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      Giving the place I’d called home for the last six years one last look, I climbed behind the driver seat of the rental truck. I pulled up Kelton and swung a right onto Commonwealth Avenue, well on the way to the next chapter of my life. One where J.T. waited for me at night—or at least on the days he wasn’t pulling double shifts.

      “I’m proud of you,” Dad said from the passenger seat.

      I glanced at him as I eased to a stop at a red light. I’d spent a good part of the last decade hating the man beside me. Mostly because of not understanding what he’d lost and sacrificed the night my mother died. Being forced to save the world and rejoin the magical community had changed my perspective and we were in a better place. One that involved him helping pack up boxes right beside me and moving them to the two-bedroom condo J.T. and I were now renting. I’d spent so much time at his place these last few months, it just made sense to share a lease.

      “It was time to move, anyway,” I said and pressed on the gas.

      He shook his head, a small smile flickering across his lips. “You know, I always liked J.T. I wasn’t always in on all the magic stuff when you were growing up, but I remember when you two first met.” His smile grew bigger. “You were maybe ten or eleven and you marched right up to him introducing yourself. Not as Ezri, but as the Savior. And he said, “I’m the Healer.” It was beautiful.”

      “I remember that too,” I said, smiling to myself.

      “Anyway,” he continued. “I’m glad you found your way back to each other. And I feel like I haven’t said it enough lately, but I’m so glad you’re back in my life, Ez.”

      “I am, too, Dad. And I’m sorry for shutting you out for so long. I was a stubborn kid who thought she knew what was best and what had actually happened when I had no clue. I didn’t listen when you tried to tell me ... I was wrong.”

      “I know your mother would be proud of the woman you’ve become, too,” he said, his expression going misty-eyed.

      I know she is. I hadn’t gotten up the nerve to tell him that six months ago, I’d communed with her spirit. Or at least a part of her magic she’d left behind for me. I also didn’t have the heart to tell him she was gone for good now, sacrificing herself a second time to save me and help stop the Order of Samael’s first major attack on my city.

      The rest of the trip to the new apartment was quiet, but comfortable. We’d settled farther from the city which meant a longer commute for the both of us. Although it also put us closer to Authority headquarters, a place I’d been spending more and more time at over the summer. It had taken a long time to convince people that they and their children were safe. The fact that only three months ago, a Whisperer named Lola Cox had easily snatched three girls in plain sight was not something that would fade quickly from the collective consciousness. Even though no other children had been taken the adults in the community weren’t convinced until I made my presence felt as often as I possibly could. I’d had a healthy hatred for the Order long before they decided abducting children was a good idea, but they’d turned into the Boogeyman for the magical community, looming around every corner.

      I’d chosen not to live in fear. I knew another fight was coming my way thanks to one of those little girls having a vision of the future. Her words haunted my dreams at night, not letting me forget that the world was once again asking more of me as its Savior. When Darkness reaches its height, and Death’s child reigns, the last of Harrow’s blood must flow forever more or the life blood of the world will be no more. Thankfully that time hadn’t come yet, and I could still prepare.

      I pulled into one of the two designated parking spaces for our unit and cut the engine. J.T. stood waiting by the front door of the building in a navy-blue t-shirt and dark black jeans. I honked the horn once and climbed out. He rushed forward, wrapping me into a tight hug and kissed my cheek. “I hid your Order conspiracy board so it doesn’t freak your dad out,” he whispered in my ear.

      “Thanks. And it’s not a conspiracy,” I laughed.

      “Mr. Trenton, good to see you,” J.T. said, directing his attention to my dad.

      “Been a long time, son. Now, I don’t have to remind you to take care of my daughter, do I?”

      “No, sir. Besides, Ezri’s pretty good at taking care of herself.”

      “I’ll just help with these last few boxes and let the two of you settle in,” he said and rounded the back of the truck.

      “Dad, aren’t you staying for lunch?” I called out just as my phone buzzed in my pocket with an incoming call from my cousin, Desmond. I was silently grateful he didn’t know my ringtone for him was “Call Me Maybe.”

      “I like take-out as much as the next person, but I’ve got plans,” Dad replied with a smirk.

      I let the implied jab at my cooking skills slide and answered the call. “Hey Des, please tell me the world isn’t ending.”

      “Not since last I checked. How’d the move go?”

      “Still in progress. Dad is helping,” I watched as Dad struggled with the hand cart, boxes tipping precariously to one side. “Well, he’s trying anyways.”

      “I heard that,” Dad said and disappeared inside with the cart. J.T. followed after him, leaving me alone.

      “So, what’s up?” I prompted, leaning against the hood of the truck.

      “Can’t a guy just check in on his cousin to make sure everything went okay with her first move in half a decade?” I could tell by the way his voice slowly inched up from a baritone to a tenor that he was stalling.

      “Not when it’s you. What’s going on?”

      “I saw the girls this morning. They’re doing better, but Neveah asked me if you’d figured out the prophecy’s meaning.”

      “I’m glad they’re healing. And no, no closer to figuring it out. I’ve poured over my mother’s books and even the Authority’s journals, but so far nothing jumps out at me. Maybe you can help me look through the records in the library after today’s meeting?”

      “Sure.” The long pause signaled that whatever else he had to tell me wasn’t something he really wanted to share. I was intimately familiar with those kinds of silences. They’d punctuated our first reunion in his office when I’d been forced to be cleared by him—the police department psychologist—to return to duty.

      “Look, I can tell something’s on your mind and I can also tell you don’t want to share it. So, I’ll just see you later, okay? I need to go make sure Dad and J.T. don’t decide to organize.”

