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      To the lost, the lonely, and the hurting who haven’t found their place yet. May you find the family and love you’re looking for. Always remember that family comes in all sizes, shapes, and colors, and sometimes the family we make is the best one of all.

      

      Because family means no one gets left behind, left out, or forgotten.
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      Please note that this book contains scenes depicting rape, suicidal ideation, eating disorders, and violence. We have done our best to handle these elements in a sensitive way, but if these issues could be considered triggering for you, please take care of yourself.

      - Lou & Christis
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      Miami, Florida - June 2005

      

      It was hotter than the pits of Acheron today, but the satisfaction of what was about to come helped to cool Ander like nothing else could. 

      Today, Ezequiel ‘Zeke’ Schields would get his due.

      Exactly two years ago, Ander and Mab had moved to Miami following Ander’s bright idea to open a world-class nightclub, catering to mortals and Underworlders alike. The location had been easy enough to settle on. The design already pictured perfectly in Ander’s mind, and even the name had come to him without hesitation: Inferno. The one issue that had made itself prevalent on opening day—and every day since—was Zeke Schields, the owner of the nightclub across the street.

      Eighteen months after signing the papers for the new location, Inferno had opened to a long line of excited Underworld residents and humans, all clambering to get in. When Zeke showed up, introducing himself, Ander thought he had come to welcome them to the neighborhood and perhaps offer a word of congratulations. Instead, he informed Ander that Inferno was little better than a trashy pimp’s showroom and they would be out of business in two weeks.

      Mab could barely restrain Ander from lighting Zeke’s clothes on fire and dancing around his flaming body. Instead, he had settled for taking down the other nightclub by whatever means necessary. 

      Six months later, the two nightclubs were both still running strong but took every opportunity to undermine each other.

      “You really didn’t need to come,” Mitchell, the health inspector, said for the second time since Ander met him outside of Element 79. He was badly balding, with sweat stains forming on his short-sleeved dress shirt and a tie that was clearly clipped on. 

      “No, I most certainly needed to be here.” Ander wasn’t missing this moment for anything. After all, he had to be certain that they found the rats he’d magically planted inside the club last week.

      Ander tugged at the collar of his wine-colored velvet Louis Vuitton blazer. Over top of a white V-neck T-shirt and black skinny jeans, the blazer was definitely too much, and he was sweating profusely. Fortunately, unlike Mitchell-the-health-inspector, his sweating was not noticeable and a small snap of his fingers magicked it away for the second time since he arrived.

      From his hairline, two elegant horns arched into the air, graceful like an antelope’s, soft brown with light ridges. He had dusted them with gold glitter which sparkled in the bright Miami sunlight. To complete his look, Ander wore several rings on his fingers, a series of gold bands and sparkling gems. 

      He felt fierce, and it bolstered his confidence.

      A white taxi van pulled up along the sidewalk. When the back passenger door opened violently, a little boy and girl who were much too old for the harnesses they wore launched themselves out onto the sidewalk. At the end of their leashes was none other than Zeke Schields. He climbed out over the fighting children. The little girl pinned the boy to the ground only for him to flip her and tangle the leashes even more. 

      On Zeke’s back was a carrier, and a toddler flailed her limbs, crying most unhappily at being contained in the oversized BabyBjörn. Squinting at her, Ander realized there were a pair of pink wings—like they’d been ripped off of a flamingo—also flapping rapidly on her back.

      The last to emerge from the van was a young boy, likely around nine or ten, who seemed to be the only Schields somewhat in control of himself at the moment. He was dressed in a light blue polo shirt and a dark navy button-up cardigan. Ander would have been shocked at the sight of the sweater if it weren’t for the pair of brilliantly white wings gracing his back.

      Ignis.

      Created at the behest of King Indra, overlord of all Underworld, ignis were the soldiers that protected mortals from inanimi. Every magical creature in existence could find themselves being tracked down, questioned, and possibly imprisoned by the winged warriors for exposing themselves to humans. If they meant ill by their actions, the repercussions only got worse. They were obnoxiously tall, senselessly strong beings who were capable of drawing on an internal fire that made them perfect weapons.

      Frack! Zeke Schields was a Guardian.

      Made in the pits of Prometheus’ forge, ignis were simply dropped to earth when they were needed, not born. Instead of creating them fully grown, Prometheus sent them to earth as infants. The Sanctum did not raise their own soldiers; instead, they left them with trusted humans to raise, train, and prepare for the position of being self-righteous pains in the ass.

      It didn’t change anything. Couldn’t change anything. Ander wouldn’t back down. No matter Schields’ connection to the Sanctum.

      The eldest wiggled an open candy bar in front of the toddler, calming her wailing for the moment, while Zeke attempted to untangle the two leashes, separating the middle children with his foot.

      “Behave, you beasts!” Zeke grumbled at them, then eyed the health inspector with irritation. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Schields handed the leash attached to the little girl over to his eldest child and dug a set of keys out of his skin-tight jeans. Stepping up to the front door to unlock it, he sent Ander a scathing look. 

      “This was you, wasn’t it?” he hissed, shoving the door open dramatically. Ander merely shrugged and waved a hand before him, indicating that he was uncertain of what was going on. Schields only glared harder, then turned back to the oldest. “Stay out here with your sister. I can’t do this with both the twins in here.”

      Schields and Mitchell-the-health-inspector then disappeared inside, leaving Ander and the two children outside.

      Leaning against the hot brick wall, Ander gazed down at the boy holding the leash of his little sister, who was struggling against the restraint, attempting to get away with soft grunts of effort. “Le’go!” she growled.

      The boy—clearly using his baby-ignis strength to help him—appeared to be holding her back with little effort. 

      “Cute pet you’ve got there,” Ander said, not really certain what to do as he waited.

      The boy frowned. “This is my sister.” He sounded offended. 

      Ander smirked. “Are you sure? I have a puppy that I don’t even treat this much like an animal.” He nodded at the little girl, who’d accepted her defeat and was currently pulling a Lilo, lying face down on the sidewalk. “I think she’s asking to be left to die.”

      Several emotions drifted over the boy’s face, and Ander wondered what series of thoughts were going through his mind. Finally, he settled on asking, “You have a puppy? What kind?”

      Ander blinked at the change of subject. “A teacup Pomeranian.”

      “What’s its name?”

      “Her name is Princess Monaco—Monnie, for short.”

      The small ignis grinned suddenly. “She’s a princess.”

      “Yes, she is.” And how. He’d only brought her home a little over a month ago, and already she ruled the roost. Mab was continually at him for his overindulgence of the animal. But he simply couldn’t help himself.

