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      For my husband⁠—

      My teammate.

      The Maverick to my Goose.

      Because let’s be honest, I’m definitely a goose 60% of the time…70%...okay, 90%.

      But you love it.

      For genuinely loving the way the crazy stuff that comes out of my mouth is somehow a constant surprise to us both.

      For the way your weird matches mine.

      For always having my six.

      This story wouldn’t exist without you.

      

      For my parents⁠—

      Who raised a kid with a wild imagination, a love of language, and zero filter.

      Thank you for always encouraging my storytelling.

      And please skip Chapters 26, 32 and 65.

      Seriously. I’m begging you.
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      For anyone who’s gone through something that changed them⁠—

      

      This book was written in the dark, with a flicker of hope held like a match between shaking fingers.

      

      Because I know what it’s like to be shattered, to rage against the silence, to survive what no one saw.

      

      And I believe in light. I believe in fire. I believe in stories that help us remember who we are.

      

      Steel is forged in flame. And so are we.

      

      That said—some of the flames in this story burn hot. Sparks & Shadows includes content that may be distressing to some readers, including themes of trauma, abuse, and survival.

      

      A detailed list of content warnings can be found at:

      www.quinnjgrover.com/trigger-warnings

      

      Take care of your light. Read with care.

      

      —Quinn
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            Chapter One

          

          10:47 PM—THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 27TH

        

      

    

    
      From her place behind the bar, Miki clocked the frat boys the minute they staggered in.

      Uh-oh. Not good.

      Maybe it was their smug expressions and UW hoodies. Or it was the instincts born from nearly twenty-three years of growing up in-and-out of bars in some truly shady places. But when something tripped her douchebag wire, she paid attention.

      And judging from the way her muscles coiled as her hearing sharpened and her eyes started pinging around the room? They were going to be giant pains in her ass.

      All three looked polished, preppy, and shiny—fish out of water in a place like The Midnight Lantern.

      It wasn’t the kind of bar where frat boys went to get shitfaced or pick up equally drunk coeds, nor was it home to any local sports jerseys, or flat screen TVs constantly playing ESPN for rabid fans. And if someone tried dancing and getting their club grind on? Her dad would probably cut them off—and then call them a cab.

      Because, no. Just no.

      What it did have was low, moody lighting provided by a singular lantern hanging over the front door—with others strategically placed to create just enough shadows for people to hide in if they needed.

      A potbelly stove at the far side of the room was currently lit, its warmth combating the late November chill that swept in whenever the front door opened. Exposed, weathered brick walls and dark wooden beams carried the embedded scent of whiskey and smoke. Here and there, the odd glint of hand-hammered metal caught the lowlight.

      The booths were comfortable, broken in, and always just a little sticky—no matter how much you cleaned them. Worn wooden tables, mismatched, squeaky chairs added a comfortable, lived-in charm. The jukebox, which her dad hated and Uncle Pat loved, only deepened the retro nostalgia.

      This was a place where regulars went after work or a rough day to sit back and let it go. Or a safe haven for those feeling a little lost.

      Broholes one through three? Definitely lost. Just not in The Lantern kind of way.

      And they also looked to be a few beers and shots deep, feeling no pain.

      Just invincible…and entitled.

      A fucking dangerous combination.

      Pouring a whiskey neat for a regular, Miki kept an eye on those three. Dammit, they reminded her of something.

      Matching hoodies, perfectly gelled hair, smug expressions, and the energy that screamed, “If I had a guitar in my hand, I would totally play music at you.”

      Fuck, that was it.

      They reminded her of Kens.

      Except more douchey.

      And GHB friendly.

      Shit. If they slipped roofies into anyone’s drink, she’d⁠—

      “Miki?”

      Blinking, she stared down at her cousin, who was sitting at the bar, a notebook and textbook spread out in front of her. “What’s up? And please don’t ask me for help again. I’m studying photography—I don’t do math.”

      Jen rolled her cornflower blue eyes.

      Five-three, petite, and cute, her eighteen-year-old cousin was the bubbly girl-next-door—right down to that pink scrunchie in her sandy blonde hair.

      You know, if the girl-next door lived over a bar where she occasionally did her homework, and was perfectly content to lounge in a pair of yoga pants, Uggs, and a blue cable-knit sweater while sipping on her diet Coke.

      Because though their dads might own The Lantern, both of them had a staunch rule against serving anyone underage—even their own kids.

      Much to Jen’s irritation. Mostly because she had three years to go until she was legal. She’d already vowed to get smashed at The Lantern on her twenty-first—and on Uncle Pat’s tab.

      Uncle Pat’s only reply had been, “Did you want your puke bucket in stainless steel, matte black, or bedazzled? Follow-up question—would it bother you if it came with a mop?”

      Somehow, Jen hadn’t found it nearly as funny as Miki had.

      “Whatever. We both know if I need math help, I’d just ask Tyler or Dad first.”

      Miki wasn’t offended. They’d probably be her first choice, too.

      “I was going to ask you what’s up. You’ve got…a look,” Jen said, frowning.

      “What kind of look?”

      “Like you’re bracing to punch someone.”

      “Haven’t you learned? I’m always bracing to punch someone.”

      From his spot under his usual table, a giant, white mound of fur stirred. Grunted in agreement—eyes alert, tracking the chaos across the room.

      Her grin flashed. “See? Koda knows.”

      “Miiiiiiiick-eeeeeeeee,” Jen groaned.

      She sighed. Fine. “Do you see the frat boys who look like Kenergy with a side of bro-y asshole?”

      Jen nodded. “Yeah…”

      “I’m getting not good vibes.”

      Her cousin’s eyes widened, and she glanced around. “Where’s Uncle Jack?”

      “Dealing with a late delivery in the back.”

      “Should I⁠—”

      “We’re fine,” Miki assured. “Grizz is nearby if I need backup. Besides, I’m just keeping watch.”

      For now.

      Probably wouldn’t be long until she had to step in.

      She gave them ten minutes.

      They lasted eight.

      The broholes started loud, and cranked it up to obnoxious when they commandeered one of the dartboards—and started rating the waitresses.

      Out loud. Like it was a college sports draft, their disgusting comments punctuated by the soft thud of the darts hitting the board.

      “Redhead’s like a six,” Bro #1 declared, his voice carrying across the bar. “Cute face, but not enough bounce.”

      Erin—the redhead in question—went rigid, her face pale as she walked away from one of her tables on the other side of the room.

      Bro #2 gave his fellow brohole an “are you high?” look. “Nah, she’s maybe a seven. But Steph—now she’s the one with the legs.” He groaned, raking his eyes over her as she set drinks down at a nearby table, bending over slightly. “Jesus. You think she’d let me see how far they go?”

      Steph stiffened, heat blooming in her face that had nothing to do with the potbelly stove.

      The third brohole wasn’t looking at the waitresses. He was scanning the patrons.

      “What about the blonde sitting at the bar?” he asked, almost conversationally as he collected his darts. “Decent ass. Not bad up close, either. Hard to tell what she’s packing under that sweater. Hopefully she’s not flat.”

      Jen, sipping her diet Coke, flinched. She discreetly tried to cross her arms to cover her very respectable B-cups and hide her flushed face in her homework.

      Body vibrating, eyes blazing, Steph stomped over with her original order, slapping her notebook on the bar in front of Miki. “Three AMFs for those shitheads,” she growled. “And a request to ‘make them strong.’”

      Of course they ordered AMFs.

      Nothing said “testosterone and trust fund rage” like equal parts clear liquor, neon dye, and delusion.

      Miki rolled her eyes. “Coming up. Extra strong.”

      Yeah no—she definitely watered their drinks down.

      But given that the cocktail contained vodka, rum, tequila, gin and blue curaçao, she was probably saving their livers from that blue chaos concoction of hell. She garnished all the drinks with lemon wedges, and because she was feeling spiteful, a cherry.

      She loaded the tray—and then grabbed it herself.

      Steph blinked. “Miki⁠—”

      “Man the bar for me, Steph.”

      Grizz poked his head out the kitchen window. “You need any backup, chiquita?”

      “For what?” she asked innocently. “I’m just delivering drinks.”

      The cook snorted. “Right. And I’m fucking Santa Claus.”

      “Really? Was he any good?”

      “Ay, qué chistosa. ¡Mira a esta cabroncita!” Grizz ducked back into the window, still muttering in Spanish.

      Basically?

      Oh, how funny. Look at this little smartass!

      Something she heard a lot.

      Not sure why.

      Ignoring the salty grumbles coming from the kitchen, Miki turned and stepped out behind the bar to deliver these drinks personally. Her mind was already running through all the scenarios, her body language and energy changing mid-step to match.

      While she wasn’t a fan of playing these kinds of games on what she considered home turf, there was always an exception to every rule.

      And these broholes?

      They earned whatever was coming to them.

      Miki strode across that bar like it was a goddamn runway. Hips swaying, her scuffed combat boots strolled with a distinct bounce in their step—which made her boobs jiggle just enough to catch the eye. She saw the moment all three of their heads turned to stare at her.

      And she knew exactly what they thought they saw.

      A five-seven blonde, poured into a pair of faded, torn jeans. A black crop top with a hemline that flirted with the top of her navel ring, which sparkled when its jewel caught the light.

      Her own sandy blonde hair—a Prescott family trait—was piled up on top of her head, revealing streaks of hot pink, purple, and teal threaded through the underlayer.