      “See you later.” Desmond ended the call, leaving me to traipse up to the second floor with a pit in my stomach. The last time he’d withheld crucial information from me, he’d kept a videotape from my mother hidden away for a decade. Effectively letting me stew in my teenage angst when it all could have been avoided.

      It may be hypocritical, but I hated not knowing what was going on with Desmond. He’d put so much pressure on himself to work with Gabby Freeman, Carly Ramirez, and Nevaeh DeWitt, helping them conquer the trauma they’d endured at the hands of the Order. He swore he wasn’t putting too much stress on himself, but I didn’t believe him. I’d seen the price he paid for using his magic to dig into their memories. So many sleepless nights and how pale it had made him. I worried if he went too far, that he might break. Magic has a way of backfiring on the user when it’s overused. Just ask Lola Cox or Kayla. Their magic had literally turned them invisible, making them Whisperers.

      “Oh, I’ll take care of those,” J.T.’s voice carried from inside the apartment.

      “I can handle hanging up some clothes …” Dad’s voice trailed off and I swallowed the lump in my throat as I walked into the bedroom.

      Shit. Dad found what J.T. had dubbed my conspiracy board. “You weren’t supposed to see that.” I rushed forward, pulling the closet door closed.

      “And what is it exactly?”

      My default was to keep him in the dark about magic. However, he’d known the truth about our family’s secret long before I came along. He deserved to know exactly what I’d faced and what Mom had been sacrificed for. I opened the door again, pulled the poster board out, and laid it on the bed we’d already set up.

      “This has everything on it that I know about the Order. From when the Authority first recorded their existence to every time that I’ve crossed paths with them and all the players that I’m aware of.” The image of Jamison Taggart sent chills down my spine. “The more I know about their operation, the better prepared I’ll be to face this new prophecy.”

      Neveah’s words echoed in my mind again: ‘When Darkness reaches its height, and Death’s child reigns, the last of Harrow’s blood must flow forever more or the life blood of the world will be no more.’

      “How can I help?” Dad crossed his arms over his chest—it must be an inherited trait, because I could swear it was me—and jutted his chin out defiantly.

      “I appreciate the offer, Dad. I really do, but it’s a magical problem,” I set the board back in the closet and scooped up clothes hangers, setting them inside so they obscured the board.

      “I know you want to do things on your own, sweetheart, but I’m here for you. I want to help. If it means protecting my daughter, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “It can’t hurt to get fresh eyes on what you’ve already looked at. Maybe a non-magical perspective will catch something we missed?” J.T. said, fixing me with a look that clearly said, ‘let him in.’

      “Yeah, okay. I guess that can’t hurt. But I’ll have to dig them out of boxes.” I knew exactly what boxes contained my mother’s pilfered magical texts. Yet, I wanted to keep my dad out of the magical shitstorm that was surely on its way for as long as I could.

      “How about this? I’ll swing by in the morning, after you’ve had a chance to unpack a little. I’ll see what I can find then,” Dad offered.

      “Sure. That works.” I wrapped him in a hug, and he kissed the top of my head, like he’d done a million times since I was a kid. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Ez.”
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      I didn’t wait for J.T. to turn off the car before I jumped out of the passenger seat and raced inside, up the staircase to the meeting room. Instinct told me Desmond would be waiting for me. I found him standing by the far windows, staring out at the scenery beyond. Avery, his girlfriend and my favorite tech whiz, stood beside him. She turned first and gave me a smile.

      “Hey, Ezri,” she said.

      “Hi.” I focused in on Desmond. “What couldn’t you tell me over the phone?”

      Avery nudged Desmond in the side, and he gave an audible exhale before he turned around, a broad grin on his face. “Don’t be mad,” he began, closing the distance between us. “But we didn’t want to make a huge deal out of it.”

      “A huge deal of what?” I demanded, my gaze shifting between the two of them.

      Desmond reached out and took Avery’s hand. My eyes followed the gesture, noticing a slim silver band on my cousin’s ring finger. “Shut up.”

      “Surprise!” Avery beamed, holding out her left hand to show off a matching band. “We went down to City Hall this morning.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were getting married, you jerk?” I pulled him into a bear hug.

      “Like I said, we didn’t want to make it a huge deal,” he repeated.

      I turned to eye Avery. “You didn’t want the whole church and reception?”

      “Nah. Religion’s not really my thing. Besides we’ll have a party later to celebrate.” She leaned in. “I told him we should have you and J.T. as witnesses, but he insisted we keep it quiet.”

      “What are we keeping quiet?” J.T. appeared in the doorway behind us.

      “Desmond got married without me,” I answered before Desmond could speak.

      “You know she’s going to hold that against you for the rest of your life,” J.T. laughed, but offered his hand to Desmond.

      “Worth it,” he replied.

      I stepped to the side and Avery followed me. “He was really worried that you were going to be mad,” she whispered.

      “I’ve never seen him as happy as when he’s with you. I’m thrilled.” Avery twisted the band on her finger. “Is there another reason you didn’t want a big wedding?” I gestured toward her stomach.

      “Oh, no. Maybe one day, but no, not now.”

      I mimed wiping sweat off my brow and she laughed. “I mean, it’s awesome either way obviously.”

      “It feels good to be part of the family,” Avery said just as the doors to the meeting room opened. Belladonna Montes appeared; the color drained from her usually dark complexion. I hadn’t seen much of her since her son, Adrian, died three months ago in an explosion. The same incident  had claimed three law enforcement officers too. Part of me still felt responsible for not bringing her son home alive.

      “You need to come quickly,” she said, her eyes wide as she addressed me. “Something’s happened. Yvette Covington’s lost her magic.”

