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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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      The voices receded as Mels led me deeper into the underbrush. With every moment that passed, the instincts I’d clung to for so long faded, replaced by new ones. Human ones. The nagging fear that led me to cover myself with my hands developed a name: shame.

      “Keep up, birdie,” Mels snapped from up ahead.

      Despite being smaller in size, she moved far quicker than I could on these new legs. I tried to move faster, having to resort to using my arms for stabilization again and again. Short dark hair the color of ash bounced against her shoulders as she marched onward. As we moved through the forest, I noticed something flicker on her back. I reached a hand out and brushed against something soft. Multi-colored, gossamer wings erupted from her back. I marveled at the beauty until she turned, sharp teeth bared.

      “Touch me again and I will bite you.”

      My sense of smell was weaker in this form, but I could still pick up on the poison dripping from her mouth. I took an awkward step back and bowed my head. After a moment, she spat on the ground, leaving sizzling holes in the dry, dead brush near my feet.

      “We need to keep moving. We’re too exposed out here.”

      She took off at a clip and I had to run to keep pace. How I longed for the agility and speed of wings. I could see the markings on my skin reminding me of the beautiful glistening feathers that had once covered every inch of me.

      “Where are we going?” I huffed as my lungs struggled to keep my body moving forward.

      “Less talking. You’ll waste air,” she ordered.

      Not keen to make her angry again, I did as she told me. I couldn’t say how long we travelled, ducking behind thick tree trunks and racing through tall grasses. I still did not understand why she was helping me. Any smart predator would have seen me as a threat. Perhaps she was a dumb predator or simply prey. No, in this form I was little threat to anyone.

      “What’s going on in that head of yours, birdie?” Mels pressed when she slowed to a walk.

      “Don’t call me that,” I answered.

      “Sorry. Aiden was it? Question still stands. What’s going on in there?”

      I rubbed at the nape of my neck. “Why are you helping me?”

      “You were cute and wounded.” She smiled, the tips of her sharp teeth piercing her bottom lip. “Look, your kind is rare these days and it looked like you were running from something. I know a little something about running from things that want to hurt you.”

      Her words sounded genuine. I hesitated as another voice called out from nowhere and everywhere all at once. I couldn’t understand the words, but it pulled at every ounce of my being. The world around me vanished and only the voice remained. It was comforting, calling me home again. It was like a melody I’d long forgotten, but knew was meant for me and me alone.

      A sharp pain to my jaw broke the solace and the world flooded my senses. I tasted blood on my tongue.

      “You can’t let them in your head.”

      Her words triggered an odd vision in my mind of a woman. No, not a woman. Not entirely. She sang and my kind flocked to her. To their deaths or worse; captivity.

      “What do you know of my kind?”

      “I know your only natural predator has ways of getting in your head. We’ve got ways to help you.”

      “We?”

      “Me and some others. Some like you.”

      “You know more of my kind?”

      She stopped walking and pointed to a structure ahead of us. “See for yourself.”

      Every instinct both bird and human told me that whatever lay within that place was dangerous. And yet, I couldn’t help being drawn toward it. My feet moved of their own accord until I could rest my hand against the rough wood door. My ears picked up muffled voices from within and some spoke in words my human brain could still not understand.

      Without warning, I felt a nudge between my shoulder blades and I staggered forward. My weight and momentum pushed the wooden door open and I stumbled into a large room. All eyes landed on me, some were the color of ash and others a deep purple or amber.

      A large man approached me and I couldn’t fight my instinct to cower. He let out a long sound between his teeth. “Well, hello there, handsome. You lost?”

      I could see the red and gold markings of one of my own kind swirling over the muscles of his exposed upper arms. Our resemblance ended there. His hair—which should have been a shade of red—was dark as night. “I …”

      “Relax boys. I brought us home a stray,” Mels announced. Somehow, she filled the entire entrance.

      “For shame. Mels, get the poor thing some clothes,” a high pitched, nasal voice said from behind a low table. The voice elongated the ‘s’ sounds as it spoke.

      I searched the gathered creatures and found a woman with clothing covering only the top half of her form. The bottom half shone with iridescent scales. They were entrancing. Her long brown hair flowed loose around her shoulders. Her sharp green eyes had slits like a snake. She slithered forward and I fought my hindbrain’s command to flee. Snakes and birds are not friends.