      The piercings on her ears and the silver hoop at her nose glinted in the lowlight.

      Her eyeliner was on point—grey-green eyes bewitching.

      Plum painted lips? Meant business.

      Under normal circumstances, most people would probably give her a wide berth. Nothing about her screamed cute, soft and ready to cuddle.

      But add a perky walk and over-bright smile? Just another basic blonde with a bonus rack.

      And she knew exactly how to play that.

      “Three Adios Motherfuckers!” she chirped, setting the tray down on their table, making sure to lean over enough to give them a good view of her cleavage.

      Because realistically, their eyes had been fastened on her boobs the moment she’d appeared in orbit.

      “Where’s Steph?” Bro #2 asked, still talking to the girls.

      “She’s taking a break, so I’m covering. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Bro #3 said immediately. “Your name.”

      Cue the flirtatious smile. “Miki. And you are?”

      “Davis. This is Tanner—” he jerked a thumb at the guy who’d asked after Steph. And holy shit—he was wearing boat shoes.

      In a dive bar.

      “—and Chad,” he finished, nodding at the dick who’d basically called Erin a six.

      Davis. Tanner. And Chad.

      Jesus.

      She’d always wondered what the unholy trinity of Axe body spray, entitlement, and weaponized mediocrity would look like.

      Lo and behold—it came in the form of three broholes who’d probably not only been conceived in frat houses, but birthed in them, too.

      “Nice to meet you guys.” Her practiced smile never faltered. She was an old hand at this. “Is there anything else I can get you?”

      Just when she thought they couldn’t get any douchier, they ordered Jäggerbombs. Miki took their orders and started back toward the bar.

      Not even five steps away, those broholes started making comments.

      Because they apparently thought dumb meant deaf, too.

      “Check out the ass on her!” Davis whisper shouted. “And those tits!”

      Miki glanced out of the corner of her eye, just in time to see him miming squeezing them.

      Such a class act.

      “I bet I could get her number by the second round.”

      Her ears perked up.

      Oh, this was going to be easier than she’d thought.

      Chad, back at the dartboard, snorted. “Dude, you’re cracked. No way she’s gonna give you her digits.”

      “Whatthefuckever.” Davis pushed his buddy out of the way, commandeering the dartboard again. “Bitch looks like she’s gagging for it.”

      Ugh. Insert internal eye roll here.

      Steph made the shots for her—following Miki’s cue of watering them down—and set them on the tray. Once again, she flounced across the bar, letting her hips do the talking when she noticed them pausing their dart game to watch the show.

      With a practiced eye, she studied the carnage they’d made of the dartboard. Mediocre game, at best.

      “Oh, wow! You’re pretty good.”

      Davis preened, cheersing her before he took his shot with a whoop.

      Because he was a douchebag, hear him roar.

      “My lucky streak continues,” he bragged.

      Miki’s eyes widened, tucking the tray under her arm, all innocence. “Oh. You think darts is about…luck?”

      “The way we play?” Tanner fist bumped Chad. “Fuck yeah, it is!”

      Her brow furrowed, like the effort to rub two brain cells together was taxing. “I thought darts was about skill.”

      “Same difference,” Davis said dismissively.

      “Really?” The word stretched into a longer note as she leaned closer to Davis, all up in his space so he could feel her body heat—without actually touching him. “Because luck gets the job done some of the time, but skill gets it done and can find the bullseye. Every. Single. Time.”

      She all but breathed the last bit in his ear, and Davis looked like he was about ready to come in his pants. Stepping back, Miki gave him a casual shrug and a wink, her meaning perfectly clear.

      Her sigh was so dramatic, it deserved a goddamn Oscar. “I always did like a guy with skill. But you have fun with your…luck.”

      Davis stepped in front of her, cutting off her retreat. “I have skill.”

      Smile sweet, her expression broadcasted, “Awww, you’re cute.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m sure you do.”

      That slight graze to his male pride had his spine stiffening. “Let me prove it.”

      Tiny Dick Energy? Activated.

      She stopped. Tapped her finger to her jaw. Let the silence stretch.

      Let them wonder if she’d speak again.

      “How about we make it interesting?” she suggested. “Since you’re feeling lucky?”

      Davis grinned. “You wanna bet?”

      Hook.

      Miki reached into her bra—not because she needed the drama, but because no one ever pickpocketed a boob—and pulled out a wad of cash. She looked up to find the gaze of all three locked and loaded on her C-cups.

      Might as well make it hurt.

      Line.

      “I’m ready to put my money where my mouth is. Are you?”

      Davis gave what she assumed he thought to be a sultry growl, but honestly just sounded pathetic, and crowded her space even more. “I’ll show you where I’m gonna put my mouth.”

      And sinker.

      Also…he thought that was sexy?

      Holy shit. He actually thought that was sexy. She almost felt sorry for him.

      Almost.

      “Promises, promises. Now what game should we play?”

      Chest puffed out, he was chivalrous enough to mansplain the game to her. “All right, it’s called 301. You start with three-oh-one points and work your way down to zero.”

      Oh, he was going to make this too easy for her. Miki tilted her head. “Why not just go up to 301?”

      Davis scoffed like it was obvious. “’Cause that’d be dumb.”

      The other two laughed, fist-bumped, and took exaggerated swigs of their watered-down AMFs.

      Adios Motherfuckers, indeed.

      “You’ve gotta subtract your score as you go,” Tanner informed her. “It’s like—darts meets math.”

      “I dunno.” Miki picked up a dart and twirled it awkwardly in her fingers. Their grins widened. “Sounds kinda complicated.”

      Chad snickered. “Awww, it’s okay. We know math is hard. We’ll help you count your score.”

      What a hero.

      “You start with three darts per round,” Davis continued to instruct, doing the whole showing-the-little-lady-the-ropes bullshit. “Closest to zero without going over wins. Oh,” he added, because apparently, he was wise and all-knowing, “and you have to end on a double.”

      Miki’s eyes went wide and she blinked. “Like blackjack.”

      “Sure, babe,” Chad humored. “Just more…skill.”

      She forced a giggle and slipped her fingers over the shaft of the dart like she was trying to figure out which end to throw.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      It was their turn to wear the condescending looks that clearly said, “It’s a good thing she’s hot, because she’s dumb AF,” because her first round? Sucked. She hit a 1, a 5, and a triple 2.

      A measly twelve points.

      Davis snorted into his glass, jabbed Tanner with an elbow. “Oof. This might be easier than I thought!”

      She beamed, taking it in stride. “Just beginner’s luck! Or…unluck.”

      Not that her second round was much better.

      A single 7.

      All three broholes were snickering.

      Excellent.

      Because by the third round, Davis was already halfway through his points. Compared to her chaotic throws, he looked like a pro—sloppy, sure, but fast and lucky.

      Probably his entire approach to sex—sloppy, fast, and with a one-in-ten success rate of finding the clit.

      He was riding that level of cocky—the kind he had no business aspiring to—looking at her like she was just a trophy for him to win.

      “Don’t worry, babe, I won’t take your money,” he promised, voice cloying. “I’ll just take it out in trade.”

      Ew. Did he honestly think these lines made him irresistible to women?

      What an asshat.

      He handed her the darts as she stepped up for her turn. “Ready to lose?”

      Miki accepted them, her voice going soft. “Actually? Yeah. I’m over it.”

      Stepping forward, her fingers curled around the dart with a steadiness that had been absent from her earlier throws. Her body was no longer bouncy and all over the place, but balanced and in control. The air around her shifted. Not visibly. Not yet.

      But Koda’s ears twitched from under the nearby table he’d migrated to about the time she’d pulled the cash from her bra. He was watching. Waiting.

      Miki let the dart fly. A soft shimmer bloomed at her right wrist—the faint, familiar golden light of her Mark.

      Shit. Not now.

      Thunk.

      Triple 20. Sixty points.

      Davis’s eyebrows lifted high on his forehead. The other two laughed—a little less confidently, not as loud as earlier.

      “Lucky shot!” Chad called.

      Luck, her round ass. She’d fleeced money from better, thousands of times before—used her uncanny aim like muscle memory.

      Hell, this was practically her part-time job, considering how well she got paid.

      So why the fuck had her Mark decided to enter the goddamn chat?

      Ugh. Get it together, Prescott. Shake it off.

      Koda huffed under the table. Don’t second guess. Just do it.

      Miki took a deep breath and threw again. The glow pulsed. Sharper. Brighter.

      Thunk.

      Double 19. Thirty-eight points.

      And, the final throw. Smooth, precise, almost slow. Her wrist prickled, searing heat beneath her skin.

      Thunk.

      Bullseye.

      The entire bar went still for a breath.

      Koda chuffed. And here we go.

      “Wow,” Miki said with faked enthusiasm. “Some beginner’s luck.”

      Davis looked between the board and his AMF like he’d been scammed by the universe itself.

      “Wait, was that…a double bull?” he demanded, eyes bouncing from Miki back to the dartboard.

      Of course it was. She never missed when she meant it.

      But Miki cocked her head and blinked, wide-eyed as ever, knowing that combined with the dusting of freckles across her cheeks and nose? It made her look almost wholesome—for someone rocking enough metal to forge her own blade.

      “Was it? Is that good?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re full of shit. There’s no way you’re a newbie.”

      “Wow. You got me,” Miki said, voice dripping with syrup. “Must be your natural gift for reading women.”