      So much for the world not ending.
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      We followed Belladonna back down to the first floor. Instead of making the turn to the library like I expected, she led us back to the kitchen. Memories of our first meeting flashed through my thoughts—the kind way she’d spoken and the overeager interest her son had expressed. We still weren’t entirely sure he’d been a willing participant in the kidnappings three months ago, but I’d clearly missed something upon meeting Adrian. A regret I’d have to live with for the rest of my life. I left my entourage in the hallway.

      Yvette Covington sat on the bench, resting her head in her hands as a young boy clung to her side. His big brown eyes tracked every movement around him. As I approached, he burrowed further into his mother’s protective embrace. Yvette was relatively new to her seat on the Council and I didn’t know her well.

      “Yvette, what’s going on?” I sat across from her on the other side of the table.

      “It’s gone,” she whispered, not meeting my gaze.

      “That’s not possible,” I stated.

      Her gaze shot up to meet mine. “I can’t feel it anymore. I even tried to do a simple spell, and nothing happened. I feel empty, like a piece of me is missing.”

      “Let’s not panic. I’m sure there’s an explanation for what’s going on,” I said and tried to give her a calming look. “How long ago did you try to do the spell?”

      “Right after I got here.”

      “Okay.” If she’d done magic that recently, I should be able to pick up traces of it without trying too hard. “I’m going to try something, but in order to know if it works, I need to know what your magic smells like.”

      “Eucalyptus.”

      I nodded and reached beneath my shirt to find the pentacle pendant and sandalwood charm I always wore. I inhaled deeply, letting the charm wash my senses clean. Every time this ritual came with a little tingle at the back of my nose, preparing me to take in the world anew.

      I blew out the breath and let the space tell me about all the magic that had been used recently. I picked up on a hint of strawberry from my own magic putting my intent out into the world and a vague taste of spearmint. Desmond must have done some magic recently, too. No sign of eucalyptus anywhere.

      “I’m not picking up anything, but that doesn’t mean your magic’s gone. Like you said, the spell didn’t work. So that could explain why I’m not picking it up.” I opened my eyes to find Yvette’s dark grey gaze boring into me. Her short blonde bob framed her face, highlighting the paleness to her skin.

      “I’m telling you that I can’t feel it anymore.”

      “Mommy, I’m scared,” the boy said from beside her.

      I turned my attention to the child. “What’s your name?” In the six months since I’d been back on the Council, I’d never met her son. Actually, we didn’t talk much about anything other than Council business.

      “Alex,” he answered.

      “I know this seems scary, Alex, but you’re being really brave for your mom.”

      “It went away,” he said.

      “What did?”

      “The world,” he answered.

      I looked back to Yvette. “Has he already come into his magic? He’s pretty young.”

      “Not that I sensed,” Yvette responded.

      “Alex, can you make things happen if you think really hard?” I probed.

      He nodded, but then shook his head. “I try and it went away with Mommy’s.”

      “I’ll be right back.” I retreated to the hall where J.T. and Desmond waited. Belladonna and Avery were nowhere to be seen. “How much do you know about the connection between parents and their children’s magic?”

      “Nothing. Why, did she really lose her magic?” J.T. replied.

      “I don’t know. She claims to have tried to cast a spell when she got here, but it didn’t work. I didn’t pick up on her magic just now either. Yet if the spell didn’t work, then I would expect it not to show up.” I rubbed at my chin. “But her son, who seems awfully young to have come into his powers, says he can’t feel his either. That it disappeared at the same time his mother’s did.”

      “Well, I mean magic is passed through the maternal bloodline. That much we do know. So, if something happened to his mother’s abilities, theoretically it could affect his, too,” Desmond chimed in.

      “I’ve just never seen it manifest in a kid as young as Alex. I mean, I knew about magic, but I couldn’t really do much with it until I was at least eight or nine. He can’t be more than five.”

      “Every child is different,” Desmond answered and for a second the haunted look he’d had right after we’d rescued Neveah surfaced.

      “I’m going to see what else I can get out of Yvette. I mean, if we can figure out where she was or what she was doing when it happened, that will make it easier to undo whatever it is.”

      “Be careful,” J.T. and Desmond said in unison.

      “Guys, relax, I’m just going to ask her questions.” I waved away their concern that I was about to do something foolish and returned to Yvette in the kitchen.

      “I’m going to help you in whatever way I can. You have my word on that. But I need to know more about what you were doing when it happened. Where you were … Everything you can tell me.” I sat back down across from her.

      Yvette scrunched up her face and shook her head. “It’s hazy, kind of like I know it’s there but I can’t remember.”

      I looked at Alex. “Do you remember where you and your mom were before you came here, and the world went away?”

      The boy shook his head. “It’s empty.”

      “Okay. I have an idea of how to see what you did. It’s risky, but it works.”

      “Have you done it before?”

      Yes, except the last time was on a dying woman in a coma. “Plenty of times.”

      She nodded for me to go ahead. I could see Desmond and J.T. lingering just out of view in the hallway. Somehow they had known what I was about to do before I did. Time to throw caution to the wind.
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      I focused on Yvette’s face, reached across the table and took her hands in mine. The more points of contact, the better chance I had of connecting. Her hands trembled against mine and I squeezed them in reassurance. Alex still sat beside his mother, watching me work with eyes wide.

      “All you need to do is breathe and focus on the last thing you do remember from today before everything went weird,” I instructed.

      “I’ll try,” she whispered. After a beat she added, “I remember being at home. We were going out somewhere.”

      “Good. Just hold onto that memory.”

      “What are you going to do?” The tinge of nerves made her voice jump an octave.

      “I’m just going to come along for the ride. Now, remember to breathe.”