      The boy’s smile faltered as his brows screwed up and another thought clearly came to him. “What did my Papa mean by ‘this was you’?” His bright hazel eyes, which bore a look of concern, shifted toward the door where his father and the inspector had disappeared, then returned to focus on Ander. Dark strands of fluffy hair fell to obscure his gaze, but that didn’t seem to impede him. “Did you do something?”

      Beneath the steady, inquisitive gaze of the young ignis, Ander nearly squirmed. “And if I did?” He felt haughty, saucy—defensive. 

      “Then that was very bad of you.” His brow creased more, a look of near disappointment hitting his features. Though he was young, the soldier was there beneath the skin, just waiting to emerge. The suppressor of all social injustices. 

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe it was warranted and deserved.”

      The boy was still frowning. “He’s very stressed, you know. Daddy left for Syria last week, and we don’t know when he’ll be back. Papa has a hard time with the twins and Georgie all by himself.”

      He was eyeing Ander as if all of this were his doing and he’d heaped the stress down upon them. “Well, as unfortunate as that may all be, I have no control over whether your Papa is a good father or not.”

      The boy’s face tightened in displeasure. “He’s a good Papa!”

      Ander lifted his hands up. “My apologies.” Though, from what he’d seen, Zeke Schields was in way over his head with four children. Two of which were ignis, which meant a great deal of training and preparation for their future duties. 

      The life of a Guardian was a rigorous and difficult one. The Sanctum, from what Ander understood, expected a lot out of the couples raising their future soldiers to adulthood.

      “Are you the one who owns the . . . the whorehouse across the street?”

      Ander glared. Of course Zeke would refer to it as such. “Nightclub,” he corrected. “There may be whores, but no buying or selling. And yes, I am.”

      “Papa says you’re his arch-nemesis. I’m not really sure what that means except that he has to end you.”

      Ander could only smirk in delight. “He does, does he?”

      Clearly he had gotten under Schields’ skin. That pleased him greatly.

      The boy huffed and looked down at his sister, who was now poking at a bug crawling across the sidewalk in front of her, muttering her grievances to it. He must have decided she was fairly harmless at the moment, for his eyes drifted back up to Ander. 

      Or rather, Ander’s head. 

      He squinted, then his face relaxed a little. “You have sparkly horns . . .” His gaze then fell to Ander’s feet and shoes. “But no hooves.” He met his eyes next. “What kind of Underworlder are you?”

      Wouldn’t he like to know? Wouldn’t Ander like to know? “Some say I’m the devil.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re not the devil. You’re too pretty.” The little ignis then blushed, a charming shade that made his hazel eyes sparkle. 

      Ander chuckled, amused at the kid’s reaction. “Too pretty to be the devil? What if that’s the point?”

      The boy shook his head. “No, there is no devil in Underworld. Just Hades, who the humans don’t believe in anymore.”

      Oh, there were plenty of devils in Underworld. It simply depended on your definition of evil.

      “I am half-muse, the other half no one knows for sure.”

      “Muse . . .” He fell silent then and looked to be in deep thought. “The muses live in . . . in . . . Hel . . . Hel⁠—”

      “Helicon. Yes. That is where I am from.”

      He nodded. “And do all muses have cool horns?”

      Ander chuckled again and shook his head. “No, I am the only muse with horns. That’s why they all think perhaps my father was a satyr.”

      “Oh. But satyrs are the servant race. Right?” He was a smart kid, it would seem. Schields had taught him well. Or maybe it was his partner, this unnamed “Daddy” who was responsible for all the schooling.

      “Yes, they are.”

      “Oh.”

      “Mmm.” Ander’s eyes fell on the girl. “Your sister is eating that bug.”

      “Nox! NO!” The boy dropped down to fish his fingers into the girl’s mouth. She began screeching, kicking and hitting at this invasion.

      It was at this moment that Schields and the inspector stepped outside. Schields looked harried and upset, dark fury in his eyes as they landed on Ander. “I hope you’re happy,” he snarled. “I’ve been shut down for two weeks due to a rodent infestation.” He handed the leash of the little boy to the eldest and then stooped to pick up the screeching little girl. “Is that a bug leg on your lip?!” He gasped in horror, plucking it from her mouth. “Seriously, you’re seven years old. Whyyyyy?”

      Ander watched the scene, dead positive he would never subject himself to the horror of having children. 

      Behind them, the inspector was stapling a notice on the door that the facility was closed until approval from the health board had been issued. 

      “It’s a tragedy, really,” Ander said, a smirk hitting the corner of his lips. 

      Schields whipped his head around to stare him down. “Don’t think for one moment that I don’t know you’re behind this and that I won’t find a way to destroy you. This will not be the end of me, Ruin.”

      “It’s in the name darling: ruin. It’s what I do best.” Ask any life he’d touched in his three hundred years on the earth. Destruction and ruin were what followed in his wake. Even when he meant only the best.

      Schields glared and then turned to say goodbye to the inspector. “Come, you hooligans, we’re going home.” The youngest boy cheered and darted for the street. His older brother just managed to stop him from careening out in front of the cab that was pulling up in front of the club. 

      Ander couldn’t help himself as he saw Schields attempting to herd his children like a pack of wild cats into the taxi. “Schields, don’t think of this as a loss for the club. Instead, think of it as a boon for your family. A chance to learn how to handle fatherhood.”

      Schields froze, his shoulders stiffening. Instead of responding, he finished getting the smaller children into the van before climbing in himself. 

      The eldest, who Ander had been conversing with, did turn though. There was a look of devastation and deep disappointment on his face. Slowly, he shook his head at Ander.

      Ander didn’t expect it, but he felt a wash of shame rising inside him. 

      Before he could apologize, Schields reached out of the van to grab the boy’s arm and pull him up into the vehicle with him.

      Just as the door shut, with one last view of bright white wings, Ander felt a twang of something deep and connected in his chest. Gasping, he raised his fingers to rub at the space right over his heart.

      “Oh . . . fuck.” Not waiting to watch the cab drive away, Ander darted across the street without even looking and hurled himself through the front doors of Inferno. “Mab!” he shouted frantically. “Mab!” He screeched her name this time.

      “What?!” Mab growled, stepping out of the back storage room behind the fine Brazilian cherry wood bar.

      “We have to leave. Right now. Right now.” 

      “What? Leave for where? I have to prep. We open in a few hours.”

      Ander raced over to her, slapping his hands down on the surface of the bar that had cost him thousands of dollars to buy, ship, and have installed. “Forget that. We’re leaving Miami. I can’t stay here.”

      Mab frowned in confusion. “What the hell do you mean? Ander, we just got our liquor license six months ago. Inferno is doing great. We’re not leaving.”