      Ignoring the outraged sputters, she crossed to the table where their money waited and shoved it in her back pocket. “I’d say good game, but I think your skills need some work.”

      Striking like a cobra, Davis gripped her left wrist. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Her Mark flared instinctively, starfire crackling just under her skin—hotter this time. Not visible to anyone but her—but enough to rattle her bones.

      Koda growled.

      Miki wrenched her hand free from his grasp. Pressed her other wrist into her jeans to smother its gleam. “Somewhere I don’t have to breathe your body spray.”

      She wasn’t afraid of this dickwad.

      Only what she might’ve done if he hadn’t let go.

      “I don’t fucking think so,” Davis snarled, stepping closer and getting right in her space. He towered over her, using all six-feet of his height like a weapon.

      The air around them changed—a tall, silent, but powerful presence appearing at their backs.

      Burly build. Close-cropped blond beard. Uniform of red flannel, worn jeans, and hiking boots—pure I-prefer-talking-to-trees-than-people lumberjack vibes. Towel tucked into a belt loop.

      Her dad.

      Now shit was getting serious.

      Sure, the broholes were within an inch of his height and two decades younger, but their energy squealed, “Little boys.”

      Jack’s boomed, “Step out of line, and I will end you with this towel.”

      Davis actually stumbled back a step, Chad and Tanner hurrying to his side.

      Of course. Because Douchebag Rule #1 stated, “Thou must overcompensate in all things.”

      “You should go,” Jack said steadily, his voice low, but flat.

      Showing that he didn’t value or use his brain cells, Davis tried to play it off. “Hey, we were just messing around! It was nothing serious.” He glanced over toward the bar, gaze landing on Jen—who’d actively turned in her seat to watch Miki hustle his ass. “Right, babe? You’re our witness.”

      Jack’s expression turned glacial.

      And Koda, her snowy white Great Pyrenees, emerged from his spot under the table and slunk forward with the deliberate grace of a panther, at odds with his immense size, which made him even more predatory. He was a mountain—140 pounds of muscle hidden by his luscious coat—the top of his massive head reaching the middle of her chest, given his sheer size.

      Normally, he was friendly. Sassy. Mostly chill.

      But now—with his upper lip curled into a silent snarl as he pushed between Miki and Davis, herding the frat boy back several steps—he looked like a polar bear. Prepared to tear into someone’s face if he had to.

      The broholes all looked like they’d collectively shit their pants.

      “Leave.” Jack’s voice was low, edged with steel. “Now.”

      For the first time since they walked in, the broholes did something smart: they fucking bolted, like the weaksauce dickbags they were. When it came down to it, they were all fucking talk.

      Jack gave her one look, then jerked his head toward the back doorway.

      She knew what that meant.

      What he’d seen.

      Dammit.

      Without a word, she and Koda fell into step behind him.

      “Steph, we’re taking five,” Jack told the waitress. “You good to hold down the fort?”

      Steph saluted, fighting to keep a straight face. “On it, boss.”

      “Here.” Miki slapped the money she’d fleeced from Davis on the bar top. “This should cover the unholy trinity’s tab—and tips for you and Erin.”

      The other woman lost the battle, grinning outright. “You’re a fucking legend.”

      Miki allowed herself a quick smile in return, adrenaline still humming in her veins, before continuing through the back. She followed Jack past Uncle Pat’s office, the basement door, the stock room—all the way to the back door. He led her to the small stoop that backed onto the building’s private, fenced-in yard for the apartments on the upper two floors.

      The cool night air felt refreshing on her skin. She leaned against a beam on the stoop, her breath hanging in the misty night air like plumes of clouds. Of all the cities she’d lived in and places she’d been to, Seattle winters were by far her favorite. No actual snow, which she could deal with, and moody enough to be a vibe all on its own.

      Arms crossed, lean anchored against the post, and her stance relaxed, she met her dad’s gaze.

      Jack adopted an identical posture. “You okay, kid?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. They were pissing me off, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      The quiet stretched between them, her dad’s eyes searching hers. And she refused to give anything away.

      “You flared.”

      Fuck. Of course he’d totally seen it.

      That, or he was using his spooky Dad-Radar—because he always seemed to know when she was sparking.

      Which was irritating as hell.

      Miki pressed her wrist deeper into her side, aiming for neutral bravado.

      Because she was fine.

      Totally fine.

      She hoped.

      “Maybe.”

      “Keep it up, you’re going to light a bonfire.”

      “It’s not my fault assholes like him come pre-kindled,” she argued. “They were dicks, and even you have to admit that seeing me wipe the floor with them wasn’t satisfying on some level.”

      Jack sighed.

      But didn’t rise to the bait.

      “Look, I’ve been hearing things.”

      Uh-oh.

      Her dad always had a pretty good pulse on the city’s underground, especially if it might pertain to her.

      “And most of what I hear is that the city’s shifting and people are watching.” He raked a hand through his own sandy blond hair, sending the shorter strands straight up. “You need to stay low, kid.”

      “I’m always low,” she protested. But even she could hear the lie in her voice.

      And the disapproving grumble from Koda suggested it was obvious.

      Seeing the faintly glowing Mark at her wrist, Jack replied, jaw ticking, “Not low enough.”

      Miki said nothing. But the heat still shimmered, tingling beneath her skin. She’d gotten too close—and she knew it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          2:38 AM—FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 28TH

        

      

    

    
      Miki loved Seattle at night, even in the winter. It was cold, but not frozen. The air was thick with that wet chill and damp that seeped into her bones, numbing her from the inside out. The faint smell of ozone, pavement, and wood smoke permeated, even deep in the city. Not to mention the soft but restless wind that brushed past her—the city’s eternal exhale.

      That, and the streets were quiet. Still. Peaceful.

      Since she’d moved out of the third-floor apartment over The Lantern two years ago, she and Koda had made this late-night walk numerous times over rain-slicked sidewalks, mist clinging to her like a second skin. The streets were empty, save for a few flickering crosswalk signs, and the occasional person walking fast, head down, hands in pockets. Traffic lights cycled through red, yellow, and green—but for no one. The buses rolled by, empty.

      Even the streetlights looked tired, casting puddles of gold on the wet asphalt. Seattle slept. Mostly. But Miki knew better than to think the city never really stopped breathing.

      It was her own personal witching hour.

      Which Jen had decided to crash.

      Miki didn’t mind. Jen had a key and was constantly looking for reasons to come over and escape her overprotective brother and dad, even if it meant sharing a bed for the night in Miki’s studio apartment.

      But it was almost three in the morning. Miki didn’t have class on Friday.

      Jen did.

      And the fact that her cousin had hung around the bar longer than she’d initially planned, declared an impromptu sleepover, and was now jumping in puddles like she didn’t have to be up in four hours? The spidey-senses were tingling.

      “Don’t you have class at nine?” Miki asked, her breath coming out in white clouds on the night air.

      Jen shrugged, going for nonchalant. But the way she played with her beanie, needlessly pulling it more snugly on her head, gave her away. “I can skip. My prof is a dick, anyways.”

      Miki arched a brow, exchanging a loaded look with Koda. “That doesn’t sound like you, Ms. Perfect Attendance Award, three years in a row.”

      “Maybe I’m just tired. Is that not allowed?” Jen said in that snotty, defensive way only an eighteen-year-old could manage.

      She didn’t let that deter her.

      “Be straight with me. Do you want to skip because you’re tired, or because some brohole looked at you like you were a drink on a shelf and made you feel like shit?”

      Jen’s Ugg kicked at a loose piece of gravel, her shoulders rising like she could physically shrug off the memory. She didn’t answer right away.

      Koda exhaled beside them. Because they’d seen it all.

      Miki didn’t look away from her cousin. She shoved her gloved hands into her coat pockets and just waited, walking next to her, letting Jen figure out her response on her own time.

      It took two blocks before she spoke.

      “I hate that it bothers me so much.”

      Jen’s voice cracked, just barely. Again, she tugged her beanie lower, like she could hide in it.

      Miki clenched her hands in her pockets, but didn’t say a word. Just listened.

      “But it does. I know they were assholes, but the way they looked at me…like I wasn’t even worth the comment?” Her shoulders sagged. “I shouldn’t care.” Jen paused, voice going small. “But I do.”

      “I get it,” Miki said after a beat. “Doesn’t matter how many times you tell yourself it’s bullshit. Or that those broholes were rocking some serious Tiny Dick Energy, and that it says more about them than you. Sometimes, it still gets in. And it fucking hurts.”

      Jen sighed, like she was trying to shake the conversation—and the way it clung—off her skin. “Anyway. Do you know what we need? A night out.”

      Her tone was lighter. Too light.

      The small smile didn’t fully reach her eyes, and the kick she gave the next puddle contained way more force than necessary.

      “You, me, a fake ID, and music so loud, you’ll feel it in your kidneys.”

      Miki didn’t push. She could have. And she really fucking wanted to.

      But Jen wasn’t ready.

      And Miki knew better than anyone what it looked like when someone wasn’t ready.

      There was a reason Tyler used to call her “Prickly Miki” when they were younger. It took Koda two weeks of leaving his sock drawers empty for him to fully dig that grave and bury that nickname for good.

      “I already feel things in my kidneys,” she informed her cousin. “It’s called stress.”

      Jen rolled her eyes, but they started to twinkle, allowing her to box up all those other feelings. For now. “C’monnnnn! It’ll be fun! Some girls in my class told me about this kick-ass place they went to last weekend.”

