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          Aiden

        

      

    

    
      The gilded cage had been my prison for far too long. I grew tired of the cooing and fluttering of the beings that came and went. The one who always remained provided the basic necessities of my existence. The one with the wicked smile. I did not understand when she squawked at me, but there were things I could not forget.

      I am the bird of rebirth. A phoenix. No matter how long freedom eluded me, I knew that fact deep in my bones. I waited day after day for that rebirth. A day I feared would never come. But, if I could not continue the path I knew I was meant for in this place, I would seek it beyond the confines of this prison. Sometimes, the one would leave the cage open. Today was one such day.

      I had grown tired of waiting. It was time now. I would not get another chance. With the one distracted, I stretched my wings and gave them a weak flap. They still worked. The air smelled of burning as my wings flapped, straining to catch a current to carry me free of this confinement. It had been so long since I could fly, it was a marvel I recall the actions necessary. Sky—open and endless—loomed just ahead of me and I beat my wings harder. I was so close.

      Pain zipped through my small frame and the sky no longer lay ahead of me. Despite the effort of my wings, and feathers catching warm swells, I plummeted toward the ground. Some part of me, deep down and forgotten, begged for me to close my eyes so I did not witness my painful demise. That deep part of me did not want to see death.

      No, it was not I who feared death. It was him. The other. The strange being out of nowhere who now fought for freedom. The ground continued to rush up to meet me, but it took on strange tones as the sharpness dimmed. Gone were the lights and darks of my existence. Now the grass and dirt were shaded in something else. ‘Color’ the other’s mind interjected.

      Without warning, I felt the feathers that coated my body recede, replaced by something smooth. The pain that rippled through me as bones and cartilage stretched and expanded robbed me of breath and the stunning glimpses of color turned to blackness.

      The jolt of my form connecting with the ground was shock enough to rouse me from the other pain. I blinked, colors flooding my eyes in an overwhelming kaleidoscope. They were still dimmed and dark. I opened my mouth—no longer a beak—to breathe and choked on vile, acrid air. I struggled to move on limbs that had not been used in far too long to support my weight. It was then I noticed the device clinging to my lower right extremity. It shot continual lances of pain through my body, but my relative size appeared to dull the effects. I slumped forward and clawed at the thing to no avail.

      The more I labored to breathe, the less I liked my existence in this form. It was too cold and dark. I spat to free my lungs of the putrid tastes, but it did little good. I tried pulling off the thing on my leg—another word this form recalled—again and this time, the jolts jumped to my upper limbs.

      “Argh.” Vocalization emitted from my mouth. It had been so long since this form had spoken.

      Sounds—high pitched and frantic—called from the direction I had come. This form’s brain knew what they meant: danger and captivity. With every passing second, my brain regained control more and more. My feet remembered how to walk and then run. It was an inelegant manner of movement that propelled me forward and away from the oncoming danger. I gained speed as I crested a hill and I took a leap. For just a moment I felt like I could fly again. The thing on my leg snagged on some branches and I tumbled forward. A fresh smell hit my senses, this one metallic. I looked down to see the skin of this form marred by dark, oozing blood. The device had come loose. I clawed at it again, this time freeing myself from its confines.

      The voices grew louder and I took off, running faster and more confident this time into the wild, rolling hills. My arms moved in coordination with my legs and my lungs grew used to the tainted air. This was freedom. My mind knew it and I needed to believe it.

      My reflexes were not honed to alert me to the impending perils that lay ahead of me. My foot caught a rough branch and in moments I lay curled in a net suspended above the ground. The strands of the net bit into my flesh.

      “Gotcha,” a high-pitched voice said.

      “Let … out,” I managed. Language seemed to be the last thing to return.

      With a sharp ‘snick’ something flashed above me and the confines dropped away, sending me tumbling back to the ground.

      “What do we have here?”

      I blinked up at a small creature with pointed ears. Dark smudges marred her flesh. But her eyes shone bright. How I knew it to be a she I could not say. In viewing the ‘she’ I glanced down at my form and realized a distinction. A new concept—or perhaps an ancient one I only just now recalled—overtook me and I covered myself as best I could.