      “But I think I’ve found him. He’s here in this city.”

      “Ander. Words that make sense, for the love of the gods, please.”

      “Erotes. The arrow. Ignis.” He was panting, trying to catch his breath as anxiety filled him. “I think I just met my soulmate.”

      Mab chuckled darkly. “I don’t care.”

      Ander blinked. “What?”

      “You heard me. I don’t care. We’re not leaving.”

      “But—”

      “No.” With that, Mab turned and walked back into the storage room. The last thing she had to say on the matter was a rattling of wine bottles as she worked on stocking for that night’s opening.
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      Miami, Florida - August 2018

      

      The hair on Max’s arms lifted, the skin below pimpling with gooseflesh as he and Nash walked beneath the air conditioning unit that adorned the entrance doors. It was the same all over Florida. Every store, restaurant, and even most residences had giant AC units bolted to the wall above the front door, as if the sudden blast of cool air could keep the heat at bay. It never did. All it served to do, in Max’s honest opinion, was freeze the living daylights out of anyone as soon as they entered. Couple that with the unusually high body temperature of an ignis and you wound up with one very annoyed Max. 

      But it was an annoyance he could tamp down—bury—because there was a woman missing. Normally, that wouldn’t have been enough to have the ignis investigating. Women went missing all the time in Miami. Usually, it was a matter for normie law enforcement. The difference here was that, after an unregistered normie stepped through a portal into Underworld in the neighborhood of Daisy Garcia, Daisy hadn’t shown up to work the following morning. It could be a coincidence, or it could be an inanimi up to something.

      “I told you to just wear your sweater,” Nash said from beside him in the elevator, where Max could see Nash watching him rub at his arms in the reflection of the plated metal doors. 

      Max dropped his hands to his side, shifting on his feet. “You also told me I look like a ninety-year-old virgin in it.”

      “Yeah. So?” Nash tapped his fingers against his thigh while Max silently prayed that no one else would stop the elevator on their way up to Daisy Garcia’s floor. He didn’t want to share the tiny box with his brother, much less some mortal who he’d have to squeeze himself into a corner to protect his personal bubble from—his wings were already cramped. Gods he hated elevators. “That’s never stopped you before.”

      It had, actually, but Max wasn’t going to get into the way the twins’ incessant teasing sometimes got to him. Not while they were on a job. He could grumble to his father over it later, when he had a practice sword in his hand and something to whack with it. Thankfully, the elevator dinged a moment later, ending the conversation. Max lifted his chin and stepped through the doors. He took a quick sweep of the hall Daisy Garcia’s apartment was on—one could never be too careful—then gestured for Nash to follow him to apartment F. 

      It was down the end of the hall and probably had a stunning view of the strip. Another quick check to make sure no one was coming or going, and Max gestured for Nash to do his thing. His “thing” consisted of a little spellcraft done up by the folks at the Sanctum and left the door creaking open quietly. Nash stepped back, and Max pushed through. 

      The lights were out, but there was enough sunlight streaming in through the big bay windows to not need it. He’d decided to check Daisy’s place in the middle of the day because it was a weekday and most people would be at work, but that didn’t mean they could take any chances. So he did another cursory sweep to make sure there were no inanimi slinking about in the shadows before he motioned Nash in after him. 

      “I’ll start in the bedroom,” Nash volunteered and didn’t wait for Max to give him the go-ahead before heading in that direction. Max huffed an annoyed breath and headed for the kitchen, where there was a little basket on the island full of Daisy Garcia’s mail. It probably wouldn’t help them at all, but it paid to be thorough. 

      He set aside a stack of bills—Daisy should really think about going paperless when she got back—and frowned as a shrill wolf whistle cut through the quiet hum of electricity. With an annoyed eye roll, Max bit back a groan. He knew he should have brought Nox, but she was busy with . . . something, he didn’t rightly know what. And it was one of Quin’s rare days off. So here he was with Nash. He supposed he could have brought Georgie, it was just an intel gathering mission, but he knew their Papa wouldn’t have approved of that. She was still his “baby”.

      “Hey, Max! You gotta see this!”

      “Nash, whatever you’re doing, stop it,” Max said, already halfway to the bedroom, curling his wings close to his body. Why did they make doorways so small in these places? 

      “How do you know I’m doing something?”

      Max stepped into the bedroom to find his brother digging about in Daisy Garcia’s underwear drawer; his eyebrow twitched. “Nash.”

      Nash kept digging. 

      “Nash.”

      “Hm?”

      “Nash!”

      Nash jerked, whipping around with a pair of lacy white boyshorts hanging from his fingers, looking very much like a child who’d gotten caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I was just looking to see if she had any receipts or love letters or⁠—”

      “Did you find anything?” Max felt his eyebrow twitch again; he was already developing a headache from this. He was definitely bringing Georgie next time, no matter what their Papa said.

      “These.” Nash grinned charmingly and held the underwear up to give Max a better view. “What do you think? Is this the kind of underwear Licia wears?”

      “You have approximately three seconds to put those back and step away from that drawer before I write you up for misconduct and get you stuck with latrine duty, again.” Max held up three fingers, lowering one and then two before Nash squeaked, dropped the underwear back into the drawer, and took a giant step back. “Good. Now go check her laptop. It’s on the nightstand.” 

      “You’re really no fun when you’re out on a mission,” Nash grumbled, moving to retrieve the computer in question before dropping onto the bed with an impressive bounce. “I like you better when⁠—”

      “Don’t care.” Max shut the drawer Nash had been rifling through and went about checking the others. Nothing. Nothing. And more nothing. He scanned the top of the dresser: lipsticks, costume jewelry, and a tangle of different colored paper wristbands stuffed into a crystal dish like they were trophies. “Our girl likes the clubs.”

      “That’s everyone in Miami.” Nash shrugged, his fingers tapping loudly on the keyboard, then he seemed to realize who he was speaking to and added, “Well, except you and Quin, of course.” 

      “I like the clubs.”

      A disbelieving grunt was his only response as Nash dove headfirst into his task, and Max moved on to check the bathroom. The only thing he found there was a shelf lined with enough Bath and Body Works lotions to keep the company running for the next five years. 

      “Anything?” he asked when he came back out. 

      “This might be something,” Nash said hopefully, then spun the computer around so Max could see Daisy’s Instagram. Picture upon picture of Daisy surrounded by a horde of other young people, their faces glossy with glitter or sweat, laughing with brightly colored drinks in their hands. 

      “What am I looking at?”

      “This post”—Nash clicked to show a picture of Daisy with three other people, a glowing red wristband on each of their left wrists, their glasses raised—“is from the night before she went missing.”