      “Let me guess. Somewhere loud, sticky, and illegal—with horny guys that think grinding counts as dancing,” Miki retorted dryly.

      “Obviously. And bonus points if there’s cage dancers and blackout tequila. Even more bonus points if we can get in the cage.”

      It was a little concerning how excited her cousin was by that prospect. “Hard pass.”

      Jen pouted. “C’mon! I need to be chaotic while I still bounce back from hangovers.”

      “You’re chaotic enough. Trust me.”

      “Rude!”

      Miki’s laugh caught in her throat as something shifted in the corner of her vision. Movement.

      Slow. Dragging.

      It was a girl.

      Though she looked more like a specter emerging from the winter mist. Standing barefoot on the slick asphalt, drenched from head to toe like she’d walked straight out of the Sound.

      While she wasn’t a transparent apparition, her skin was damn near translucent, the dim, eerie glow of a flickering streetlamp casting it in a sickly pallor.

      Long, dark hair hung in ropes over her shoulders, plastered her face. An oversized, grey hoodie with a busted zipper that had split up the bottom, slipped down to her elbow, exposing the drenched white tank top beneath. Baggy pajama pants, blue with white polka dots, scraped against the wet pavement with a squelching sound that punctuated each stagger and stumble.

      There was something wrong with the way she moved. Not clumsy. Not drunk. Not high. Just…wrong.

      She seemed impervious to the fact that she was drenched. Or the bite of winter in the air. Like she’d accidentally started sleepwalking.

      Except that shadows haunted her gaunt face.

      Her eyes were blank. Empty.

      But something behind them pushed forward.

      Miki’s Mark started to spark beneath the sleeve of her green utility jacket, even as goosebumps traced along her skin beneath its sherpa lining. At her side, Koda was on alert.

      Drawing closer, she realized the girl—no older than Miki—was talking to herself as she came to the intersection.

      “It’s time. I have to do it,” she mumbled in a sing-songy voice. “It’s time, it’s time, it’s time.”

      And that’s when Miki heard it—the deep rumble of a bus engine, getting closer.

      “It’s time…”

      The fast approach of headlights.

      “…for me to die.”

      She stepped off the curb.

      Into the path of the bus.

      Something in Miki snapped.

      Her body moved before her brain had time to scream. She flew down the sidewalk, barely registering her surroundings. Koda’s growl—Jen’s shout—the frantic, blaring horn from the bus—the girl’s repeated chant.

      Everything blurred—light, sound, motion, panic. One chaotic note held too long.

      But the image of that girl, her face turned up to the stars, arms spread wide, in total ecstasy—so twisted, so wrong—as the bus barreled down on her would be burned into Miki’s retinas for a long time.

      Lunging, Miki grabbed the girl’s arm, and pulled.

      The girl slammed into her. Wind hit like a fist—blind, deafening. The bus roared past with inches to spare.

      Before Miki could catch a breath, the girl let out a heart-wrenching, animalistic keen. “NOOOOOOOO!!!! You’ve ruined it!”

      She lunged for the street—Miki yanked her back again.

      A strangled shriek rent the air, frustration turning on Miki with a flurry of flailing limbs.

      One of which caught the side of her jaw.

      “What the fuck?” Miki grunted, adjusting her grip to catch both wrists.

      Because she was fighting a wildcat in soaked pajamas—and trying to stop her from hurling herself into traffic.

      “Don’t you understand?” she demanded, those blank eyes oddly manic. “I have to DIE!”

      Considering this chick was stark raving mad and waifish, she was also strong.

      Unnaturally strong.

      Son of a bitch. She was supernatural.

      The realization came a beat too late, giving the girl a chance to get her on a good, solid headbutt to the sternum, knocking the breath clean out of her.

      Mother. Fucker.

      She momentarily lost her hold on the girl, who once again beelined for the fucking intersection.

      Oh, hell no.

      Miki launched herself at the girl like a linebacker, trying to ram into her and force her to the ground. But she held her footing, refusing to be taken down.

      “I have to die! Don’t you understand?” she demanded, her voice jagged shards of misery.

      Nails dug into her cheek.

      Oh, no she didn’t.

      Miki snarled, trying once again to capture one of her wrists while keeping an arm around her waist like some kind of safety belt.

      “Obviously not,” she huffed. “Jen!”

      When silence met her call, Miki chanced a look over at her cousin. She was frozen, just a few feet away, Koda firmly blocking her path, keeping himself between her and the girl. Her sparkly pink phone was clutched between her mittens, and her eyes were wide. Like she couldn’t decide if this was a dream, or a nightmare.

      Shit.

      “JEN!”

      The urgency in Miki’s voice broke her stupor. Jen blinked rapidly. “Huh?”

      “Call 911!”

      She blinked once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      And then nodded, all cylinders starting to fire again, as she looked in her hand and realized, hey, she already had her phone. “Right. 911, got it!”

      The girl continued her fight for freedom. But Miki clung to her like a howler monkey. A sleeper hold would’ve worked—if the girl wasn’t soaked, slippery, and wailing like a banshee.

      A blow clipped Miki’s temple.

      Her Mark flared in response, its outline now visible through her jacket.

      “I’m no good—to them—anymore!”

      That one landed. Miki’s chest tightened. Who the hell was “them?”

      More struggle. “I—need to—end it!”

      As she said it, Miki saw it: a glow, faint but pulsing, beneath the other girl’s hair at the back of her neck.

      That wasn’t good.

      And neither was this fight.

      “Not—happening.”

      She stopped struggling against Miki, head lolling lazily until those vacant eyes locked with hers.

      “Let me go,” she whispered. Her panic softened into velvet—coaxing, quiet, threaded with the tempting promise of release.

      A Lull.

      The kind only a siren could do.

      Miki’s Mark didn’t just spark—it blazed. The Lull didn’t seduce her into letting go. It scraped against her mind and caught fire.

      Heat tore through her arms, searing through muscle, trying to burn the spell out of the air itself.

      Not good. Very not good.

      She gritted her teeth. Not now. Not here. If she let go—if she unleashed it—the girl would burn, too.

      And not just her.

      Jen.

      Dammit, she couldn’t let her cousin see—couldn’t let this world touch her.

      Straining, she fought the urge to come out of her own damn skin. Forced her arms to hold steady, even as her magic screamed to purge—to incinerate.

      Her shoulders shook with the effort. But she held on.

      Barely.

      Fuck, she was going to lose her!

      And then⁠—

      A hand locked around the girl’s other arm, grounding her with a force that wasn’t Miki’s.

      Miki snapped her head up, startled.

      He’d emerged from the shadows like a shade, letting the darkness obscure most of his identity. But from what she clocked on the fly, he was mid to late twenties. Dark, unruly hair. Broad shoulders that filled out his soaked black hoodie.

      And eyes that flickered like smoke over water in the pale glow of the streetlights.

      Their hands accidentally brushed as they both adjusted their hold on the girl.

      The wind around them picked up. Miki felt it before she saw it—the air shifting, like something elemental had just taken a breath.

      Her Mark hummed.

      A line of a tattoo that curled and dipped, just barely visible above the neckline of his shirt, glimmered.

      A pulse passed between them. Not heat, not light—but something strange and sharp. And also familiar.

      “I’ve got this arm. Take the other one and pull her weight left.” His voice was deep, smoky, like her favorite whiskey, his tone even and efficient.

      Miki gritted her teeth. “She’s stronger than she looks.”

      Those stormy eyes flicked her way, before darting back. “So are you.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      They shifted together, moving in sync like a choreographed fight sequence as the girl reared up and fought them at every turn.

      “Tilt her down—get her center off-balance.”

      Miki didn’t hesitate to follow instructions. And damn, if it didn’t work.

      Clearly not this guy’s first rodeo.

      Together, they managed to maneuver her to the ground. And even then, she still continued to fight, buck, and even crawl her way toward that road. Her legs swung out in wild kicks, but those at least were fairly easy to avoid, compared to her fucking claws.

      Still, Miki’s heart gave a sharp, throbby pang as she watched the girl resist their hold. They were helping her, trying to stop her from hurting herself, but holding her down just felt wrong.

      The stranger murmured in the girl’s ear, “It’s okay. You’re safe now. They can’t hurt you.”

      Miki’s internal radar went off, her Mark thrumming once more.

      Face down into the pavement, the girl dissolved into body-wracking sobs of utter devastation. “He’s going—to be—so disappointed—in—me.”

      He?

      Miki fought a sudden shiver that had nothing to do with the weather. Hackles raised, Koda loosed a low growl from where he stood with Jen.

      And she realized why a moment later. The girl’s hair had parted, streaming down the sides of her face to leave her neck and the tattoo there exposed.

      Except it wasn’t just a tattoo—it was a sigil. Familiar. Off.

      A suppression sigil—or what was left of one. The shape was unbalanced, like chunks were missing, and given the way it was flaring like a beacon and resembled a cracked windshield, it’d been corrupted.

      Her stomach churned, even as the Mark on her own wrist flared in warning, because she knew that kind of magic.

      And she hated it.

      Because it meant whoever put that sigil there didn’t just want control—they wanted to break her.

      From the way that girl, in tears and pinned down, was still trying to inch her way to that intersection? They’d clearly been successful.

      Miki shook her head from her crouched position next to the girl. It was just fucking wrong, and it made her want to punch something. Badly.