      She gave several audible inhales and exhales. I took in air through my nose and expelled it through my mouth, letting the world start to fall away. The scent of fresh fruit bloomed around me, wrapping around our joined hands, securing the bond between us. I could feel my own magic calling to hers, seeking a boost, but nothing happened. Maybe she was right, and something had suppressed her magic. I pushed that question aside and turned my focus to following her memory.

      I eased into Yvette’s memory. Alex sat at a small kitchen island kicking his feet against the chair on which he sat. Yvette stood by the stove, a look of panic on her face as she tried to salvage burned French toast.

      “Mommy, I’m hungry,” Alex whined.

      “I know, sweetie.”

      “I want Daddy to make breakfast.”

      “Daddy isn’t home right now.” Yvette set the spatula and burnt remnants aside. “But, how about as a special treat you and Mommy go out to breakfast, just the two of us.”

      “Can we?” He hopped off the chair, a broad smile on his face.

      “Go put on your shoes.”

      Alex raced from the room. Yvette turned off the stove and grabbed her car keys. The next moment they were sitting in a restaurant that bustled with patrons. A thick stack of pre-cut French toast sat on a plate in front of Alex.

      “Thanks Mommy,” he said before digging in.

      I put a little distance between myself and the memory, trying to take in the surroundings, reaching out with my magical senses for anything that didn’t belong. It was a skill I’d been developing since the summer, especially with memory manipulation being a go to trick for the Order. The diner wasn’t one I recognized, even so that didn’t mean much. There were a million little diners all around the state. I took in the other patrons, the people that Yvette hadn’t taken notice of. Some of them had blurred faces, a condition I tried to mitigate with a little exertion of my own power. I only succeeded in giving the people generic eyes, noses and mouths. Useful characteristics remained unintelligible.

      “Come on, show me something,” I muttered to the memory space around me.

      The memory around me sharpened, as if my words had weight. Yvette and Alex dimmed, and I spotted a thin shimmer from Yvette’s head, racing back along the booths to another patron. I leaned forward, touching the shimmer to find it was as real as I was. It twanged like a guitar string under my touch.

      “What is this?” My question didn’t yield any answers, so I followed the trail around the corner booth to a man sitting there with a cup of coffee in his hand. The feeling around me changed. Whatever I was seeing was not a part of Yvette’s memory. The man’s gaze remained locked on Yvette and Alex. I studied the table in front of him, taking note of the unused utensils and the twenty already sitting beneath the sugar container. Whoever he was, he didn’t intend to be bothered. I moved to the empty booth seat directly behind him and peered over his shoulder. It was then that I noticed the placemat beneath his left hand was at an angle.

      “What are you hiding?” I tugged the placemat away to find a slender envelope with Yvette’s name and the number 1 scrawled on it in thick marker.

      Setting the placemat back on the table, I stepped back, intending to assess the shimmer connecting the man to Yvette when the man’s head turned, and his dark olive gaze met my own. “You aren’t supposed to be here,” he hissed.

      “I get that a lot.”

      The shimmer intensified despite the fact the man wasn’t engaging with Yvette anymore. A familiar scent accosted my nose, sending me staggering back a step. Vinegar. It tickled a different memory. One I’d pieced together from Gabby’s mind three months ago. I’d pegged it as garlic then, but it could have been Taggart’s magic within me playing tricks. In my gut, I had no doubt this was magic from the bastard who had tortured Carly and Gabby. Trying to see if they had the gift of premonition. My hands balled into fists, and I prepared to take a swing when the world around me suddenly vanished.

      “What the …” I trailed off before a few choice words could escape and give Alex a new vocabulary.

      “Did you find out what happened?” Yvette looked worn out, with dark circles forming beneath her eyes. Alex curled farther into his mother’s torso.

      “Sort of. Everything was going along and then it just disappeared.”

      “I told you it’s gone,” Yvette moaned.

      “I’m going to find a way to fix this.” I had more information than I did ten minutes ago. I still wanted to dissect that shimmer. Nevertheless, experience told me with Yvette in this condition, she wasn’t in a headspace to let me go digging deeper through her memory. “For now, why don’t you go home and rest. I’ll bring the rest of the Council up to speed.”

      “How can it just be gone?” Yvette whispered, clutching her son close.

      That was the question I intended to answer. Just because my closest allies hadn’t heard of it, didn’t mean it hadn’t happened in the past. Clearly someone had figured out a way to achieve this result. I wasn’t convinced it meant her magic was wholly gone either. Besides, the way magic had always been taught to me was that it existed in the world like a natural force similar to gravity or inertia. It existed inside us, too and could never be truly destroyed. It’s why I carried Taggart’s stone spell inside of me. I was strong enough to keep it from turning me into a statue, but it had to go somewhere months ago. It couldn’t just disappear. Meaning if I could find the asshole from the diner, I could find Yvette and Alex’s magic.
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      Walking back into the meeting room set my nerves on edge. The semi-circle of chairs had been assembled and eleven of the thirteen seats were filled. The door closed behind me and all eyes landed on me.

      “So, uh, I’m not sure how many people know yet, but it seems that someone has taken Yvette Covington’s magic and her son’s abilities along with it,” I stated it as matter-of-factly as possible before taking my spot beside Desmond.

      “What do you mean taken?” Richard Henley, a balding man in his fifties, demanded.

      “From what I could tell by going through her memory, someone siphoned it off. She can’t feel her power anymore and she doesn’t remember the attack,” I answered.

      “Magic is part of a person’s make-up, just like blood or DNA. It can’t be gone,” Belladonna insisted.

      “I understand that. I don’t have a better explanation right now. But what I can tell you is I’m going to figure out what’s going on and why, and stop it from happening again.’

      J.T. leaned close and whispered in my ear, “Please tell me the Order isn’t rearing its ugly head again.’

      “Looks like it. Sorry.”