      She held up her hands. “I know, I must scare you. I’m Constance.”

      My gaze darted to the thick muscles of her tail and I took another step backward. “Snake.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Anyone who comes through those doors in need of help, gets it. No matter where they come from or their kind. If we don’t look after one another, who will? Now, come with me. We’ll get you cleaned up and sorted with some clothes.” She glared at the other phoenix. “Xander, stop gawking like you’ve never seen a man before, you pervert. Make yourself useful and get him something to eat.”

      I looked over my shoulder at Mels. She nodded. If she believed I wouldn’t be in immediate danger, I would trust her. She’d gotten me this far. I still wasn’t sure I was safe. At least here, there were no gilded cages. As I followed Constance, careful to avoid stepping on her tail, the voice from the forest called again. It promised warmth and safety. But, Mels was right. It was a lure and I needed to resist it’s pull. I couldn’t let it ensnare me. If I gave in, I would be right back where I started. I had fought too hard for my freedom to turn back now.
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      The tracking part of my job was easy as long as the shifter kept his or her ankle monitor on. The second that puppy came off, the trickier my job became. Most shifters knew enough to dump the monitor as soon as they could. Bite it off … cut it off … You name it, I’d seen it. I tried not to get too attached to any of my bounties, because that made returning them to their gilded cages in the Booshie houses all the more difficult. Kegan was the one exception to that rule. I needed to eat, and PLA was good money. The only time I became attached—the only time I didn’t do my job—was with Kegan.

      Kegan. I tried not to think about him too much over the years, because it always made me want to go punch a tree or something. Kegan started out as a regular, straight forward bounty. Collect him, collect my reward. I tracked him via his ankle monitor and then, to lure him in, I sang my siren song. We’re a phoenix’s one known predator, thanks to our siren song. It subdues them, putting them into a trance where they’d do anything we asked them to. It worked for all men, really, but phoenixes were extra susceptible. It had something to do with the frequency of our song being potent to them. Usually with a bounty, it was easier for me if they stayed in shifted form. Returning a bird or other creature to its owner felt more like bringing a lost pet home. It felt like I was doing something good and noble. If they ever shifted to human, Gods help me, that’s where it got tricky. Sending a humanoid home to be locked up in a gilded cage? Not as clear cut. I didn’t know how many times Kegan escaped in the past, but he knew enough to shift into human form when I tracked him. Collecting a bird? Easy. Deciding what to do when faced with a gorgeous, naked dude who didn’t want to return to captivity? Not so easy.

      “Please,” Kegan said the day we met. “Please, don’t send me back there.”

      The please did it. I broke my siren song and let him convince me not to return him to his dotty old owner. The thing was, I ran off too. We ran off together and literally joined the circus. It was Kegan’s idea. We called ourselves ‘Phoenix & Siren.’ I admit the act was a little cheesy, but most people had never seen any shifter up close and personal before. I sang and lured Kegan back to me a few times before we made a grand exit. It paid the bills at least … until the night Kegan was stolen.

      I should have recognized Madame Faberge the second I saw her this morning. The memory of being knocked out after one of our nightly performances while Kegan was stolen, burned in my memory. It haunted my dreams to this day three years later. Since then, Madame Faberge’s reliance on phoenix tears transformed her into a tight skinned toad of a woman instead of the face from my nightmares. I’d never send Kegan—or Aiden as she called him—back there. I just needed to find him first and then convince him I was on his side and not hers.

      “Well, now, what do we have here?” I crouched down to retrieve a still operational ankle monitor. “Well played Kegan, but all this does is slow me down a little.”

      I closed my eyes and hummed. It was a tune older than any on record. It zeroed in on a male’s basest nature and drew them to me. I didn’t sense Kegan or any other phoenix nearby, but I sensed a male presence. An image flashed through my mind of a broad auburn-colored horse wading in some slough nearby. Fuck. A kelpie. Those Caledonian bastards never helped someone unless there was something in it for them. It made them great informants for the PLA, but not so great to do business with. My best informant was a kelpie named Douglas. We met just over two years ago when one of my siren sisters said he was the guy to go to if you were stuck on a case. He narked out fellow shifters for credits. I wasn’t in the mood to part with any of my hard-earned credits so proposed a different payment system to Douglas. Being male, he welcomed my special brand of interrogation (read: seduction). We’ve worked together ever since. At least I called it work. He might call it something else. It was complicated. It was always complicated.