      “Where was this taken?” Max asked, but even as he said it, his eyes drifted up to the location tag underneath Daisy’s handle. “Inferno.” 

      “Yu-p.” Nash turned the computer back around so he could close out everything he’d been looking at and replace it where he’d found it. 

      His fingers skidded across the glass of his phone as Max called the sanctuary. Nox picked up on the second ring, which was suspicious since she was supposed to be busy, but he could grill her on that later. “What’s up?” 

      Max bit his tongue to keep from laying into Nox about phone decorum on the official Sanctum lines for the third time this month. “I need everything we’ve got on Inferno.”

      “You mean the club across the way from Papa’s?” Nox asked, and Max thought he could hear a potato chip bag crackle in the background. He cringed at the thought of crumbs all over their workstation again. Yeah, he was definitely putting the twins on clean-up duty next week. 

      “That’s the one.” He turned to see what Nash was doing. Nash’s thumb flicked furiously over the screen of his phone, the blue light reflecting in his eyes as he scrolled through his own social media rapid fire. Swatting him, Max nodded toward the door. Nash’s shoulders sagged, but he didn’t fight any further as they did a quick sweep to make sure everything was exactly as they’d found it. 

      “It’s owned by Ander Ruin and Mab Duchan.”

      “I want a workup on them too.”

      “All right.” The bag crinkled again.

      “You have twenty minutes.” Max motioned to the door, then followed Nash back out into the hall and down to the elevator.

      “Twenty minutes?! Max! That’s not f⁠—”

      “I’m stopping for tacos on the way back. I’ll bring you a quesadilla.” Not that she deserved it, but Max thought better with food in his stomach, and it had always been the best incentive for the twins. 

      “Twenty minutes it is!” 
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        * * *

      

      Food sprawled around them on the meeting room table. Nox stuffed another too-big-bite of quesadilla into her mouth and clicked a button on the little remote to turn on the screen and start her presentation. 

      A quick call to Quin on the way back to the sanctuary had regrettably pulled him from his studio if the paint in his hair was anything to go by. But Max wasn’t willing to wait to head to Inferno. Not if there was a chance that they might find Daisy Garcia still alive. 

      “Inferno opened about thirteen years ago,” Nox said around a cheek full of cheese and tortilla. She had a picture of a building pulled up on the screen. It was a place Max knew well, had seen enough times when heading to his father’s own club. “When Ander Ruin and Mab Duchan moved to Miami.”

      “I knew that.” Max tapped his toe under the table, impatience making him jittery. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Okay, smarty pants,” Nox sassed, swallowing her bite down with a loud gulping noise. “Ander Ruin and Mab Duchan—also known as Ruin and Blight—have quite the rap sheet. They party too hard. They piss off gods. And they generally cause havoc wherever they go. Ruin, being the crown prince of Helicon, has never really faced any lasting repercussions for his actions.” She flicked to another slide of a beautiful copper-skinned man winking playfully at the camera and a brown-skinned woman tucked under his arm, looking thoroughly put out but also holding up a lazy peace sign. “Rumor says that he once pissed in Erotes’ wine stores because the god of love hadn’t invited him to a party.”

      “You know what Dad says about rumors,” Quin mumbled into his nachos. 

      “That they all hold at least a kernel of truth?” Nash quipped. 

      “No, that’s what Papa says.” 

      “As I was saying,” Nox huffed, flipping to the next slide, which was a picture of Ruin and Blight standing outside of Inferno, their hands lifted high and legs kicked back as they appeared to float in mid-air. “He’s made quite the name for himself.”

      “Okay, what about Duchan? What’s her deal?” Max crumpled the box for his tacos and tossed it into the bin in the corner over his shoulder. 

      “Two points!” Nash cheered.

      “That had to be at least three.” Quin was still looking at the picture of Blight and Ruin, his brow creased in the middle. Nox pushed a button, and the picture changed to one of just Blight, her white hair a halo of tight curls around her head and the light glinting off a set of three scars on her cheek that looked like nail marks. 

      “Fine, three.” Nash pulled up something on his phone, and a second later, Max received a notification from the Schields Scorecard app on his own device that 3 points had been added to his ongoing tally. 

      “Well, the white hair isn’t a style choice, for one. Duchan is a banshee.” Nox took a long sip from her drink, the straw slurping loudly. 

      “Why isn’t she in Sophelia then?” Quin had leaned forward in his chair as if to get a better look. 

      “They kicked her out.” Nox shrugged. “Or at least, that’s what the head of Sophelia says. But she wasn’t born there, and from our records, Sophelia didn’t actually pick her up until she was at least a hundred and fifty years old. So by that point⁠—”

      “She’d have been too used to life among mortals.” Max nodded. He knew what that could be like. They were all guilty of it—or maybe not guilty, maybe that wasn’t the word. He shook off the thought. Either way, he knew how mortal life could get under a creature’s skin and make them more human than creature eventually. 

      “Right. So there could have been any number of reasons why she left Sophelia.” Nox clicked back to the picture of Blight and Ruin in front of Inferno. The joy on their faces . . . Max couldn’t help but feel a little bad for everything that had gone down between his father and Ander back when Inferno first opened. But that was a matter for another time. 

      “What relationship do she and Ruin have?” Nash fiddled with what was left of his food, pushing the refried beans around the box.

      “No idea. But Ruin’s had a string of lovers, so I’d say they’re just really good friends. I’ve uploaded a full workup of their histories to your tablets, but it was kind of a lot to put on the screen. Most of it’s pretty trivial, nothing really that leads us to believe they might start abducting normies.” Nox stuffed the last of her quesadilla into her mouth. 

      Max hummed, his eyes flicking over the report on his screen. She was right, there was nothing there that made it look like Ruin and Blight wanted anything more than a good time. But things—and people—changed. Max knew that better than most. 

      “What’re you thinking?” Quin asked. 

      “I’m thinking we need to go to Inferno and at least have a conversation with these two—feel them out. Even if they have nothing to do with the disappearance, they might have seen something. It can’t hurt to check.” Max tapped his fingers on the screen, zooming in on a picture of Ander Ruin sitting on a plush velvet sofa, drink in hand. He looked exactly how Max remembered him from when he was ten. Ander had dazzled him with glittering horns and enough Disney knowledge to make a Lilo and Stitch reference. Beautiful. Effervescent. Gleaming with just enough easy charm to make Max’s throat go dry now that he was remembering it. Max was in trouble.

      Quin nodded.
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        * * *

      

      There was a line around the block for Inferno. The roped off area was full of humans and inanimi alike. Humidity clung to the space between Max’s wings, making him shift a little in his black shirt. 