      “Damn.”

      I waited for more questions, but none came. Either everyone had the same questions as Richard and Belladonna, or they were too scared to probe more. I opened my mouth to share what I’d seen under the placemat, but decided against it. It was more likely to incite panic. Although I didn’t know enough to pass this information along and keep it contained.

      “We should continue with today’s meeting and I’ll check in with Yvette later,” I said, hoping to move our focus to the reason we’d called this meeting.

      A small group had been putting together a proposal for increased education and cross-training specifically for kids who were coming into their abilities. After what had happened to the girls back in June, we needed to be proactive. They might not be able to tap into their abilities by age seven or eight, but they needed to know how their skills worked, and what it looked like when magic happened to and around them.

      “We’re all agreed that general classes need to begin with the elementary-school aged children,” Richard said. “But, putting a lot of it on the families is onerous.”

      “People in other communities have managed to pass down their gifts generation to generation just through families without a problem,” I countered, watching Belladonna flinch at my words.

      I hadn’t expected her to back my proposal that families should take a more active role in teaching their children about magic, but she’d been the first to sign on to the suggestion. Maybe it was guilt that her decisions had deprived her son of learning about all of his heritage. Or possibly she truly believed that it was the responsibility of a parent to guide and protect their child. Either way, I was glad to have her on my side.

      “But, we’re not a part of those communities,” Richard retorted.

      “Careful Rich, your privilege is showing,” Desmond said just loud enough to make the other man flush.

      “I don’t think it would be that hard,” Laurie McGinn said from the other end of the semi-circle. “We could develop a standard curriculum that all families would use as a starting point. Sure, some instruction would vary depending on the family and their magic abilities, but we can put that together.” When Richard gave her a raised brow, she fixed him with a knowing smile. “I’m a public-school teacher, remember? I volunteer to spearhead setting this up. You wouldn’t have to do a thing, Rich.”

      “Fine. Bring it to the next meeting and if it gets a majority vote, we’ll move it along.” He looked around the room. “Any other business we need to discuss?”

      I raised a hand and all eyes fell on me again. “Not business exactly, but I think we should all take a minute to congratulate our very own Desmond for leaving the bachelor life behind.”

      Desmond shot me an annoyed look. Despite that he grinned as people stood, clapped him on the back, and offered him handshakes. I leaned back in my chair and let my cousin bask in the happiness. He’d hid the actual ceremony from me. He could live with me embarrassing him for a little while.

      “How worried should we be about what happened to Yvette?” J.T. asked, lacing his fingers through mine.

      “It’s a problem. When Des is done riding the congratulations wave, I’ll fill you both in.”

      “Is it something the rest of the group should know?” He prodded.

      “I don’t know what it means yet. No need to make them panic if I don’t have all the facts. Just trust me, okay?”

      Desmond extricated himself from the group to join J.T. and I. “So, can we talk for a minute?”

      He marched off toward the tech space before either J.T. or I could respond. So, we followed after him in silence. He eased the door shut. I expected Avery to be waiting for us, but she was gone.

      “I know when you’re not saying things, Ez. It’s kind of my job, remember? So, spill it.”

      I hated that he knew me so well, even though we’d only been back in each other’s lives a short time. “I saw something in Yvette’s memory. The guy who took her magic, he had an envelope with her name and the number one written on it. I didn’t see what was inside, but I’m guessing it had pictures or something, so he knew who to target.”

      “Number one typically means there’s more to follow,” Desmond said, the joy melting from his features.

      “I know. But I haven’t figured out where that information came from or how he even managed to take her magic.”

      J.T. reached down and squeezed my hand. “Why do I get the feeling this means another trip into Yvette’s memory, but in your own head?”

      I flashed him a small smile. “Because you know me so well.”

      “You’re not doing it alone. You throw yourself into danger too easily, Ez. Besides, it’s reckless,” Desmond added.

      “Des, I’m the Savior. It means I go first into this fight.”

      “We both love you, but you aren’t indestructible. Or did you forget you’ve almost turned to stone twice now?” Des scowled at me, clearly unnerved by the memory.

      “I haven’t forgotten.” I reflexively touched the left side of my rib cage. “I carry that possibility with me every day. Even so if I’m afraid of it, that gives the bad guys power. I refuse to cede anything to those murderous assholes.” I reached out with my left hand and took Desmond’s so that I held both their hands. “Look, I’m not going to be alone in this. I’ve got both of you backing me up.”

      J.T. turned to Desmond. “I’m not going to let anything happen to her. You have my word.”

      “The minute you find out anything, you need to call me,” Desmond replied. “They’re worried out there as it is. The more information we can give them, the better.”

      “I’m on it.” I gave his hand one last squeeze before he left the room.

      “You can bring people into memories with you, right?” J.T. asked as we followed in Desmond’s wake.

      “I’ll need you on the outside, monitoring me,” I said, not answering his question directly.

      “You’ve been physically attacked doing this more times than I’d like. I’m going in as back-up.”

      I huffed in annoyance. “Fine ... But we better get to it. Desmond’s not wrong about everyone being on edge. The sooner I can solve this, the better.” Now I just had to hope my own memory of what I’d seen was enough to provide the answers.
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      Settling on the couch—our only piece of living room furniture assembled at the moment—I cleansed my magical palette again. The cushions shifted as J.T. sat beside me, taking my right hand in his left.

      “So, how do we do this?”

      “You try not to do anything magical. I’ve signal boosted Des before. However, the last time I went into my own memory, I had a non-magical person along for the ride.”

      “Got it. Keep my sweet powers in check.”

      God his puns were terrible and I love them. “You should be able to move around inside as an observer,” I added.