      “You don’t have to pretend,” I called as I got closer to the water horse. “I know you’re a kelpie.” I flashed my PLA badge to show I meant business. “I’m looking for someone. Can you help me out, friend?”

      “That depends,” the horse’s voice piped into my mind as if he spoke the words out loud instead of telepathically. “Are you gonna try to ensnare me in your siren song again?”

      “Again?” I said out loud. “Douglas, is that you?”

      The large horse shifted into a man with the same auburn hair and deep brown eyes as his horse form. He was of course naked. Not that I hadn’t seen his particular brand of attributes before, but there was a time and place for it. In the middle of some Gods forsaken woods was not that time or place. “Good to see you again, Lorelei.” He somehow exaggerated his already thick Scottish lilt. “You didn’t get my last letter?”

      “Letter?” I played dumb. “What letter? You know the mail system is crap, Douglas. If you want to get in touch, there are better ways than post.” Ever since Kegan was stolen, my personal rule had been ‘no strings.’ There was no way in hell I’d be tethered to a kelpie of all creatures.

      “Could you, uh, cover up or something?” I shielded my eyes.

      “Why don’t you come in?” he countered. “The water’s fine.”

      “You know I don’t like to shift while on a job.” I kept my hand close to my eyes. “Just put some damn clothes on already, would you?”

      “So, what’s new?” Douglas stretched his arms over his head and did some weird leg press move to annoy me. “I thought you wanted to get out of the PLA.”

      “It pays the bills, okay? There are worse jobs to have.”

      “Sticking shifters back in cages is about the worst job you can have,” he said. “Why don’t you give it up? You talked about it the last time we were together.”

      “Because it’s just about the only thing I’m really good at,” I said. “You know that.”

      Douglas smiled. “I seem to recall something else you are really good at.”

      “Shut the hell up,” I snapped. “And put on some clothes, will ya? This is pathetic … even for you, Douglas.”

      “I like it when you yell my name.”

      I pulled one of my sharpened hair pins out of my braid and pointed it at him. “Say one more word and I will use this.”

      “The old weapons in the hair trick?” Douglas sighed as he reached for a pair of jeans and a t-shirt he’d laid across a bush near the slough. “You’re so predictable, Lorelei.”

      I gripped the hair pin tighter. “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are.” He smiled, no doubt hoping he looked charming. “You never change. Same old Lorelei. Fight first, think later. What you failed to consider, though, is this may have been a trap from the word ‘go.’”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      He lifted one auburn eyebrow. “Oh, wouldn’t I? Try me.”

      I lowered my weaponized hair pin, confused. “What do you mean?”

      Douglas stepped out of the water and walked toward me with deliberate, measured steps. The closer he got the harder it was to move or even think. My weapon fell out of my useless hand when he was two steps away. Fucking kelpie glamour magic! I should have known he’d try that old trick. I could bust out my own siren glamour to cancel his out, but pretending to be glamoured might be my best bet at finding Kegan. If I played things just right, I bet Douglas would lead me right to him.

      Douglas lifted a hand and cupped the side of my face, fingers playing with loose tendrils of my blonde hair. “I’m almost sorry it was you they sent after the bird,” he whispered. “I have no wish to hurt you. Mels was very clear though. Trap whoever comes looking for the bird.”

      “What do you know about the bird?” My lips barely moved as I spoke. The glamour was fading, but my limbs still felt heavy and useless from the persuasion magic.

      “I know where he is,” Douglas said. “I could take you to him right now if you wished. All you would have to do is renounce the PLA and all they stand for.”

      “It’s my job,” I said. “It’s all I have.”

      “It’s not all you have. There’s more out there than the PLA.”