      Feeling heat on her, she looked up and met the stranger’s stormy gaze, the air between them going charged. Just as the wail of sirens pierced the still night air.

      His expression was wry, but those sharp eyes missed nothing. “You’ve got a steady grip for someone who just got in a catfight and was almost Siren Lulled.”

      Well, shit. No wonder her Mark had reacted.

      Also, she’d fucking called it.

      “Comes with the territory,” she replied, ducking her head, adjusting her hold on the siren.

      His lips quirked into a smile that actually left her a little stunned.

      Because…damn.

      “You’re not exactly average, are you?”

      “Neither are you,” she said pointedly.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, his eyes, half hidden in shadows, lingered a beat too long—like he almost said something…but chose silence instead.

      The mist of rain started to grow heavier, turning into a gentle patter, just as the ambulance appeared at the top of the street.

      Miki glanced toward Jen, who was still on the phone with 911, the ambulance coming toward them, and turned back to the stranger⁠—

      Only, he was gone.

      Red and white lights flooded the intersection, cutting through the worsening rain, flashing like a dying star.

      As the EMTs rushed in, Miki backed away, letting them take over. At this point, the girl was still faced down, sobbing, and completely oblivious to the rain as she muttered over and over, “I have to die, I have to die.”

      Koda padded over. Gave Miki’s right hand a gentle nudge.

      She looked down.

      Goddammit.

      The Mark was still visible, beaming through her fucking jacket like a warning flare.

      Shoving her hands into her pockets, she headed back to Jen. Her cousin stood on the sidewalk, transfixed by the flashing lights. A shadow flickered behind those cornflower blue eyes. Like something had nested there.

      The EMTs spoke in clipped voices. Someone asked Miki a question, but it didn’t land, didn’t penetrate her fog.

      All she could hear was that whiskey-smooth voice that burned:

      “So are you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NOONISH—FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 28TH

        

      

    

    
      Heat settled against her spine, flames tracing over her back, whisper light. A hand rested on her wrist, its weight comforting, grounding. Breath tickled the back of her neck, making her shiver, replaced by a gentle breeze skimming over that sensitive skin. That voice. Deep. Smoky. Familiar. She drank it in, relishing its warmth, the slight edge of burn.

      The curve of a hand locking onto the girl’s arm. A flash of tattoo, peeking out beneath a shirt. The way his breath hit the winter air before he spoke. The pulse between them that had charged the air as she’d locked eyes with him over the girl’s head. Except she wasn’t staring across at him. He was behind her, pressed at her back. Hands, strong, capable—unhurried.

      She could feel it, a fire that burned through her.

      Miki woke with a start, Koda baptizing her with frantic kisses. “What? What?” she repeated, softer when she noticed Jen still starfished in the bed next to her.

      Koda whined, nudging her right wrist with his cold nose.

      She raised it overhead.

      The Mark looked like an arrow—fine, a pretty arrow. Pale gold, clean lines, etched with weird little magic doodles. Circles, dots, floaty shapes that weren’t any kind of rune she’d ever seen before, but somehow still meant something.

      It wasn’t tattooed. It wasn’t designed. It just…was.

      Had been since she was twelve.

      There were moments the Mark wasn’t visible. When there was no shimmer, no flicker, no heat beneath her skin.

      But those days were becoming few and far between.

      The flares? Getting worse. And when it happened, every single one of those stupid dots pulsed like a constellation, coming in hot. Like the part of her she’d spent years trying to bury had a built-in-light switch—and it was constantly getting stuck in the “on” position.

      Almost in response, the arrow hummed, emitting a soft, golden glow.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      Koda whined again, snuggling into her.

      “It’s okay,” she murmured into his fur. “It was just a dream. Just a fucking dream.”

      The Mark mocked her, still tingling at her wrist.

      There were three kinds of magic: sigils you crafted, runes you learned, and the kind that lived under the skin and refused to stay hidden—like her Mark.

      Runes were one of the fragments of the original magical language, each one holding a core truth—the words of magic. A sigil was crafted from the layering of runes in certain geometric patterns—magic sentences, with grammar.

      What Miki had? It was something older. A truth etched onto her soul. The kind of magic you didn’t control—that revealed who you were, even when you didn’t want it to. It wasn’t applied like a rune, or built like a sigil.

      It had been born.

      A Soulmark.

      That’s what she’d once heard Sasha—Sasha Archer, the woman who birthed her—call it, shortly after it’d first appeared.

      When Miki had asked what it meant, Sasha had gone deathly pale, and immediately snapped, “Don’t ever call it that. Not ever.”

      After that, the regular litany of paranoia gospel had followed.

      It’s just a Mark.

      It’s dangerous, Miki.

      It’s unstable.

      It’s not safe to let people see it—or feel it.

      You need to hide it.

      Except now, it didn’t seem to want to hide.

      Exhaling through clenched teeth, she sat herself up, levered herself to her feet. Took stock of the aches and pains that lingered from her struggle with that girl. Looked at her cousin, who was still face down, snoring softly as she tried to be one with the bed. Considering how much Jen complained about Miki’s mattress being directly on the floor—“It’s so low! What if you have to pee in the middle of the night? Are you going to crawl to the damn bathroom?”—she sure didn’t have any problems drooling on one of Miki’s pillows.

      She needed to feed Koda, make coffee, and shower. Anything to make her feel normal.

      Speaking of…

      Her eyes landed on her beloved, rugged and scuffed Fujifilm X-T4 on her desk across the room from where the mattress was tucked, which was right next to the fire escape. Target acquired, she crept past the shabby blue sofa she’d gotten for a song at a flea market and was currently buried under mountains of mismatched blankets, and the dog bed that Koda never used. Because the queen-sized mattress she’d stubbornly insisted on for this space was clearly his.

      And he just let her sleep on it.

      She powered up her camera, nimbly navigated over Koda’s chew toys and discarded shoes. Creeping up on Jen, she zoomed in, and thanked Seattle for the excellent, moody lighting streaming into her studio.

      And pressed the button.

      Click.

      The image of Jen, a puddle of her own drool soaked into the pillowcase, mouth wide open, and an honest to God spit bubble on her bottom lip, filled the preview screen.

      Miki grinned. “Portrait of a Drooler.”

      Koda gave her a low harrumph. Seriously?

      “What?” she said defensively, powering off the camera.

      Note to self: upload the memory card to her laptop later—and turn that photo into a Christmas card for Jen.

      The Great Pyr slapped a paw down on the mattress, grumbling in protest. Food!

      Sighing, she replaced the X-T4 on her desk, in the corner absent of any papers, pens, highlighters, and photos she hadn’t framed yet. “Okay, okay, your highness. I’ll feed you.”

      With a happy yip, Koda bounded off the bed with grace that belied his size, and followed her the few short steps into her tiny kitchenette.

      She was scooping his kibble into his massive food dish—which Tyler had once mistaken for a salad bowl, and proceeded to use, much to his eternal regret and everyone else’s endless laughter—when a thought registered in her sleep-deprived brain. “Wait, you didn’t need me to take you out, did you?”

      Koda gave her a pitying look that clearly said, “Oh my sweet, summer child. Did you forget who you’re talking to?”

      Which was the dog who came and went as he pleased. Even during the four years they’d lived out of shitty motels.

      If he needed out, he’d just take himself.

      She knew that.

      But in the past few weeks, Koda had been waking her to come outside with him, and she hadn’t minded, since she’d been flaring more frequently lately and the cool, morning fresh air had felt nice…Wait.

      Had her dog…been taking her…for walks?

      Holy shit.

      He’d been walking her.

      And she’d only just realized it.

      Koda gave a low, affirmative woof, looking doubly pleased with himself.

      She fixed him with a dirty look as she set the dish in front of him. Because the dog was apparently Teflon, he promptly ignored it, mowing down his breakfast with gusto.

      “So what, you can not only take yourself outside, but also apparently walk me—and yet you can’t make your own breakfast?” she challenged.

      He grinned up at her, smug little shit. Barked. Could—but that’s what you’re for.

      God. Not only was she arguing with her dog—she was losing.

      Miki needed coffee. Stat.

      Before she could pull out her beloved, slightly chipped French Press—Uncle Pat’s housewarming gift from when she’d moved into her studio two years prior—and start brewing the magic potion that would bring her back to life, her phone let out a whiskey-glass clink, clink.

      It was the text tone for her dad. Classy, like the man himself. And a quiet warning: pay attention.

      Why? Because the man barely texted. If he was actually taking the time to text and not call? Something was up.

      Soul weeping in protest, she walked away from the French Press toward the little table separating the living room from the kitchen, where her phone was currently charging, and swiped it open.

      ‎

      DAD: Downstairs with Bà Liên, having lunch. Come down when you’re awake

      ‎

      Wait, he was downstairs?

      Shit. She wanted coffee, and she wanted to shower. But she didn’t want to make him wait any longer than needed. Otherwise, if Jen woke up and opted to join her, they’d lose their window to talk freely.

      woke up and opted to join her, they’d lose their window to talk freely.

      ‎

      MIKI: please tell me you have coffee

      DAD: [picture of a to-go mug]

      DAD: Dark roast and black. Got your name on it, kid

      ‎

      If her body hadn’t still been a little sore, she would’ve gotten down on her knees and wept in gratitude.