      The ‘she’ moved around me, examining me. She prodded the wounds to my flesh and studied the angry marks to my legs. “Damn, I never thought I’d see another one of you. You got a name?”

      Her words took a long time to make sense in my mind. It took even longer to find the words to answer. “Aiden,” I said, my voice rough from lack of use.

      “Mels.” She bent and put her hand in mine. “Come on. I can take you somewhere safe.”
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          Lorelei

        

      

    

    
      This blows. Not that I mind the cushy job of just sitting around staring at a tracking monitor all day, but there are more exciting things to do with my time and life. I wouldn’t even be in the Phoenix Location Agency if it wasn’t for Kegan. He’s lost. He’s a phoenix. I need to find him. Enough said.

      “We have a runner,” my superior agent’s voice announced, her voice piped into my ear through my com link. Finally! Some action! “Report to Madame Zemella Faberge’s estate for further details.”

      I tapped the com link in my right ear to connect with my superior. I would not let any of my siren sisters in the PLA get a jump on what I was already thinking of as “my case.” There was no way in hell I planned to sit at this desk for another day. I needed action. A running phoenix provided just that.

      “Lorelei reporting in,” I said. “I’m on the Faberge Estate runner. Be there in two.”

      “Be careful,” my fellow PLA sister Aria’s voice crackled in my ear. “Madame Faberge likes pets … all sorts of pets.”

      “I can take care of myself.” I opened my desk drawer and pulled out two long, pointed hair pins. I slid them all the way into my thick, honey colored braid. It’s not a surprise if people know you have them. The gun at my hip was standard PLA regulation issue, but I didn’t like using it. There’s no art to self-defense if you just pull out a gun and shoot someone.

      After readying my gear, I ran down the three flights of stairs to the parking lot. At least, that’s what everyone called it even though there was nothing to park in the lot. Ever since the sky turned ever-dark from all the smog and pollution, individual transportation was outlawed. Now, it’s public transport or walk. I liked walking, though on days like this when the rain burned, it could be a challenge. Lucky for me, even walking, Madame Faberge’s estate was not far.

      I dodged around the hover buses in the street and people clogging the sidewalk until my route brought me to the Faberge Estate. It was a typical Booshie house, all stone white-washed walls and golden spires that stand out in the darkened climate. Even the ten-foot electrified security fence around the property was gold. How did her phoenix get out of this place alive? Maybe he didn’t, I reminded myself. Maybe he sacrificed one of his lives to high-tail it out of here. I would if I were him. No one with an ounce of magical ability wanted to be kept in a Booshie cage. The Booshie just didn’t see it that way.

      I pressed my finger against the intercom button at the estate’s front gate. “Siren Lorelei reporting for duty,” I said after a short beep. “they told us you had a runner.”

      “Excellent timing,” a woman’s voice answered.” Come in. Come in.”

      A buzzing noise sounded as the gates opened to let me in. I stepped inside, trying not to think of those same gates closing and trapping me inside. A phoenix might have wings to get away, but I didn’t have that option. Siren fins would do me no favors if Madame Faberge decided she wanted another magical pet to replace her missing phoenix.

      I took one last look at the closed gates behind me, before walking up the long, stone driveway to the house. A black car was parked in the open garage, flaunting the ‘no personal cars’ rule. Booshies always thought rules applied to everyone except them.

      The front door swung open before I even had time to knock. A squat woman with skin pulled so tight every expression looked like a grimace appraised me with glittering dark eyes. She’d been hitting the phoenix tears a little hard if that was the result. Usually, I’d tell her to her face she looked like a toad, but the PLA wrote me up for insubordination last week. I didn’t need to give my superior any more ammunition to can me. Calling a Booshie client a toad would be like handing her the final bullet. Not going to happen.

      I smiled, trying to look pleasant and helpful. “I’m Lorelei. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “I can do better than that. I can show you.” Madame Faberge motioned for me to follow. I trailed her to a room that looked like a giant concert hall, keeping my hands behind my back to calm the temptation to swipe some of her stuff to sell for credits later. I bet she wouldn’t miss half the stuff in this hall if it went missing.