      Douglas’ natural lilt seemed stronger—more persuasive. I wanted to give in. I wanted to tell him anything he wanted to hear if it meant getting to Kegan. I closed my eyes, trying to break contact with his mind games. Some kelpie magic bullshit would not control me. I was stronger than that. I smiled, deciding to play his old standby—act like you’re glamoured then turn the situation to your advantage.

      “Yes,” I forced my voice into a sing-song, dream like quality. “So much more out there than the PLA. So much more for you to show me, Douglas.”

      He blinked hard, confused at my sudden turn-around, before grinning at his so-called ‘success.’ “Yes. Yes. So much more.”

      Douglas caressed my cheek, his fingers trailing a path down my neck and across my collarbone. My body gave an involuntary jerk as a jolt of something I will not name in connection to a kelpie coursed through my veins. I leaned into him, pressing a kiss against his lips. He tasted like seaweed and fish. Gross. He dug his fingers into my hips and pulled me closer. I let him, all in the name of playing along to get to Kegan, before I pulled away.

      “Take me to the bird,” I requested. “I want to help him, Doug, not hurt him.”

      He watched me through hazy eyes, trying to catch his breath, before nodding. “As you wish. I like it when you call me Doug.”

      I smiled, taking his hand as if we were some fucked up couple out for an afternoon picnic. “Duly noted. Lead the way … Doug.”
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      Constance led me deeper into the structure and I realized it was far larger than it appeared from the outside. I said nothing as she slithered around the space, filling a large basin with steaming water. The more time I spent in this form, the more words came back to me. She looked at me. “You got something on your mind? We don’t hold our tongues here. You better speak up.”

      Even though the words were returning I still wasn’t certain how to express my thoughts to her. “Your form … you are a snake.”

      She smiled, her lips curling up past fangs I had not noticed before. “Nothing gets by you.”

      I shook my head. “No … I mean you are only part snake now. Why?”

      She cocked her head to one side, dark locks of hair falling over one shoulder. “Ah. I see. In this place, we are free to be who and what we want. For some, that means remaining in their shifted form. For others, they prefer their human guise. It allows them to move more freely throughout the world.” She gestured to her upper body. “I happen to be myself like this.”

      I pondered her statement for a moment. I could not exist partially in one state and partially in another. I had not tried to do so, but something deep down told me it was not possible. Or at the very least, it was not safe for my kind to exist partially in either world. Constance pointed to the basin.

      “Get in. I’ll leave you to get cleaned up.”

      I shuffled forward and stared at the unbroken surface of the water now filling the basin. I wanted to hide my embarrassment about not understanding her instruction, but her hiss of laughter signaled she had seen it.

      “They forced you to stay shifted, didn’t they?” Her tone softened.

      “Yes.”

      “How long?”

      Time was still a foreign concept for my human brain. “A long time.”

      She slid around the basin and guided me into the water. I gave a hiss of my own as the heat scalded my flesh. She squeezed my hand tight until the sensation subsided. I let her run a soft cloth over the wound on my leg. Every movement was gentle. No one had shown me such kindness in a very long time.

      “We will look out for you,” she whispered as she passed me the cloth and gestured for me to clean the rest of my body.

      Assuming I was capable enough to wash, she slithered from the room. I closed my eyes and let the warmth of the water wrap around me. For a brief time, I let my mind drift where it desired. A face flashed in my memory, fair haired and beautiful. I couldn’t shake the sense there was supposed to be some other emotion tied to her face.

      “Don’t drown in there,” the other phoenix—Xander—said, drawing me from the silence and away from the woman’s image.

      I opened my eyes to find him standing beside the basin, a bundle of clothing held in his arms. This time, I took the cloth and used it to cover myself. He smiled at me, as if he found all of this amusing. Perhaps it was because I had spent so long away from my own kind, but I could not recall ever meeting any bird like him. It was as if he was preening, trying to catch my attention.

      “You look different.” I pointed to his hair.

      He set the clothes on a low table. “Consider it a self-defense mechanism. I can cover up my markings and pass for straight up human.” He laughed. “Well, human anyway.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t hide the pain from the wounds on my back.

      “Here. Let me help you,” he said holding out his hand.