      “Keep your glamour up,” Max said to Quin over his shoulder as they made their way to the front of the line. He ignored the disgruntled grumbles from some of the other patrons. With a deep inhale, the heat of the air surrounding Max’s wings shifted, wrapping tighter around him, warping the light like a mirage to better hide the massive white wings on his back.

      “Why?” Nox asked in his ear over the comms. “Normies don’t usually see them anyhow.”

      “Because neither Quin nor I want to deal with the paperwork associated with the bar brawl that two ignis walking into a known inanimi hangout might cause. Now tell me something that’ll convince Ruin to talk to me.” Normally, Max wouldn’t bother. The ignis had the power and authority to make anyone talk to them at any time, but given the history between Ruin and the Schields family . . . Max wanted to make sure that this conversation ended on good terms. He didn’t need Ruin getting it into his head to send a fleet of rats into Element 79 again. 

      “He likes pretty things.” Nash sounded like he was smiling.

      “And that is a reason he would talk to us . . . why?”

      “Well, you’re both very pretty,” Nox teased, and Max heard Quin give an uncomfortable grunt behind him. 

      “You two are being particularly helpful this evening.” Max sighed, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. The pressure behind his eyes from dealing with Nash at Daisy Garcia’s apartment had only increased during the time it took Nox to brief them and he and Quin to suit up. Max reached for the pommel of one of his daggers and frowned when he felt nothing where it normally rested. Right. No weapons. They didn’t want to appear threatening—not yet, at least. 

      “We try!” the twins cooed at the same time. 

      Max shook his head and turned his attention instead to the burly minotaur at the door. “We’re here to speak to Ander Ruin and Mab Duchan.”

      “Yeah? Get in line. So are all of them.” They snorted, lifting their chin to gesture to the long line behind Max and Quin.

      Max pulled his wallet from his pocket, showing the minotaur his ignis identification. Usually they didn’t need it because of the wings, but in situations such as these, it acted as the equivalent of any other law enforcement badge. 

      The minotaur’s eyes widened, flicking to Quin and then back to Max. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “We know you didn’t.” Max smiled, then shook his head and tucked the badge away. “Just let us inside, no harm done.”

      They nodded a little too quickly and motioned Max and Quin through. “Ander’s probably at the bar. And if not, Mab is always behind it.”

      “Thanks.”

      Heavy bass from Inferno’s house music hit Max like a wall, and he had to take a minute to breathe. When he collected himself, he pushed through the throng of individuals with Quin and headed toward the bar. When they finally made it, Max looked over the heads of the mortals lining up for drinks to search behind the bar for Ruin or Duchan. They’d stand out, even among so many inanimi. 

      And that’s when Max saw him. After thirteen long years. 

      Ander Ruin was dancing on one of the poles that had been bracketed into the ceiling, his hips rolling against the metal to the music, horns glinting in the low light. Max swallowed. His tongue had gone cottony and too big for his mouth. Yeah . . . he was definitely in trouble.
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      The music hummed through Ander’s body as he clung to the shiny copper pole that stretched all the way up to the vaulted ceiling, mounted on one of four three-by-three black platforms that stood at the corners of the main dance floor. Between each pole hung a copper cage connected to the floor by a matching ladder that led up to a hole in the center. In those cages, anyone could dance as they pleased without any concern of being touched or mauled. 

      Not that unrequested mauling was allowed in Inferno. Anyone accused of unsolicited touching was automatically banned. No ifs, ands, or buts. No reversals.

      Ander grabbed onto the pole above his head and swung his body around, legs lifted in the air, most of the weight on his arms and torso. As his feet touched down on the third spin, he heard someone shout, “Excuse me, Your Highness?” over the music. 

      He leaned back so that he was viewing the club upside down and spun around on the pole until he came face to face with a pair of hazel eyes and black brows that made him halt in his twirl as a jolt of something powerful went straight to his midsection. “Gods, no, we don’t use that title here.”

      While Ander was the son of Queen Aemiliana, the ruler of the muses in Helicon,  he chose to forget that as much as possible. Ander had been born to an unwed Aemiliana who either didn’t know who Ander’s father was or refused to admit it. Ander was only half muse, the elegant horns protruding from his head a clear sign of it.  It was better to just go on with his life here in the mortal realm and ignore his connections to the throne in Helicon.

      Ander straightened up and turned around to face the male before him. A straight, aristocratic nose gave way to terribly kissable bow lips, a prominent chin, and an angular jaw a man could really sink his teeth into. He was absolutely beautiful, and Ander could feel the grin tugging at his lips and the itch to hold his fingers out and ask the other for a dance, even as something both familiar and foreign tightened within his chest. 

      “What can I do for you, handsome?” he asked, unable to tear his eyes away from the male’s vaguely familiar face. Which proved beneficial as he caught the pink hue covering those wonderfully defined cheekbones. 

      If anyone was the perfect picture of what a highborn nobleman should look like, it was this one. 

      “We, uh . . . Well . . . Ander Ruin, right?” The male cleared his throat, shaking his head as if he needed to clear it of some cobwebs. 

      Ander could only watch and grin, wondering what had gotten under the poor thing’s skin.

      “We need to speak to you about a patron who visited your bar last night.” Another male stepped forward, holding out a small black piece of leather with the Sanctum crest of two wings and a flame branded on its center in gold metal. 

      Where the first had the air of a highborn English aristocrat, this one looked like he’d come straight out of the heated sands of the middle east and was surely the prince of it all. He was lovely, in a way no man truly had a right to be. Straight, thick brows arched dramatically over a set of blue eyes that were crisp and clean as the blue sky. Lovely tanned skin stretched over high cheekbones, and a dusting of dark scruff accented his jaw, which only drew the eye even more prominently to his plush lips. Black, feathery hair fell into his eyes, shaved on the sides with only the swoop on the top. He was stylish but not annoyingly so. 

      And yet, despite how terribly pretty the second one was, it was the first that Ander’s eyes drifted back to. “Ignis,” he said calmly. Squinting a little, he saw through the shimmer of their glamour to the wings arching over their backs. Bright white on the first, pitch black on the second.

      An angel and a devil.

      Hopping off of the platform, Ander gazed up at the two of them, arching his head back. Ignis were annoyingly tall and broad-shouldered—built for battle. Ander trembled, not from fear but another dark, salacious emotion coursing through him. 

      “Y-yes.” The first cleared his throat once more. “I’m Maximus, and this is my brother Quintus. We need to ask you a few questions about last night.” His voice was lovely, not too deep but not too light. Soothing in a way that smoothed over Ander’s body and comforted his soul. He wanted to bask in it. 