      ‎

      MIKI: just need to shower—gimme 15..ish…heavy on the ish

      DAD: I’ll be here

      ‎

      Giving her French Press a mournful look, she shuffled into the bathroom. And took a good look at the damage she’d picked up as souvenirs from her stint as a Good Samaritan.

      A bruise on her jaw, one at her temple—both already turning gross, sickly shades of green and yellow. Not a good look against her fair skin.

      A few scratches on her cheeks, shallow, scabbed, and likely to be gone by tomorrow.

      Miki sighed.

      Her dad was going to have definite feelings about this. Hell, she had feelings about it. But it wouldn’t be the first time she’d met him injured or covered in bruises, and at this rate, it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      Ugh. That was just depressing.

      Twisting her hair up into a clip, she pulled off her PJs and jumped in the shower, rinsing away the grime and wrongness from earlier. The heat from the water kneaded the achy muscles in her arms and shoulders, and by the time she emerged from the bathroom, she felt less like a reanimated corpse.

      Clad in a towel, she tiptoed to her closet, quietly pulling on clothes while Jen continued to sleep.

      “Stay with her?” Miki asked, bending to give Koda ear scratches.

      Koda gave a low whuff. Of course.

      She smiled. “I’ll bring you something back.”

      That earned a happy tail wag.

      After leaving a sticky note for Jen—right next to the drool puddle—Miki finally left the studio and descended into the restaurant below.

      When she’d been twenty and looking to move out of her dad’s apartment, one of the first things that drew her to this place was the amazing smells coming out of the kitchen of Pho Hoa Sen—or, “The Lotus,” as all the locals had dubbed it. The smell of grilled pork and the savory scents of phở drifting on the air had been enough to dig its hooks into her. The second thing was that Bà Liên, her landlord’s elderly mother-in-law, had taken one look at Koda and declared, “The studio is yours.”

      Most people would generally balk at allowing a renter to have a 140-pound dog. But not Bà Liên. She spoke to Koda the way Miki did—except with less sarcasm and sass. But with respect. Miki didn’t know how, and nor did she want to ask, but for some reason, the older woman had understood what Koda meant to her.

      Whenever her dad dropped off groceries that didn’t include pizza pops, Mai—Bà Liên’s daughter and the heart, soul, and culinary wizard of The Lotus—and her husband Anh—her official landlord—always snuck in a few extra to-go containers, and even more vegetables. Because everyone was apparently concerned Miki was going to develop scurvy.

      At first, she’d been uncomfortable accepting the food from her landlords, until their teenage son, Tuan, had mentioned to her on the sly that in Vietnamese households, love often came in the form of food.

      And Miki had come to accept that she was practically drowning in it.

      She didn’t hold a candle to Mai, Anh, or even Tuan in the kitchen—and she left Bà Liên out of the ranking entirely, because she wasn’t a cook, she was a freaking force of nature—but she wasn’t a terrible baker.

      On the rare days she didn’t burn things.

      Which was why, once a month, she attempted to bake a batch of cookies for the Liên-Nguyen family—without setting off the smoke detector. And when she wound up with hockey pucks instead, Miki stopped by a nearby bakery she knew they loved and brought them something better.

      They never teased her for her failures—just smiled, accepted the treat, and handed her a cup of Bà Liên’s tea.

      Given the time, The Lotus was fairly busy with the lunch crowd, but sure enough, at her favorite table in the back sat Bà Liên and her dad. He was already halfway through a grilled pork vermicelli bowl with enthusiasm, while the older woman sipped what was undoubtedly her personal blend of jasmine tea, wooden prayer beads rotating steadily in her other hand.

      They made such an unlikely pair. Her dad—with his powerful frame, trademark Prescott sandy waves that needed a trim, beard, his no-nonsense, inscrutable forest green eyes, yet another red flannel shirt and jeans combo, and the scar slicing through his right brow and across his temple—looked like he’d just come down from the mountains after burying a body.

      In contrast, Bà Liên was all elegance—ethereal, delicate, birdlike grace, and petite, just under five feet. Her long, silver-grey hair was neatly pulled back into a chignon at her neck. She wore what Miki had once heard Tuan jokingly call a “Grandma shirt,” a traditional, long-sleeved button-down, mossy green silk shirt with a scooped neck, that split at the waist sides, forming two flaps, and slate grey silken pants. Her skin was weathered, but luminous, and held a lifetime of stories in its lines. And her eyes were sharp—liquid brown with flickers of memory that missed nothing and knew more than they’d ever tell.

      Grinning, Miki strode toward the table. “Hi, Bà. Hi, Dad.”

      Both turned to look at her—and the air around them went charged.

      Yeesh. Her bruises weren’t that bad.

      Jack clenched his jaw, laying down his chopsticks. “See what I mean, Bà Liên?”

      The older woman nodded solemnly, and when she spoke, her words were measured and whisper-soft, like incense smoke curling through lattice. “Misleading text messages, indeed.”

      Ooooo, she knew that one was going to come back to bite her in the ass.

      Miki might’ve been almost twenty-three, perfectly capable of defending herself, and also armed with a polar-bear disguised as a dog, but whenever she left The Lantern after a closing shift, her dad had just one request: text him when she got home.

      Considering it’d been almost four by the time they got home after dealing with the paramedics and the police, she’d most definitely forgotten. It hadn’t registered until she’d been plugging in her phone, and the telltale clink, clink had gone off.

      ‎

      DAD: You make it home all right?

      ‎

      After the initial oh, shit, Miki had quickly responded.

      ‎

      MIKI: mostly. everyone’s fine and nobody died—i might be skipping arm day tomorrow, though. going to bed. night!

      ‎

      Hmmm. Maybe trying to brush it off hadn’t been a great idea…

      But it wasn’t that big of a deal.

      Right?

      “Everyone was fine,” she said defensively.

      Bà Liên stood up, the air around them going still. She slowly approached Miki, gently cupped her cheeks, inspecting her injuries.

      “Sit, drink your coffee—” she nodded to the to-go cup that was sitting on the table near Jack—“and then I will get you some of my tea.” Her voice gentled further. “He is worried about you, Phượng Nhỏ. A parent’s worry never truly goes away, no matter how old their child becomes.”

      It should’ve felt warm. It did feel warm. But it also hurt a little, because Sasha had never said anything like that. Not once.

      No. Not going there.

      Not when a woman she considered her adopted Vietnamese grandmother was cradling her face like she was something delicate to be protected. To be treasured.

      And was calling her Phượng Nhỏ. Little Phoenix.

      Which meant Miki had to shove the burn in her chest straight into the Pit of Despair. That deep, echoey cavern where she booted anything too big to deal with—until the Pit bubbled over and forced her to.

      “He wants to protect your flame, not smother it,” Bà Liên continued softly, so only she could hear. “That is a beautiful gift, Phượng Nhỏ.”

      “I know, Bà,” Miki replied, her voice just as low.

      And she did. Even if she occasionally needed a reminder because she was sleep deprived, caffeine deprived, and just bone tired and weary.

      With a wise, knowing smile, she released Miki. “Tea,” she announced again. “My Lotus Flame blend, I think. Sit. Talk.” And then she glided into the kitchen on her soft cloth, olive house slippers.

      Miki slipped into the chair next to her dad. Without asking, Jack passed her the to-go cup.

      “Thank you, baby Jesus,” she breathed, taking her first fortified gulp.

      Jack smirked, shaking his head. “You and your coffee.”

      She took another long sip. Let it settle behind her ribs like armor. The kind that almost made her forget the bruise blooming on her jaw.

      But not quite.

      Definitely her favorite life-affirming potion.

      “This isn’t coffee. It’s ambrosia of the gods.” She nodded her head at his vermicelli bowl. “And how did you manage to con your way into lunch?”

      “When she asked me if I’d eaten yet, I told her I was going to grab something later. The next thing I knew, I was being led here and Mai was bringing me out food.”

      Miki snorted. “You make it sound like it was done under threat of torture.”

      “Hey, despite her age and size, Bà Liên is stronger than she looks.”

      Unbidden, the words echoed through her mind. A smooth caress that left flames in its wake.

      And so are you.

      Heat bloomed in her cheeks, which Miki was stubbornly attributing to the hot coffee hitting her system.

      Good thing Koda was still chilling with Jen, so he couldn’t call her on that bullshit.

      She cleared her throat, keeping Bà Liên’s words in mind. “I didn’t mean to worry you, Dad. Jen’s fine. Hell, she’s still upstairs, snoring. And bruises and scratches aside, I’m fine.”

      “And that girl who tried to kill herself—she was fine too?”

      Miki froze. “How⁠—?”

      “It was on the news this morning,” Jack said, his voice low, blunt.

      Well, shit.

      Also…

      “Why were you watching the morning news? You worked the late, too.”

      “Trouble sleeping,” he said. Flat.

      Ouch. She knew her dad didn’t mean to twist the blade of parental guilt deeper—not his style—but she felt it all the same.

      “I legitimately forgot to text you. It…it was a lot. And I shouldn’t have brushed it off—brushed you off.” She knew better. They’d been through too much to downplay any danger, threat, or injury at this stage in the game, exhausted or not. “I’m sorry.”

      He gave her shoulder a squeeze, and then let her go. That was it. Apology accepted. Let’s move on.

      And what they moved onto wasn’t anything fun to talk about, either.

      Forest green gaze locked on her, Jack said, “The report mentioned witnesses saying the girl was hallucinating.”