      I blinked up at him, unsure what he wanted from me. After a moment, he grabbed the cloth from the water leaving me exposed. He bent behind me and ran the cloth over my neck and shoulders. I expected his size to translate to rough movements, but like Constance, he was gentle. He pushed me forward and trailed the cloth down my back. His fingertips brushed my bare skin and an unexpected emotion raced through me. It sparked feelings familiar in any form. Feelings I should not be feeling. I pulled away from his touch and staggered out of the basin, splashing water onto the floor. I reached for the clothing when Constance appeared.

      “You, out,” she snapped at Xander.

      They shared a heated look before Xander tossed the cloth into the basin and stormed out. Constance shook her head. “He doesn’t know what’s good for him.”

      Her appearance had quelled the feelings within me. She handed me a soft towel and I dried myself before dressing. The simple mechanics of human existence were returning more and more.

      “Do you have any family we should try to connect you with?” she asked as I pulled the shirt over my head.

      Did I have family? I couldn’t remember. And somehow, that made sense. There are some things innate for my kind. Fundamental aspects of what it is to be a phoenix. One such truth is that we may be gifted with many lives, but they are separate and distinct. “No. No family,” I replied. Despite her kindness, Constance was still a stranger and one with whom I did not feel comfortable sharing this vital piece of information.

      A commotion drew Constance’s attention and she leaned out of the doorway. “Douglas is back. Come on, let’s see what he’s brought home this time.”

      I followed her back to the main room. Someone had laid out a bowl of food. My stomach rumbled, a painful reminder I had not eaten in this form in what was probably years. I reached for it, but stopped when the tall man stepped aside to reveal our newest guest. The woman from my memory stood before me. I had not imagined her. Now if only I could remember who she was and why she felt so important to me.
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      Even though Madame Faberge had shown me a photo of her pet, “Aiden” that I knew as Kegan, part of me expected it to not be him. I had spent so many minutes, hours, and years waiting for this moment—for this reunion—now that it was here, I didn’t know what to do. Usually I would just bag and tag my mark, but Kegan was different. Kegan was always different. Here he was, though he just stared past me as if he didn’t know me. I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to hold him and touch him again.

      “Kegan?” I dropped my pretense of being glamoured. I ran past Douglas and threw my arms around Kegan. He continued to stand with his hands to his side. Ok, not the reaction I expected. Wasn’t he happy to see me? Maybe he blamed me for not coming to rescue him sooner. I pulled back and searched his blank face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “I’ve been searching three years for you. I swear, I never gave up. No matter how many dead ends I hit, I kept looking.” Tears sprang to my eyes when he continued to stare at some unknown spot over my shoulder. He seemed more interested in the door than me. “I kept looking. I swear.”

      “He doesn’t remember you, Lorelei.”

      Douglas—all bravado, but secretly sensitive—sounded sympathetic before peeling my arms from Kegan. Douglas held me against himself with one arm across my chest in case I made a run for Kegan again. I didn’t bother to struggle nor did I tell him to move his arm or lose it. All I could think of was the blankness in Kegan’s eyes. Did he really not remember me at all?

      “You of all creatures should know how it works with phoenixes,” Douglas continued. “Each new life means he forgets his old one. You’re part of his old life, M'eudail.”

      I sagged against Douglas. “But we … but we talked about it before. Kegan said he’d always remember me, no matter what.” I watched Kegan pace from foot to foot. He looked scared, broken, and confused. Is that what three years of captivity did to him?

      “I … I have one memory of your face,” he offered. “That is all. I’m sorry. For your sake, I wish it were more.”

      “Nothing? Nothing at all?” Feeling lost and defeated my knees buckled. I would have fallen if Douglas didn’t still have a hold of me.

      “I’m sorry,” Kegan repeated. “Nothing at all.”
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      I don’t remember losing consciousness. I remember waking up on a mattress thrown on the floor. It was away from the main room of wherever Douglas had led me to after leaving the woods. I sat up, rubbing my head.

      “I’m sorry. I thought I should stay with you … I felt it was my duty.”

      I turned to my right at the sound of Kegan’s voice. “I can take care of myself.”

      He smiled. It was the same smile that still haunted my dreams, but now seemed to belong to a stranger. “I am sure you can. I merely wished to sit with you. That is all.”

      “Why?” I felt like I should cover up, even though I was fully clothed. I didn’t want this stranger in Kegan’s body looking at me.