      Ander was staring. Blinking, he could only grin at himself and Maximus in turn. “Right, well, let's get away from the dance floor where it’s a little quieter.” With that, Ander walked closer to the side of the bar where a series of dark booths sat. Rich red velvet cushions curved around a dark cherry wood table and were backlit by LED flames rolling up the walls. “Now, what do you two fine gentlemen need to talk to me about?”

      Quickly, Ander retraced his steps over the last week, and could think of nothing that he’d done that would bring the ignis down on him. At least nothing he could remember. 

      Maximus held out his phone so that Ander could look down at the screen. “This is Daisy Garcia. She was reported missing this morning. Her last known whereabouts were this club, last night. Do you recognize her?”

      Ander studied the picture of the sweet looking girl but didn’t recognize her. He shook his head. “Sorry, but she doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Are you certain?” Maximus frowned, and it brought out a terrible desire in Ander to feel his warm hands moving roughly over his body as he hoisted Ander up onto a table . . . counter . . . any hard surface would do really. 

      “Very, but let me ask my partner, Mab. She’s usually working behind the bar, while I’m working on it.” He winked at Maximus and then lifted his hand to twirl his fingers in the direction of the bar before giving a firm yank on the air. 

      The action magically grabbed Mab and pulled her swiftly across the bar toward them, knocking people out of the way without hesitation. 

      When she arrived before them, wobbling a little at her abrupt halt, there was a fierce look of fury on her features. “I told you to stop doing that! It’s annoying, and performing magic in front of mortals is going to bring the ignis down on your head!”

      Ander chuckled. “Funny you should say that.” He waved his hand at the two ignis, Maximus gazing at him a little stunned and Quintus with a disapproving frown that did nothing for Ander’s desires like his brother’s had.

      “She’s right. You really shouldn’t perform magic like that where humans can witness it. It raises too many questions,” Maximus stated.

      Ander waved his hand. “It’s fine. They’ll just all think she was hurrying through the club. Humans are far less observant than you give them credit for.” He turned to Mab. “Meet Maximus and Quintus, two ignis here to see about one of our customers.”

      Mab turned quickly to peer at the two soldiers, concern marring her features. “What do you need to know?”

      Maximus held his phone out to Mab. “Have you seen this human? She’s gone missing, and this club was her last known whereabouts.”

      Mab studied the picture, her brow furrowed in contemplation. “Actually, I do remember her. She and her friends were getting really rowdy last night, and I had to cut them off when it seemed they were getting too drunk.”

      “Did you see her leave with anyone?” Maximus asked, and Ander watched the way his lips formed the words.

      “No. Once I stopped serving them and signaled to Theranduil—our bouncer—to see them out, I moved on to other customers.”

      “Do you have security cameras on the premises?” His lips were moving once more and gave Ander just the smallest glimpse of straight white teeth and the tip of a pink tongue. 

      “Hm, wait . . . what?” Ander looked at the three sets of eyes staring at him and realized that last question had been posed to him. “Mm, yes. We have security cameras. I suppose you’d like to see footage from last night?”

      Maximus nodded. “Yes, please.”

      Ander turned to Mab. “Why don’t you take young Quintus here over to the bar and get him something to drink. I’ll take Maximus to my office to show him the cameras.” Before Mab could refuse, Ander wiggled a finger at the hazel-eyed ignis. “Follow me, darling.”

      Winding his way through the crowd, Ander headed for the staircase at the back of the bar, just behind the DJ booth, that led to his office in the mezzanine above the club. As he climbed the metal steps, he could feel the vibration of the ignis climbing behind him. Ander had to fight the desire to wiggle his bottom provocatively. 

      Ander unlocked his office door and flipped on the light as he stepped into the sultry den of sin that was his personal space here in the club. A big wooden desk with leather tufted sides sat in the middle of the room, a dark purple wingback chair set behind it. Above the desk hung a gold chandelier dripping with crystals that provided a luxurious feel to the lavish office. A deep navy chaise lounge was set beneath the two-way mirror overlooking the club. 

      He stepped up to a portrait of himself and Mab, swung it away from the wall on its hinges, and exposed the array of screens behind it showing off several areas in the club. 

      “What timeframe do you need to look at from last night?” When there was no response, Ander looked over his shoulder to see Maximus staring down at his desk, eyes wide and cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Following the ignis’ eyes, Ander found what he was looking at: a selection of vibrators, lube, and condoms that were piled there. Ander laughed. “Once a month, we do a night called ‘Sexy, But Safe’ and give away toys and other sexual-related odds and ends. Proceeds go to the local Planned Parenthood. Those are some of this month’s prize selections. You can have one . . . if you’d like.”

      The ignis shook his head and swiftly moved around the desk, putting as much distance between himself and the sex toys as he could. Coming to stand beside Ander, he shoved his hand into his black jeans, which caused them to stretch over the taught muscles of his hips and thighs. 

      “We’re not certain what time she was here last night. It would actually be easier if you could provide us with your footage from open to close.” His voice sounded rough, and the thought that perhaps there might be a hint of desire there made Ander’s blood heat.

      “That’s going to take a moment to download. Do you have the time to sit and wait?” Ander purred the words, peering up at Maximus from beneath his lashes.

      “I can wait.” He glanced down, meeting Ander’s gaze.

      That abdominal hit from before seemed to shift and tighten in Ander’s chest, and in response, his breath quickened just a fraction. He spun away from Maximus and rubbed lightly at the annoying sensation in his chest as he dropped gracefully into his chair. He opened his laptop to bring up the program that ran his security feed. 

      Ander grabbed a spare thumb drive from his drawer, connecting it to his laptop to begin the transfer of files. “For someone as pretty as you are, I’ve never seen you in here before.” Ander slid a look over at the ignis, who stood just slightly beyond reach. Was he keeping his distance for safety?

      “We have a family hangout . . .” He was blushing once more.

      “Oh? Is this a private family hangout, or are others allowed to join?” Ander spun in his seat to face Maximus, schooling his features into a sultry look. 

      “It’s open to anyone who wants to come.” His cheeks were bright red, but there was a sparkle in his eyes that Ander understood and recognized. He knew attraction when he saw it, and Maximus was certainly feeling it for him. 

      “Well, if you ever get tired of the same ol’ hangout . . . you’re always welcome at Inferno. Just give your name at the bar, the first few drinks are on me.” Ander winked at him, then pulled the thumb drive out of the USB port when his computer dinged its completion. Standing, he closed the distance between himself and Maximus. “Or if you ever need someone to spice up the other place, you know where to find me.” He held out the thumb drive. 