      “She was.” Miki slumped in her seat. “Or she must’ve been, because the shit she was rambling was…dark. Twisted. And just sad.” Her voice lowered. “She also had a suppression sigil on her neck.”

      Jack hissed out a breath. “Actually?”

      She nodded, swigging more coffee. “Except it looked cracked.”

      “Mortal?”

      “No, supernatural. And strong,” she added, rubbing one of her biceps at the memory.

      He paused. Gave her a measured look. “When you saved her…did you flare again?”

      Dammit. Of course he’d read between the lines of what she was saying.

      Her first instinct was to lie outright. Not because she didn’t love her dad or trust him, but because she did. Miki didn’t want him to worry about her. And admitting she’d flared, again, last night—not even including this morning—meant admitting she wasn’t fully under control.

      And that would worry him.

      Hell, it worried her. The flares were getting worse, and they both knew it.

      And if she’d let loose last night and someone had seen? If someone had been hurt? If her magic had been detected?

      There was no doubt in her mind she would’ve woken to the long arm of the motherfucking Council pounding down her door.

      Instead, she lowered her gaze, focusing on the deep indigo of the tablecloth. “Maybe.” Feeling her dad’s stare on her, Miki blew out a breath. “A little.”

      Which essentially gave Jack that worrisome answer anyways.

      “Did anyone catch it?” he asked softly.

      Jen? Definitely not. Well. kind of.

      Mortals couldn’t see runes or sigils unless they’d been tagged or trained to do so. Her Mark? A different story. If it got bright enough, yeah, it’d blind her cousin. But Jen had been pretty out of it, so Miki was mostly sure she hadn’t seen its light show.

      The girl? She’d been out of her mind and too focused on trying to play in traffic, so Miki was going with no.

      The hot stranger who’d appeared and disappeared without a warning?

      “Don’t know,” she admitted.

      Jack reclined in his seat, mulling something over for a few moments before he spoke. “Do you remember my contact, Isabel Cordero?”

      “The babe with the thigh sheaths? Yeah, of course.”

      Her dad winced, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Please don’t call her that.”

      She’d once heard Isabel refer to Jack as a DILF to a fellow bar patron two years ago. Because she could never unhear that and in a weird way somehow considered it Jack’s fault—not to mention that she perversely enjoyed seeing someone so unflappable have their feathers ruffled—Miki teased him about Isabel every chance she got. It didn’t help matters that Isabel was a babe who could probably assassinate someone with a bobby pin and a stick of gum—and probably had.

      Clearly her dad had a type.

      Whoa! Nope. Big red X on that train of thought. Abort. Immediately.

      Maybe she was in worse shape than she thought if Sasha was popping up in her thoughts twice within the ten minutes, making for a total of three times this morning.

      No. She just needed more coffee, that was all.

      With a dash of denial.

      “Fine, fine.” Miki took another gulp of magical java. “So what’d she hear?”

      Jack cleared his throat. “She said there’s a heat in the city—quiet spikes, scrambled sigils, flare reports vanishing off the ArcNet. Like someone’s sweeping the system clean before anything surfaces. I checked with some of my other contacts, and they’re all saying similar things.”

      Unease settled at the base of Miki’s spine. Because the ArcNet—Arcane Network—was the Council’s all-seeing magical grid.

      And if flare reports were disappearing off it? Yeah…not good.

      “Meaning?”

      “They’re watching more closely now,” he said quietly. “Picking up magical signatures, tracing spikes in power. Like they’re looking for someone to make noise.”

      His pointed look said it all.

      Her magic was starting to make noise.

      “Seattle’s burning underground, kid. And I don’t mean the weather.” Jack picked up his chopsticks—jabbed them her way. “The Council doesn’t like magic it can’t control. Your Mark? It’s everything they hate—everything they fear.”

      “I know, Dad.” It’d been basically ingrained in her since she was twelve.

      “They’re not just Branding people into submission anymore,” he pressed, his voice low. “They’re starting to make them disappear. Erasing them quietly. Becoming nothing more than ghosts even their loved ones aren’t sure were ever real.” Jack’s green eyes were somber. “You need to be careful. Now more than ever.”

      “I’m always careful,” she said with a confidence she didn’t feel. “I’ll be fine.”

      Except she hadn’t been careful when she’d rushed in last night, had she?

      Thankfully, Bà Liên returned before her dad could call her on it. Miki did her best to lean into the conversation and act normal, but she was acutely aware that the hand holding her teacup was slightly unsteady, the grip just a bit too tight, twitching one of her legs too much, and rubbing her wrist—thankfully bare of all glimmer—every so often—the echo of the girl’s scream in her bones.

      Because if Seattle was truly burning underground, soon there wouldn’t be anywhere left for her to hide.
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      When Jack had first floated the idea of Seattle, he’d warned her: It’s grey. Gloomy.

      Like that was a bad thing.

      Personally, Miki liked cities with bad reputations. And Seattle? It wore its mood like armor. Overcast skies. Fog curling off the Sound. Air thick with rain and regret.

      Some people said weather like this got into your bones.

      Miki kind of hoped it would.

      She pulled her hood lower and adjusted the grip on her Fujifilm X-T4, panning along the horizon until she found her target—a solitary bird slicing through the mist above the park.

      Click.

      She pressed the shutter, the sound sharp and clean. The mechanical shutter was one of her favorite things about the X-T4—the tactile click felt like honesty. Digital screens were fine, but the viewfinder? That was truth.

      The clouds softened the light, wrapped the world in ash and silver. No harsh shadows. No blown-out faces. Just soft contrast, pure tones, and cinematic clarity. The kind of light that didn’t lie.

      She lowered the camera and checked the shot.

      Koda’s head landed on her shoulder with a soft whump, his leash trailing like a suggestion.

      “What do you think?” she murmured, tilting the preview screen toward him.

      Koda blinked. Then gave a single approving woof.

      She smiled. “Thought so.”

      Rising from her crouch, she winced as sore muscles pulled tight across her back. Her whole body felt like a haunted house—cold spots, creaky joints, and something lingering in the corners. But the pain was fading faster than it should’ve. Which was its own kind of alarming.

      Koda waited, tail sweeping patiently, like he knew this was less about walking and more about watching, blending in.

      Because anyone watching would just see a girl with a camera and a big dog. Not someone who was trying to burn through the sidewalk.

      They started walking again, the leash loosely coiled in her hand—more for show than anything. He didn’t need it.

      But sometimes, she did.

      The clouds hung low, turning the park into a vignette. Miki let herself drift—snapping shots of wet leaves, empty benches, the way mist kissed the branches like a lover who couldn’t stay.

      A pair of thundering eyes flashed into her mind, making her groan.

      Son of a bitch.

      There they were again.

      Stormy eyes, steady hands, voice like a lit match.

      Why the hell was he living in her head rent-free?

      Not to mention in her dreams. It was still a little unnerving how real that fire had felt. And not even in the totally-had-a-sex-dream-so-clearly-I-need-to-get-laid kind of way.

      Though…she probably did. It’d been about eight months since her friends with bennies situation with Jake.

      Still.

      So not the point.

      Koda snorted. Yeah, he’d definitely picked up on where her mind had wandered.

      “It’s not like that,” she protested.

      His tail wagged saucily. Sure, sure.

      Miki huffed out a breath, which misted instantly in the winter air, and deliberately turned her back on her smirking dog.

      She continued to frame shots, the clicks soothing. Satisfying. Even as her cluttered brain kept spinning in circles she wasn’t ready to unravel.

      The sigil on that girl’s neck. The way it’d glinted in the soft glow from the streetlamp. How it’d almost been painful to look at.

      Click.

      “Seattle’s burning underground.”

      Click.

      Soon she wouldn’t be able to hide at all.

      Click.

      Jen.

      Click.

      She’d left The Lotus a few hours ago, Jack’s warning echoing in her ribs, Bà Liên’s tea warming her from the inside out, and had headed back upstairs to find Jen still sleeping. So she’d done what any self-respecting oldest cousin would: she’d steamrolled her.

      Jen had come awake with a startled laugh, dissolving into giggles—the kind that faded fast, chased away by the sleep still heavy in her eyes. She’d been quiet, withdrawn. When Miki had offered to walk her back, or even drive, Jen had declined.

      “I just need some space right now.”

      And she wanted to respect her cousin’s need for space. Really, she did. But she couldn’t help but worry. Jen didn’t even know about the supernatural element to what she’d seen, but watching someone fight so hard to kill themselves was a trauma all on its own.

      Miki lowered her camera. Looked at Koda. “It’s not overbearing if I text her, right? Just to make sure she’s okay.”

      Koda merely stepped forward and booped the pocket carrying her phone.

      “Okay.” Inhaling, she straightened her shoulders. Because she was an adult, dammit. “Okay.”

      She dug out the device and pulled up their shared text thread, which Jen had changed the name of.

      Again.

      Two days ago, it’d been “Cousin Crimes + Snacks.”

      Now, it was “Emergency Goblin Line.”

      Because of course it was.

      Shaking her head, she tapped her screen.

      ‎

      MIKI: you still breathing? because koda says you owe him cuddles and he’s demanding you pay up. also, you need to wash my pillowcase—it’s been anointed with your drool [image: drooling face]

      ‎

      The three bouncing dots appeared…then disappeared. Then they appeared again.