      She stopped in front of a hanging gold cage, the door swinging back and forth. It didn’t look forced which meant someone left the door open. Unbelievable. This Booshie lost her phoenix and now expected us to find him. It reminded me of the time I took a side job tracking a selkie that ran away to the boonies, because of her owner’s neglect. I found her dancing in a slough in the northwest end of the territory. Booshies never learned. You leave a cage open, your magical creature escapes. How hard was that to understand? Sure, I’d be out of a job if they ever took care of their things, but freedom tended to be too tempting for pets to resist. They’d escape whether their owners kept the cage doors locked or not.

      I smiled to cover up my disgust. “What was his name?”

      “Is,” she corrected me. “I can’t bear the thought of my poor, dear, sweet Aiden being harmed in any way because of someone’s carelessness.” She pulled out a palm-sized clear object from inside the folds of her voluminous dress and tapped it twice. Flickering, holographic images appeared, hovering above the object. A phone. She owned her own phone. I had a government issued one. I could conference call any agent I wanted, but it didn’t take pictures. Those phones were out of budget.

      Madame Faberge flicked through the carousel of holographic pictures until she found what she was looking for. “There. Here is my Aiden. Isn’t he a handsome bird?”

      I spend most of my time tracking down rogue phoenixes with some side gigs of other creatures mixed in. I’d gotten to the point where I thought if you’ve seen one phoenix, you’ve seen them all. That theory went straight out the window the second I gazed at Aiden. His gold, red, and white feathers shimmered in a way I’d never seen before in my years working for the PLA. That meant he possessed powerful, powerful magic. Most phoenixes could only create the tears used for healing and to halt aging once, maybe twice, a month. Judging by Aiden’s sparkle, I’d say he had enough magic in him to produce tears every week.

      “I can see why he means so much to you,” I breathed. “I’m gonna need to see a pic of him in human form just so I know I’ve located the right one,” I added. “They like to be sneaky and hide in plain sight as human if they think they’re being tracked. Happens all the time.”

      “Very well.” Madame Faberge scrolled through more pictures before enlarging one toward the end of her photo carousel. “Handsome either way, don’t you think?”

      I sucked in my breath. Aiden—as she called him—was not Aiden. I knew him as Kegan. He’d been missing three years and now … and now I found him. I’d been looking so long, I thought I’d never find him. Kegan. I made a big show of examining the picture so as not to give away my excitement. Aiden—or Kegan—was shirtless in the picture. His dark red hair stuck up in a natural spike like his crest feathers in bird form. Gold sigil tattoos similar to the pattern on his wings ran the length of his muscular arms. He stared straight into the camera, though didn’t seem to see it. His vacant expression told me surer than anything that Madame Faberge drugged him, keeping him docile. She probably drugged all her pets. Good on him for escaping then. How long had he planned this? How long had he dreamt of freedom? Had he been trying to break free since he was stolen from me three years ago? Would he be looking for me just like I’d been looking for him?

      “Do you mind if I bring a feather with me to aid tracking?” I kept my voice smooth and expressionless so she wouldn’t guess that this was one phoenix I didn’t intend to return to its owner.

      She opened a drawer next to the tea table and extracted a large gold, red, and white feather. “Will this do?”

      I held it in my hand, remembering the weight and feel of this same feather from when I tracked Kegan almost four years ago. I found him then—I always find my mark—but that job was different. I didn’t expect him to plead for my help or my understanding. I helped Kegan run away and escape the cage waiting for him. In the process, we fell in love. Then he was taken from me. Stolen by the Booshie bitch sipping tea with me now. I’d find Kegan or whatever she called him now, but that didn’t mean I’d bring him back.

      “And then, of course, there’s the matter of payment,” I added, playing her game.

      “One million credits,” Madame Faberge answered as if she was offering to buy my hover taxi fare. My hand twitched, but I tried not to show any emotion at her outrageous sum. One million was the highest bounty I’d ever heard of. I needed that money, but I also needed Kegan. We’d been apart too long already.

      I forced a tight smile. “When do I start?”
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