      He cocked his head to the side, the gesture looking more bird-like than human. “You were important to him. I know that, even if I don’t remember being him. I’m Aiden, by the way. That’s my name now.”

      I couldn’t help the rueful laugh that escaped my lips. “Really, that’s what your owner called you. What name would you pick for yourself?”

      “Aiden,” he said. “You say my owner picked it, but I picked it for myself when I was reborn. It is who I am now, Aiden.”

      I leaned forward on the bed, searching his face for any spark of recognition from his life before as Kegan. Still nothing. “Is that what happened when they took you from me?” I asked. “Did they make you rise from the ashes to ensure you’d forget everything?”

      He was silent as he pondered the question. “I believe so. All I remember is Aiden, not him.”

      “Kegan.” I lifted my chin, hoping it didn’t betray my emotions by shaking. “His name is Kegan.”

      “Was Kegan,” the stranger in Kegan’s body corrected. “Again, I am sorry for your loss. That’s what it feels like, doesn’t it? A loss of someone you used to know?”

      “A loss of someone I loved.” I wiped at my damp eyes. “Ugh. It feels like the last three years of my life and career have been a waste. I have been chasing a ghost this whole time, haven’t I? Someone I’d never find?”

      “I’m sorry.” He spread his hands in front of him, palm-side up. “I wish I had a better answer for you, but I do not. I do have one memory of his. It’s of you. Your hair is loose, falling around your shoulder and down your back in waves. You are wearing a white, flowing gown with flowers in your hair. You smile at him. Your happiness makes him feel the same way. I’m sorry. I wish I could give you more.”

      “So, part of me stuck with you, even through the burning?”

      He nodded. “He didn’t want to let you go. Of that, I am certain.”

      “But you’re not him?” I wanted to hear him say it one more time. Maybe if I heard it one more time, I might believe it.

      “No,” he said. “I am Aiden. I wish I could give you the answer you wanted.”

      I rubbed at my eyes again. “Yeah? Looks like I’m gonna have to come up with different wishes.”
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      I left Lorelei resting in the back room and returned to the main hall to find Mels, Constance and several others. They all turned their attention to me as I stepped into view.

      “She’s got to go,” Mels said.

      “I don’t understand,” I replied, words coming more easily the longer I remained human.

      Mels rolled her eyes and closed the distance between us. She placed one hand on either side of my face and squeezed. “You poor dumb birdie. Don’t you know what she is? Don’t you get why she’s here?”

      “She knows me. Or used to know the one I was before who I am now.”

      Constance slithered up beside me and with a less than gentle nudge of her tail, sent Mels stumbling sideways. “Dear, that woman in there is a Siren. Their sole purpose in life is to hunt your kind and enslave them. She will send you back to wherever it is you escaped from and collect a hefty sum for her work. She is your enemy.”

      If that were true, why would she claim to care for me? “I don’t believe you.”

      “I’ve known Lorelei a long time. They’re telling you the truth. Hunting your kind is what she does. But I also know she went off the grid a few years back and the rumor was she fell for one of her marks. For you, I think. Whatever we do with her now should be your choice,” said the tall man who smelled of the sea and horses.

      His words carried a sense of logic, but, I knew nothing of this woman. How could I decide her fate? And if I told them to send her away, what would that mean for her and for me? I did not believe she would go without what she came for. As I stood there in silence, I tried to recall anything I could of our time together. Only that one memory remained and even now, it slipped farther and farther from where I could hold onto it.

      “I … I want to remember her,” I announced.

      “That isn’t possible. It’s like wired into your DNA that you forget everything that came before,” Mels pointed out.

      “I recalled her face as someone important before we met here today. I have one fleeting memory of her. It must still be there. If I make this choice for her, I want to remember her first.”

      Beside me, Constance let out a hissing sigh. “I may have a way, but I do not guarantee it will work. It is dangerous.”

      “Please try,” I begged.

      “Better make yourself comfortable.”
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      We retreated to a different back room, a short distance from where Lorelei remained hidden away. A part of me wanted to tell her what we were about to do, but I did not wish to give her false hope. With so many bodies, the room felt cramped and cage-like. Panic coursed through me and my breathing became shallow. “Too many people,” I rasped.