      Concentrating, I let my own magic build up around us, wrapping tight around our joined hands and pulling the memory to the forefront of my brain. With a single exhale we slipped into the memory. I watched myself watching Yvette with Alex, and the Order member.

      “This is wild,” J.T. said from beside me.

      “Yeah. Look, I need to examine that shimmer. See what else you can find out from the envelope under that guy’s placemat,” I directed.

      “You mean the guy you just approached?”

      I looked to find Memory Me examining the man. “Give me a second,” I told J.T. and poured out a little extra power, willing the memory to pause. “Okay, try it now.”

      The mental pause button thrummed at the base of my skull, reminding me that even I have limits in a memory of my own making. So, I closed in on the booth where Yvette and Alex sat to get a close-up look at the shimmer connecting her to the man across the room. Upon closer inspection, it looked like single strands of hair or fiber. I ran my fingertips along the top and bottom of it, expecting it to be wispy and vaporous, but it was a solid mass connecting the two.

      It was only my memory of someone else’s altered thoughts, but if I could figure out how to reverse it here, I could duplicate it in the real world. So, I poured out even more will, strawberry permeating everything around me, trying to get the siphoned magic to reverse course and return home. Instead, everything around us began to shake, the memory-within-a-memory starting to break down.

      “We need to go,” I called to J.T.

      “I’ve almost got it,” he said, holding up the folder.

      The space around me tilted on its axis and my stomach sloshed. “Leave it here. I don’t think we can take it with us. And we really need to go. Now.”

      J.T. tipped the envelope on its side, letting the contents spill into his hand. I couldn’t see what he’d found, but my vision began going blurry at the same time. My head pounded as the memory resumed playing out. The man’s head swiveled to look at Memory Me. At the same time I reached out and pulled J.T. with me, back to the safety of our condo.

      The space spun in dizzying circles around me and I hung my head between my knees to keep the nausea at bay. J.T.’s hand pressed into the small of my back, rubbing concentric circles.

      “Told you that you needed back-up,” he said before the couch cushion shifted beside me and his hand fell away.

      “Heal now, please … lecture later,” I moaned as he handed me a glass of water and some aspirin. Not what I’d hoped for, but I couldn’t expect my healer boyfriend to use his own powers every time I had a headache. Magic comes with a price, even if it’s a small one.

      So, I downed the pills and drained the glass, tasting a hint of honey in the aftertaste. Maybe he’d given them a boost after all, because the pain in my head subsided faster than normal.

      “So, what did you find?” I asked, sitting up and leaning against the back of the couch. I closed my eyes to ensure the world didn’t continue to spin.

      “It looked like city records of Yvette’s house. How long she’s owned it, property taxes and things like that. There was also a list of names scrawled on the back …”

      The way he trailed off told me there was more to what he’d found. I opened my eyes and looked at him. “Whose names?”

      He rubbed at his chin, not meeting my gaze. “Ours. The whole council.”

      A lump formed in my throat, making it hard to breathe. The Order had found out who was on the council. I shouldn’t have been surprised. It’s been primarily hereditary since its founding and I knew of at least one high-ranking Order member who’d started out on our side of the fight. Before he was a sleazeball FBI Agent hell-bent on orchestrating ritual murders, Jamison Taggart was just another Authority member. “Shit.”

      “It definitely doesn’t look good. What about you? Could you figure out the spell?” J.T.’s words washed over me, pushing thoughts of Taggart away.

      “No.” I propped my elbows on my knees, gesturing with my hands. “In the memory, at least, it felt solid, like a cable connecting two machines. I tried to reverse the flow and that’s when everything started to destabilize.”

      “It was a memory though, you couldn’t change what happened,” J.T. commented, sitting back down beside me.

      “I just thought if I could figure it out there, I could do it here. Maybe give Yvette and her son back what was taken.”

      “And you pushed yourself too much in the process. Even you, oh great Savior, have limits.”

      “I’m aware of that. But that title also comes with responsibility that only I can bear,” I reminded him.

      He cupped my cheek in his hand. “I love you, but you take too much on yourself. We are finally in a good place, better than we’ve ever been. Despite that, I can’t shake this feeling that if you keep going like this, pushing boundaries, chasing down the bad guys, I’m going to lose you.” He pressed his thumb to my lips to keep any retort quiet. “It’s not because you’re a cop. I’m scared that witch Ezri is going to bite off more than she can chew.”

      I kissed the pad of his thumb and leaned against his shoulder. “Not going to happen. Not when I have you and Desmond supporting me. And I know that I can call on the Council for help if I ever really needed it.”

      “You’re going to tell them what we found, aren’t’ you?”

      “Yes. Of course, I am.” I pursed my lips as the weight of Taggart’s spell pressed against my ribs. I didn’t want to pay that bastard another visit. It wouldn’t be useful since he’d deny any knowledge of what’s going on. Besides, if he’d passed on the names of the Council, he’d have done it when he switched sides. Not now. Which posed the question: Why now?

      “You got lost for a minute,” J.T. whispered.

      I snuggled deeper into his embrace. “Sorry, just thinking about whether or not it’s worth it to see Taggart.”

      “I’m off shift tomorrow. If you do decide to pay that creep a visit, I’ll go with you. I don’t like the idea of you being alone with him.”

      “He’s shackled, J.T. And the last time I saw him, I beat his ass magically-speaking. He doesn’t scare me. I just have a feeling he wouldn’t tell me the truth, even if he knew what was happening.”

      “Your dad’s coming over tomorrow right? Maybe he can dig into records and see if anyone else changed sides.”

      “It does seem pretty safe, sticking Dad on research duty.” After all, he wasn’t magical so he shouldn’t be in the Order’s crosshairs.

      J.T. fell silent beside me and I let the peacefulness of our new home wash over me. Sure, there were boxes to be unpacked and art to hang, but it still felt like home.

      “So, you really didn’t know anything about Des and Avery?” His question broke the silence.

      “Not a thing. I can’t believe he didn’t even want me there. So much for him being all about family,” I grumbled.

      “I know. It did seem a little out of character for him to make such a big decision without the rest of his inner circle being involved.” J.T. leaned forward. “Do you think it’s a baby?”

      “Avery said no. I didn’t ask in so many words, but it was heavily implied and she shot it down.”

      “What about you?”

      “Uh, last I checked we were using protection,” I said, unintentionally putting distance between us.

      “I meant marriage. What do you think about the idea of marriage?”

      “I love you but … we’re still young, J.T. We just found our way back to each other. I don’t want to rush into something.”

      His face fell and I knew it wasn’t the answer he’d been expecting. “I’m not saying never. Just not right now. Besides, you know Des would say we were just copying him.” Images of J.T. trying to dress and act like a preteen Desmond flashed through my brain. Back before I’d pushed everyone I loved and who loved me away.

      J.T. nodded and smiled. Though it was tight-lipped. “You’re right. I was just joking.”

      “No, you weren’t,” I said, brushing strands of hair out of his eyes. “And I love you all the more for it. Now, I need to check in at work. I’ll be back in an hour or two. Don’t eat all the takeout without me.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      I left him sitting on the couch, no doubt trying to piece together how that conversation could have gone a million different ways. He wasn’t the only one. I hadn’t dated seriously since high school. I’d had a good example of a solid relationship from childhood with my parents. Even so, like everything else in my life, my mother’s death cast a dark shadow over wanting to let anyone in. Before her death, I would have swooned at just the thought of marrying J.T. and would have jumped on board with it at the drop of a hat. That wasn’t me anymore. Neither of us were who we were back then.
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      The precinct was slow when I arrived forty minutes later. I gave a nod to the desk sergeant and headed for my desk in the bullpen. Jacquie, my partner, sat at her desk, pouring over a case file.

      “Hey,” I said, nudging the back of her chair as I passed.

      She looked up. “Thought you weren’t coming in today.”

      “Got done with things early so figured I’d check in. I miss anything important?”

      “Nope.” She glanced around the space and then nodded for me to follow her.

      I ignored the unease creeping up my spine as I followed her into a vacant witness interview room. “Please tell me you’ve figured something out about this damn prophecy,” she whispered.

      “I’ve been trying to decipher it all summer. The most I can figure out is whatever the Order has up their sleeve, is happening at or near the Winter Solstice … and I have to stop them. Yet again. But the whole Death’s child thing, not a clue.”

      “Denise says that Neveah isn’t sleeping. She just keeps going on about it. Like it won’t leave her be.”

      “Desmond mentioned she was doing better in their sessions.”

      Jacquie crossed her arms over her chest and hung her head. “I think she puts on a brave face for him and the other girls. She wants her friends to heal and be okay, but she’s putting her own trauma on the back burner.”

      I leaned against the closed door behind me. “Do you know if Desmond has gone through her memories with her to try and parse what she went through?”

      Jacquie shook her head. “She doesn’t talk about it with me. She knows you’re my partner and that you rescued her. Even so I think she’s realizing that I can’t protect her from magic.”

      “Jacquie, I’m sorry. It has to be hard being on the outside, but knowing everything you do,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about my feelings, Ezri. I get it. But I think she’ll feel better and be able to move forward once she knows that you’ve gotten it sorted out. That you know what’s coming and you’re ready.”

      “I’m working as fast as I can, but prophecies are kind of vague by nature. And with everything else that’s just dropped in my lap …”

      “What’s happened now?”

      Now was as good a time as any to fill her in. I let out a slow breath. “One of the Council members, Yvette Covington, had her magic stolen. And it’s affecting her son, too. It looks like it was a targeted Order attack and if I’m right, she’s only the beginning. I think there was a list. They could be coming after all of us.”

      “How do you know it’s them?” Her words said they didn’t believe me. Whereas the way her face paled and her gaze narrowed, said she believed me.

      “I went into her memory and I saw the man who was taking her magic. I could smell his magic.” I paused and swallowed. “It was the same man who tortured the girls.”

      My partner’s gaze turned steely, making her usually dark brown irises look metallic. “I’m in.”

      I appreciated her unwavering support, but this wasn’t a case for the police. “I’m not sure what you can do on this one. There’s no crime we can investigate. Yvette doesn’t even remember what happened. And it’s not like we can say she was drugged, because we both know that’s not the Order’s M.O.”

      “Whoever this bastard is, he hurt my niece. I want his balls in a vice.”

      “Believe me, I want him to hurt just as much as the girls did. We don’t have any concrete evidence to get you involved officially.”

      “Unless Neveah or Carly identify him.” Jacquie offered.

      “The cases are closed. Lola Cox admitted to kidnapping them and none of the girls could identify the people holding them. They couldn’t even offer up a sketch, remember?”

      “Trauma victims recall pieces of memory months later. Ezri, please. Neveah isn’t the only one haunted by what happened. If I’d been around …”

      “She’d still have been taken, because Lola was damn good at what she did. She could literally turn invisible and you wouldn’t have seen her coming. Whisperers make great low-level flunkies,” I cut her off. “If there’s anything I need from you on this, I’ll call you. I promise.”

      Jacquie reached out a hand to stop me from leaving the room. “Where’d it happen, this magic theft?’

      “A diner. I didn’t get a look at the name, or rather, they scrubbed it from Yvette’s memory. Why?”

      Jacquie shook her head. “I was just thinking about that girl from the Italian restaurant in the North End. The waitress you connected to the Order back in March.”