      Maximus, still blushing brightly, accepted it, their fingers connecting and sending a tingle straight up Ander’s arm. Their eyes met, and Ander was breathless, getting swept away in a sea of hazel. Warmth filled him, and he almost took another step closer, wanting to be rid of any distance between them. Wanting to feel the firm muscle of the ignis beneath his hands. Needing to know what those bow-shaped lips tasted like.

      “My number,” Max whispered.

      “Huh?” Ander rasped.

      “I’ll give you my number, in case you think of anything else—about the case,” he was quick to add.

      The spell broken, Ander stepped back. “Of course. For the case.”
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      “I’m going to the training room,” Max said on his way out of the office that was the Schields family command center, where Nash and Nox were already looking over the footage from the thumb drive Ruin provided. “You can head out, I don’t need a sparring buddy.”

      Quin followed behind Max without a word. 

      “Really, Q, today was supposed to be your day off. Go home and take a nap. Or finish whatever you were working on. Or—” Max stopped at the expression that greeted him when he turned back to face Quin on the threshold of the training room. His brother, for as rarely as he spoke to people outside of their family, had the ability to say a thousand words with just one look. And what his face was saying right then was that he was judging Max. Hard. “I just need to clear my head, okay?”

      “Okay.” Quin shrugged, brushing past him to head for the racks of training weapons along the wall and retrieve a set of bo staffs before throwing one at Max. 

      Max caught it easily, a frown settling onto his face. “I’m serious, Quin, go home.” 

      Quin fell into a fighting stance, lifting his chin in challenge, and Max sighed, defeat making his shoulders sag. His brother—his own twin, in a way—wasn’t going to let this drop. He seemed to see there was something bothering Max, and he wasn’t going to walk away from him. It would’ve been sweet if it weren’t so damned frustrating. But he couldn’t exactly tell Quin that the reason he needed to train this late in the evening was to work off the sizzle of heat lingering under his skin like a brand everywhere that Ander Ruin’s eyes had touched—which was everywhere. Or that he hoped to be so tired by the time he made it to bed that he’d just pass out and not dream at all. No. Quin was already judging him, Max couldn’t tell him all that. 

      “Fine. But you asked for it.” Max laughed, spreading his feet to ground himself, and with a deep inhale, he spread the fire from his core out to his hands where it caught quickly on the metal of the bo before he made the first move. They traded blows, their bos smacking loudly against each other as they circled one another on the mats. Quin had the upper hand with this weapon, but Max was lighter on his feet from all those years of dance their Papa had dragged him to as a child. 

      Still, they sparred in silence, and Max almost thought maybe he’d gotten away with it. Maybe Quin wouldn’t ask. But then he got a good swipe in at Max’s legs, dropping him onto his ass on the mat. While Max was laying there, looking up at the ceiling, his brother came to hover over him. “What’s bothering you about the case?” 

      Max groaned, smacking his head back against the mat. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing.” Quin dropped down beside him, setting a bottle of water on Max’s stomach. It threatened to roll off with every deep inhale Max drew in, so he grabbed it and pushed himself up to sit. 

      “It just . . . doesn’t feel right.” Max threw his head back to take a deep swig from the water bottle. 

      Quin looked like he wanted to say something, his thick brows pulled together to crease his forehead. He let out a huff, shaking his head to clear it, and asked, “What doesn’t feel right?” 

      “The whole thing! We’re . . . we’re looking in the wrong direction.” Of that Max was certain. He might not know anything else, but he did know that. He could feel it deep in his gut, and his gut had never led him astray before. “Daisy may have been at Inferno the night she went missing, but Ruin and Blight have nothing to do with her disappearance. It’s either coincidence⁠—”

      “There is no such thing as coincidence.”

      “—or a setup.” Max frowned down at his boots, the water bottle dangling from his fingers. 

      “There’s no evidence to suggest that.” Quin’s tone was reasonable, but his lips were pursed, still holding back whatever else it was that he wanted to say. It’d probably be better if he just spit it out so they could have whatever argument they were going to have and get it over with. 

      “I feel it in my gut.” Throwing himself to his feet, Max started pacing across the mat. 

      “In your gut, or somewhere . . . a bit lower?” When Max whipped around to glare at Quin, he had one brow raised in question.

      “Excuse me?” Max asked through his teeth. 

      “You heard me.”

      “That’s not what this is.” But already Max could feel heat crawling up his neck and across his cheeks as he remembered Ander sitting behind his desk, his legs gracefully crossed, and the soft, warm light of the chandelier shining down on him just so. Ander had looked like a king—no, a god. And Max had wanted nothing more than to fall to his knees and worship at his feet. Max shook himself and repeated, “That’s not what this is.”

      Quin was still staring at him, his bright blue eyes narrowed like every thought that had just flitted through Max’s mind had played out on his face for all the world to see. It probably had; Max was terrible at hiding his emotions. But Quin had always been the best of them, and instead of calling Max on his shit like the twins, Georgie, and even their parents might have, Quin just nodded. “Well, how about instead of following your intestines, you follow the evidence? Like we’ve been trained to do.”

      “Right.” Max nodded, lifting one hand to run it down his face, and let out a long, slow breath. “Right.” 

      “Good talk.” Quin signed the words with deft motions, a clear indication that he’d exceeded his word quota for the day, then rose to his feet, patted Max on the shoulder, and took their bos back to the storage rack without a backward glance. 

      Max sucked in another slow breath and decided it was probably time he headed to bed. There would be plenty of time tomorrow to wallow. 
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        * * *

      

      The following morning rose too bright and too early, Miami’s relentless sun streaming in between the blackout curtains on Max’s windows to burn his eyelids, drawing out a groan as he buried his face further into his pillows. He didn’t usually mind, but last night’s restless sleep lingered as an ache in every muscle of his body. He’d kicked the blankets off at some point, too hot for his skin, and the heavy comforter he usually slept under now lay in a crumpled heap at the foot of the bed, a black ball of purring fur curled up on top of it looking quite content. 

      “Good morning, Hester,” Max mumbled, scrubbing at his face as he reached for his phone where it had been buried under his pillows at some point when he fell asleep. “Where’s Lady PurrPurr?” 

      The fluffy white monstrosity that was Lady PurrPurr answered by poking her head out of where she’d buried herself in the comforter with a delighted mrroow. 

      “Good morning to you too, Lady.” Max huffed. With a tap, the screen of his phone lit up, and he had to squint to check the time as he’d turned the brightness all the way down the night before. “So early.” It wasn’t really, it was just about ten, and he had a training session with the ignis younglings in about an hour, but it felt earlier than that. “All right you two, scat. I need to put the blankets back on the bed.” 

      The two cats just peered at him as he rolled off the edge of the bed, not moving from the safety of their little nest. He gave one corner a tug and felt Lady PurrPurr dig her claws into the blanket and the bed beneath, unwilling to move from the warmth she’d found there. 

      “Are you serious with this right now, Lady? I’m not in the mood.” 

      Lady PurrPurr hissed, taking a swipe at his hand from where she’d hidden herself entirely in a sea of blue, just a single jagged white ear poking out. It was the one with the little cut in it from when she’d been a stray, and it flicked in annoyance. 

      “You know what? Fine. Keep it.” Tossing the corner he’d had in between his fingers over Lady PurrPurr’s ear, he stood up to stretch, his back arching. Someone knocked on the door, and Max grabbed a shirt from the floor. It was rumpled, the sides still unzipped from where he’d taken it off a couple nights ago and not cared to put it away correctly. Stumbling over his discarded boots, he slipped his head through the hole and wrapped the back flap under his wings and around his waist to zip at the sides before he yanked open the door.

      “Oh good. You’re up.” His Papa greeted him with a wide smile and a mug of coffee. “Dad told me to tell you that he made breakfast. It’s in the oven for whenever you’re ready.” 

      “Thanks, Papa.” Max took the mug, grateful for the heat of it in his morning-chilled fingers. “Am I the last one awake?”

      “Mhm. The twins didn’t come home last night. They said they were going over footage. And Quin wanted to get an early start at the studio before he needed to be over to the sanctuary for work. I’ve got everyone’s shopping list, is there anything you need?”

      “No.” Max shook his head, taking a sip of the scalding coffee and letting it warm him all the way down to his stomach. It was nice. But it couldn’t burn away the lingering traces of dreams from the night before. Clearly, he hadn’t sparred enough. 

      Zeke nodded but lingered in the door, his eyes staring thoughtfully down into his own mug. Colt had switched him to decaf a couple of months ago, and Zeke still wasn’t happy about it, but the doctors had said his blood pressure was through the roof. And with all the stress at the club . . . Well, something had to give. “Nash said you’re digging into Ander Ruin.”

      “Of course he did.” Max gripped the mug in his hand tighter. It wasn’t exactly against the rules to share case information with their families, but Max didn’t think this particular case needed to be discussed with their Papa, especially given his and Ander’s shared history. He didn’t want them to appear biased just because Inferno and Element 79 had been at war for well over a decade. 

      “You’re going to get him for what he did to that girl, aren’t you?” Zeke looked up, his brown eyes narrowed. 

      “If he did this, Papa, we will. But I don’t . . .” Max chewed on the inside of his cheek in thought. He had to be careful how he said this; he didn’t want to send his Papa off into one of his dramatic fits. “I don’t know that he did this.”

      “What’re you talking about?” Zeke’s fingers had tightened around his own mug.

      “There’s no reason to believe he’d hurt a mortal.” Max lifted his chin, meeting his Papa’s eyes without flinching. If Zeke wanted to be angry with someone, it could be with Max. “He’s never done anything to hurt one before, and I know you don’t like him⁠—”

      “Don’t like him?” Zeke snorted. “He’s my nemesis.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, Max forced himself not to roll his eyes at the dramatics behind that statement. They were club owners, not superheroes. “Regardless, we can’t be seen to be carrying out a vendetta. You know that. If he did this, I’ll make him pay for it,” he promised, earnest and needing his Papa to understand. “But I’m going to follow the evidence.” 

      “Of course, Maxxy.” Zeke’s shoulders sagged a little, and he reached out to grab Max by the back of the head, pulling him into a one armed hug. Max went willingly, his free arm wrapping around his Papa’s middle. 

      “Besides, he can’t be all bad, right?” Max mumbled against the soft material of Zeke’s robe. 

      Zeke clicked his tongue, pulling back to meet Max’s gaze. “He’s the worst. Don’t be taken in by him just because he’s pretty.” 

      “What? I’d never!”

      “Of course not.” Zeke chucked him under the chin with his knuckles. 

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just like your father.” Zeke shook his head, whirling on his heel, the robe flowing out around him like a cloak. “Better hurry up, you know how those chicks get when you’re late.” 

      “Crap!” Max drank the last of his coffee in one quick gulp and turned back to get ready. His Papa was right, the ignis younglings were unbearable when he was late for their training sessions. He’d have time to think about Ander Ruin later. 
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        * * *

      

      “And then . . . And then . . .” the little girl said, her pale blue wings flapping behind her like a baby blue jay about to take flight. Floriane, or Flo as she preferred, was the youngest of the lot, barely even old enough to hold a training sword, and she’d latched onto Max the moment he’d walked through the door. Her little arms wrapped tight around his leg as he made his way across the training room to inspect his students’ progress. 

      “And then what?” Max prompted, moving to correct the stance of a boy named Fidel. “Feet wider, if you keep them that close, it’ll be too easy to knock you off your balance.” 

      Fidel nodded, his shoes making a loud squeak as he scuffed them against the mats. 

      “Much better.” Max hummed approvingly and earned a wide, gap-toothed smile for his troubles. He had a class of five this month, smaller than usual, but no less rambunctious or tiring. “And then what, Flo?”

      “And then . . .” Flo puffed out her chubby brown cheeks, then let the air out, deflating. “I forgot.” 

      “That’s ‘cause you took too long, stupid,” Ardelis said, her tone sharp. She was the oldest and seemed to think this class was for babies, which always put her in a bad mood when her Guardian dropped her off. Although, to be honest, Max had never seen her in a good mood. She was a perpetually grumpy child. Max wasn’t sure how much of that was to do with her home life. Most Guardians had a tendency to treat their charges like tools, soldiers, a thing rather than a person, no matter what age they were. It was only Colton Schields, really, who seemed to think they should be treated as family, children. With that in mind, it was hard to be too harsh with her.

      “I’m not stupid!” Flo growled, her wings flaring out behind her. 

      “Yes you are. You’re just a stupid little baby who doesn’t know anything!” 

      “Ardelis, we don’t call people stupid.” Max crossed his arms, fixing her with a look of disappointment. “Apologize.” 

      “But I⁠—”

      “Apologize. And then I want you to run laps.” Carefully pulling Flo from his leg, Max pushed her to stand in front of Ardelis to accept her apology. Ardelis huffed, throwing down her practice sword. “That’s an extra two.”

      “Ugh! Fine.” Ardelis turned to Flo, holding out her hand. “I’m sorry for calling you stupid, Flo. That wasn’t nice. And I know better,” she said like she was reciting lines from memory, which she was because they went through this at least once a day. “I promise to do better.”

      “You’re forgiven!” Flo threw herself at Ardelis, tackling the bigger girl in a tight hug and only letting her go when Max grabbed her by the waist and hauled her off so Ardelis could climb to her
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