      “Mels, wait outside,” Constance ordered.

      “No way! I found him, I’m keeping an eye on him.”

      Constance bared her fangs in an all-too-snakelike manner. “You aren’t who I need right now. Go check on our other guest and for the sake of all that is good in this world, don’t kill each other.”

      Mels pouted, but turned on her heel and marched from the room. I caught the tiniest flutter of her gossamer wings as she disappeared. That left the horse and Xander. Just thinking his name made me flush.

      “I know, I should go too,” Xander said before Constance could shoo him away.

      “No. You stay. He will need his own kind to pull him out, if he goes too deep.”

      I said nothing as our eyes met. He smiled and patted my arm. That left the horse, Douglas. He remained sentry by the door, facing out into the hall. I suspected he would rather have gone with Mels, but given that Constance had not dismissed him, he stayed.

      “Now, I will need you to lean back and try to relax,” Constance whispered. She settled beside me on the bed.

      “What are you going to do?” I pressed.

      She took my right hand in hers. “I need you to look into my eyes. Nowhere else. Just there. Can you do that?”

      I nodded and turned my full attention to her. I had marveled at the beauty of her scales before, but I had been blind to the mesmerizing shimmer of her irises.

      “Good. Keep breathing. Now, think about her. Focus and think about Lorelei.” Her words were miles away.

      I brought the one image I had of Lorelei that had been his to my mind’s eye. I could feel something in the back of my mind urging me to go deeper, to follow wherever that image led. She held out a hand and I took it. Our surroundings changed, but they were mostly a blur. Nothing else solidified until, for just a moment, I glimpsed us wrapped in an embrace. My lips pressed tight to her neck while we moved as one. I stared, taking it in. The intimacy, the connection. I needed to follow that back until I remembered what it felt like to hold her and kiss her.

      And then it changed.

      No longer was Lorelei’s body wrapped in mine. A larger, male form had taken her place. He turned his head as the image of me continued to trail kisses along his throat. Xander’s bright eyes sparkled as he smiled at me. That same smile he’d given when we’d first met. His hands clutched at my body, pulling tighter, a look of pure desire on his face.

      “Pull him out now!” Constance’s voice was sharp.

      I felt pressure on the left side of my body and as I opened my eyes, the memory—or whatever it had become—faded, replaced by the trappings of the room. Xander sat beside me, my left hand clasped between both of his hands. His cheeks were damp and I could feel the cool, soothing touch of a tear as it pooled in my fist.

      “Did it work?” Douglas asked from his post at the doorway.

      I knew I needed to let Lorelei stay. It was the surest way to ensure my freedom, at least for a while longer. I did not wish to lie to these people who had so graciously taken me into their ranks and accepted me as one of their own. But I could not admit what I had seen. So, I would tell them what everyone expected to hear. I would give Lorelei a second chance with the man she’d loved.

      “I remember her. I remember loving her. She stays.”
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      This place smelled like a damn zoo. If the Booshies ever wanted more pets, all they’d need to do is find this place … whatever this place was. Phoenixes were worth the most credits, but any shifter was worth something to Booshies looking to pay. The ultra-rich were so predictable. They loved to one-up their supposed friends and family. If their neighbor had a doxy, they needed a doxy. If their brother had a unicorn, well they wanted a unicorn. I liked to focus on Phoenix location, because of my personal search for Kegan. I could make a killing in the credits department if I ever branched out more.

      The place smelled and the bed was uncomfortable. That’s hospitality for you. I wasn’t expecting some Booshie feather bed or anything, but not being poked by bedsprings would be nice. I sighed and flipped over onto my back. That was worse. I could feel the metal coils just under the surface of the mattress dig into my back instead of my side. I stared at the water damaged ceiling in the little cell of a room they’d put me in. It was night time—I could tell, because it was darker than usual and all the sounds of activity outside the door—I wouldn’t think of it as my door—quieted. Could the others sleep like this?

      I sat up and unzipped a pocket on the front of my black PLA vest. I pulled out the phoenix

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/molly-zenk.jpg
THE COMPLETE §[Rl[§

SARAH MOLLY
BIGLOW ZENK

IBA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHORS





