and died as they shot him an identical scowl. “Then you’ll stay with me,” he concluded flatly. “Always. At all times.” His eyes flashed from one to the other, demanding they return his gaze. “Are we clear?”

A little shiver ran up Aria’s spine, as she nodded with silent obedience. Benji was nodding even quicker beside her, his knees bouncing with such manic energy, it was rattling the car.

Her eyes strayed to the window, unable to see past the trees.

What is he expecting to find?

“Jules,” her father said quietly, squeezing his partner’s wrist. For over a decade it had been impossible to rouse the psychic from his visions. It didn’t matter if they were at a coffee shop, or pinned down by a hail of gunfire, they would simply need to wait until it passed. But things had begun changing in the last few years. These days, the fox was the only one who could wake him. “Julian, it’s time to go.”

Another squeeze, and the psychic’s dark eyes fluttered open. They took a moment to focus before flashing to the gate behind them with a look of dread.

“Gabriel’s nearly here,” he said softly.

The men exchanged a fleeting look as the screech of tires echoed in the distance. While only those with heightened senses were able to hear it, before long, every person in the car was turned the same direction, silently tracking the assassin’s progress before he burst suddenly past the gate.

Through the gate, would have been a more accurate description. The iron bars clattered to the pavement behind him, leaving nothing but the shredded remains clinging to the hinges.

This isn’t going to be good.

Aria didn’t need her uncle’s clairvoyant warning to know that things had just taken a turn for the worse. The assassin looked cool and collected on the outside, staring through the window as he parked a few spaces away, but there was a dark momentum propelling his every motion.

She was painfully familiar with the expression; he’d passed it along to his son.

“Inhibitor,” Julian murmured.

She and Benji glanced towards the front seat in confusion as her father reached quickly into the glovebox and looped one around his neck, tucking it beneath his shirt. It seemed the last thing in the world he’d want to do, mere seconds before racing into a potential battleground, but he trusted his partner without question—opening his door in the same instant and stepping into the lot.

Gabriel was already striding across the pavement, a frightening blankness in his eyes.

No, this won’t be good at all.

“This is your fault,” he said harshly, never taking his eyes from the sweeping lawns. He was moving at a pace, but the fox had parked closer and was still in front of him. “This is what happens when you allow these people to linger. They spring out of the shadows, like weeds.”

Aria froze with one foot halfway outside the car. Her uncle’s metaphors had gotten a little strange ever since he’d planted a garden. Benji slid out behind her, looking warily between the men.

“I didn’t banish him,” Devon replied evenly, looking nearly as cautious himself. “That doesn’t mean I allowed him to linger. Alden, you can’t just go rushing in there—”

“You took his calls,” Gabriel interrupted. His voice was flat, already decided. At no point did he consider slowing his long strides. “You allowed him into meetings, kept things civil. You were afraid of his money, Devon. You showed him leniency, and this is what you got in return.”

It wasn’t exactly a fair accusation, not by any stretch. But the fox seemed to internalize it all the same. He flinched a little, like he’d been pricked by a blade, and his eyes flashed to Julian.

The psychic stood by the car, a steadying hand gripping onto the frame. “Luther knew about the vote,” he said softly, knowing it would carry. “He timed it out.”

The others flashed him a wild look. Surely it was the worst thing to say, like pouring gasoline onto a fire. But it turned out to be one of the few things that could get the assassin to stop.

He froze where he stood, turning slowly around. “You know that for sure?”

Julian nodded, making his way towards him. It might have been the lingering damage from the accident that slowed his movements. More likely, he was trying to chip away at that momentum himself. His dark eyes were calm and steady, holding his brother’s flaming gaze.

“The name of his benefactor had been removed,” he answered, “like the memory was carved out of his brain. But he knew about the vote. He taunted Devon with it.”

Again, it was a bold approach. But Gabriel paused, taking a split second to process the new flood of information. It took him the span of a heartbeat, clicking the pieces into place.

“Devon was substituted last minute, and that room was full of inhibitors,” He cocked his head towards the psychic. “I’m assuming those were for you.” By some strange instinct
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