      “Kevin Ellery’s ex-girlfriend, Gabrielle? Why her?”

      “I’m not sure. She was an informant for them before, even if she didn’t realize it. Maybe she knows something now.” After a beat, she added, “I’m probably just reading into things.”

      “Not a bad idea, actually. Could you pay her a visit, see what she knows, and maybe swing by the prison? See if Taggart is any more forthcoming with you.”

      “You think he’s still got his fingers in the pie?”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “He used to be on our side. Who knows what other information he took with him? It may have been a decade ago, but the leadership hasn’t changed that much. It’s still the same families on the council, so they could be working off intel he gave them.”

      “Even if he had this information, why would he hold onto it until now?” Jacquie posed.

      “I’ve been asking myself the same question all afternoon. They don’t do anything without a reason and a plan. Whatever this is, it’s important and it probably has something to do with what’s coming.” I rubbed at my eyes. “I hate feeling like we’re always one step behind. They knew there was another prophecy out there before we did. If I’m being honest, if they hadn’t taken the girls, we might have never known about what Neveah saw.”

      “We know now,” Jacquie replied. “Go on, you should fill your people in. I’ll see what I can dig up on my end and get back to you.”

      “Don’t give up on her Jacquie. Whether she knows it or not, she needs your type of protection just as much as her magic.”

      “Thanks.” Jacquie gestured for me to open the door and together we stepped into the hallway leading back to the bullpen. “I’m going to dig into Taggart’s known associates while I’m at it. See if any of them pop up as being possible members of this little cult.”

      I didn’t entirely agree with her assessment of the Order as a cult; mostly because when it came right down to it, our recruiting methods weren’t all that different. We approached new magical families offering them guidance, protection, and a place to learn magic. We didn’t promise unlimited power like the Order, but it was still a grassroots effort. Like with all things magic, intention was the defining characteristic. Looking at two magical practitioners you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference until they actually used their gifts for good or ill.

      I started down the hallway, addressing Jacquie’s statement as I went. “Good thinking. The more faces we can add to the board of players, the better.”

      I wasn’t looking forward to filling in the Council on what I’d learned. Especially since I knew people would demand answers on how to protect themselves. Honestly, I still had no idea how the Order member had done what he’d done. Jacquie followed me back to the bullpen and I caught sight of Captain Beech in her office. She glanced up and gave me a small nod before going back to her paperwork.

      “Just watch your back,” Jacquie warned, clapping me on the shoulder before grabbing her keys and jacket.

      I had every intention of being careful. That didn’t mean the world was going to be so accommodating. Just as I got back to my car, a message flashed on my screen from Desmond. ‘SOS—emergency meeting. Get here now.’
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      Raised voices greeted me as I approached the second-floor meeting room. People hadn’t bothered to sit down in their usual seats. Richard sat on the end, looking dazed and pale.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded of the group, not caring who answered.

      “I … I don’t remember,” he answered, looking up at me with watery eyes.

      I had a guess of what might have happened, given the way Yvette’s symptoms—for lack of a better description—presented. Her general confusion and missing memory looked to be much like the same state in which Richard now found himself. “Richard, I need you to tell me what your magic smells like. Can you do that?”

      Richard’s gaze darted around the room, landing briefly on each of the other women in the room before settling back on me, his cheeks warming in embarrassment. “Roses.”

      Not the most masculine of scents, but who was I to judge. “Okay.” I put a hand on his shoulder and addressed the rest of the room. “I need everyone to wait outside. Downstairs would be even better and don’t use any magic.”

      “Why not?” Richard asked weakly beside me.

      “Because I need to see if you’ve still got yours.”

      Desmond and J.T. shepherded everyone else from the room, closing the doors behind them. I let the sandalwood charm wash away the faint hints of J.T.’s soothing magic from my senses before I turned my attention back to Richard.

      “Okay, let’s see what we’re working with.” I took a couple steps back and pointed to the chair at the far end of the room. “Move that chair to right below the window.” I gestured to the far side of the room.

      “I’ll try.” The bluster and macho attitude were gone as he squinted and held out a hand, like a magician on television. I guess those depictions had to come from somewhere. Beads of perspiration broke out along his hairline and upper lip, but nothing happened. I didn’t detect any hint of roses. I also couldn’t sense any hint of vinegar, which meant if Richard’s magic had been stripped, the man I’d seen in Yvette’s memory wasn’t the culprit this time.

      “Richard, do you remember our meeting this morning?” I felt myself shifting to cop mode.

      “Yes. Someone took Yvette’s magic.”

      “That’s right. Do you remember where you went once the meeting was done?”

      “I … I went to get something to eat.”

      “Where? Do you remember who was with you? Have you checked in with your family?”

      “I was with my mother. We always go for an early dinner on Sundays.”

      “What about a wife? Kids?” I pressed.

      He shook his head, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Never married. No kids that I know of.”

      “Do you and your mother go to the same place for dinner every week?” I doubted they would go to a diner that served breakfast all day. Though then again, I hadn’t known he was unmarried and had no children.

      “Yes. It’s her favorite place. It’s in the North End.”

      My heart sank. I didn’t know of any diners in the North End like the one I’d seen in Yvette’s memory. The fact that they were both attacked in public suggested they were being followed. He’d been in the North End, giving more credence to Jacquie’s question about Gabrielle. “Do you remember the name of it?”

      Richard pulled out his phone and showed me his GPS with the address of the restaurant. I didn’t have a photographic memory or anything, but it sure looked like the same restaurant where Jacquie was heading right now.

      “Do me a favor, call your mother and see if her magic’s been affected. Then, go home and try to rest. I’m working on a way to fix this.” Time to do a little detective work of my own.
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