      ‎

      JEN: i’m okay. actually…want to come by before your shift? i’ve got some tea…[image: teapot][image: shushing face]

      ‎

      Miki’s eyebrows rose. Since when did Jen not defend herself when someone accused her of drooling?

      And tea?

      How in the fresh hell did that girl have something more gossip worthy than witnessing a suicide attempt three hours after Miki last saw her?

      What the hell had happened?

      It couldn’t have been bad, if she said she was fine. But it still didn’t feel…right.

      ‎

      MIKI: i’m out walking koda—we’ll head right over

      JEN: [image: thumbs up]
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      The side door to the stairs that led to the upstairs apartments was tucked between the Lantern and the alley. It was marked with a worn “PRIVATE—RESIDENTS ONLY” sign and a keypad so old, she was half-convinced it required regular sacrificial offerings to work properly.

      Miki keyed in the code, and the lock clicked. Koda nudged the door open with his nose, the world’s fluffiest battering ram—an expert at this by now.

      Inside, the stairwell smelled like old wood, dusty air, and whatever Tyler had been microwaving at 3AM last night.

      Home, basically.

      She’d only lived in the third-floor apartment with her dad for two years, but it’d been the longest stretch she’d had of resting her head in the same place—until she’d moved into the studio.

      Living above her cousins had been chaotic, sure.

      But it was the good kind, with Nerf battles in the hallways and late-night pancake runs to IHOP.

      She’d liked being able to wander down to her uncle’s apartment and let herself—and Koda—in. Spend hours watching movies, mooching some of Uncle Pat’s baking, kicking Tyler’s ass at poker—he was terrible at bluffing—or coming over for takeout. Again.

      And her cousins had felt equally comfortable finding their way upstairs—Jen, to borrow clothes and ask for advice about dealing with boys and bitchy girls. Tyler? Usually stormed in, demanding retribution for whatever article of clothing Koda had stolen.

      Miki had a key to Uncle Pat’s apartment—but it looked like the door was ajar. Either Tyler had forgotten how to use doors again—it’d happened more than once—or it was done for her.

      So she walked in without knocking.

      Because that’s what they did.

      It smelled like tea, Mexican food—namely that of the takeout variety—and had that warm, lived-in mayhem she missed. The lights were low, and Brooklyn Nine-Nine was playing on the TV in the living room for what had to be the hundredth time. A sure sign that Jen was feeling anxious—it was her favorite go-to repeat watch when she needed steady.

      Though, when Miki’s eyes landed on her, her first thought was that Jen didn’t look on edge.

      She was curled up on the couch, legs tucked under her, snuggled beneath a comfy purple throw blanket, with a huge, steaming mug of tea between her hands.

      Hearing Miki enter, Jen turned her head, flashing a bright smile. “Hey! You came!”

      Miki jolted back a step. Because Jen sounded…upbeat. Maybe a little too upbeat.

      With discerning eyes, she gave her cousin a once-over. Jen was dressed in another pair of yoga pants, a pink crewcut sweatshirt, and fuchsia fuzzy socks. She was fresh-faced and dewy, makeup-free, and looked decently rested, considering the late hour they’d finally crashed. Her hair was damp, woven into a loose braid that made her look younger than eighteen.

      She was fine. Totally fine.

      Except something about it felt practiced. Rehearsed.

      Miki’s stomach twisted.

      “Well, yeah.”

      She carefully dropped her bag on the bench near the door, kicking off her rain-clogged, muddy combat boots, making her way over to flop down on the cushion next to her cousin. Koda hefted himself up on Uncle Pat’s easy chair, claiming it as his own as he curled into a furry mountain of snow, head propped on the armrest.

      “You can’t just dangle a tease like that and not expect me to be curious. So…” Miki leaned forward, expectantly. “What’s the story?”

      Jen giggled, blushing behind her mug before calming enough to take a dainty sip. “Just…something good. For once.”

      The “for once” had her teeth set on edge, but she didn’t say shit about it. Deflection was her middle name—okay, so it was actually Grace, which was a whole other level of karmic irony, but either way, she understood the need to guard and take the deliberate route down Denial Lane. Not to mention, she’d be the biggest fucking hypocrite if she expected Jen to spill her entire heart and soul, given the massive skeletons buried in her closet.

      And the secret she hid on her wrist.

      The Mark started to warm.

      For the love of God. Shut up, magic.

      Either way, while she wanted to believe Jen when she said she was fine, the note of the word didn’t ring true to her ears.

      So there was little Miki could do—except play along.

      “Like?” she asked, stretching the syllable out, tucking her feet under her. “Don’t leave me hanging!”

      “So…I met someone,” Jen finally blurted, a soft, dreamy smile tugging at her lips. A blush bloomed in her cheeks.

      Miki arched a brow. “Okay, someone as in…?”

      “A cute guy.” Her cheeks burned deeper. Aww, she was so flustered! It was adorable and hilarious at the same time. “His name’s Jarrett.”

      “Okay, okay. So, where’d you meet him, exactly?” She gently nudged her cousin. “Details, lady, details!”

      Jen bit her lower lip. “At the used bookstore downtown. I went there to get lost in books for a while. I…uhhh…”—her entire face went scarlet as she cleared her throat—“accidentally bumped into him…and he ended up tripping and falling into a display.”

      The jaw drop on that one was earned. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

      “I wish I were—it was mortifying! But we started talking banned books while cleaning up, and boom—instant connection.”

      Oh, good God. “What, are you trying to dethrone Tyler as the reigning king of awkward flirting?”

      “Don’t even! Dude, I’m still cringing. And PS—Tyler can NEVER KNOW. Otherwise, I’ll never live this down.”

      That earned a snort. “Yeah, because only you would pick up a guy by literally knocking him off his feet in the controversial literature section.”

      A laugh bubbled out of Jen. Real. Genuine. Light.

      And Miki let it sit. Didn’t press.

      Because this wasn’t about the guy.

      It was about whatever Jen wasn’t saying.

      And if this made her feel warm, safe…normal—Miki would let it be.

      For now.

      Jen leaned into Miki, head resting against her shoulder, almost like she’d sensed the calm that followed—her mind going still, smooth as a glass lake.

      BANG.

      Which was promptly shattered when the apartment door burst open like it was trying to prove a point.

      “—I did not-AHHHH!”

      And that point was punctuated by a loud thud, a startled yelp, and a tangled flail of limbs as a very tall someone strolled in and promptly tripped over the rain-clogged, muddy combat boots someone had left by the door.

      Someone being her.

      Oops.

      His arms pinwheeled, but this guy was going down—and he did it with gusto. As he toppled, his half-open backpack bounced open, launching a controller and two packs of open gummy worms directly at his own head.

      He groaned in misery.

      Miki stared. “That’s a bold strategy, Cotton.”

      Koda yawned, clearly unimpressed. Then again, he’d been forced to live with her quoting Dodgeball during training for the past three years, since Tyler and Jen had made her watch it, and still didn’t appreciate the humor.

      From the pained noise this dude was emitting, he clearly shared her dog’s sentiments.

      “Would it be too much to hope neither of you saw that, or are at least willing to pretend you never saw that?”

      Miki and Jen looked at each other before answering in unison, “Yes.”

      From the recliner, Koda gave a chuff. Yeah, no chance in hell.

      Tyler walked in a beat later, took one look at the guy sprawled on the floor, candy clinging to his hoodie. “What, did the gummy worms launch a last-ditch offensive or something?”

      His groan got louder.

      Miki gave Tyler a mock salute as Jen snickered. “Tactical casualty, confirmed.”

      “I hate today,” the guy mumbled into the hardwood floor.

      “It’s okay, buddy.” Tyler helped him to his feet. “I’m sure you fought bravely.” He glanced over, zeroing in on Miki’s bruises. “What happened to your face?”

      “It saw you,” she deadpanned.

      “Get bent.” He spotted Jen settled next to her on the couch, and instantly read the mood that’d been interrupted. “Awww, were you two having a feelings talk? Should we leave and let you braid each other’s hair?”

      Jen, sipping her tea, flipped him off without a second thought. “You’re such a dumbass.”

      Tyler clutched his heart in mock hurt. “I’m wounded.”

      “If it’s your massive ego, I’m sure you’ll survive,” Jen replied scathingly.

      As the two of them bickered back and forth, Miki studied Tyler’s friend—who the dummy still hadn’t introduced, not that it was surprising. He was already knee-deep in his favorite hobby: arguing with Jen.

      First impressions?

      He was cute. An inch taller than Tyler at around six feet even, with a solid build that somehow managed to look huggable. And was in constant motion. One hand absently toyed with the string of his Zelda hoodie, while the other tapped a rapid rhythm against the leg of his dark grey joggers, casually shifting his weight from foot to foot. Warm, golden-brown curls were trying desperately to escape his backwards cap, like even his hair hadn’t gotten the memo to sit still.

      And yet…there was something off.

      It was faint, but it was there. Her Mark didn’t itch—not yet—but she knew Koda clocked it too. His ears twitched, nostrils flaring faintly as he gave the guy a second sniff. Not a warning growl—but not a tail wag, either.

      That’s when the disconnect hit her—watching him cross the room to pick up and inspect his controller-turned-projectile. All evidence to the contrary, he moved with a precision and balance she’d only ever seen in fellow predators.

      Fellow supernaturals.

      Well, shit.

      As if sensing her gaze on him, he turned, smiled awkwardly. His fair, sun-dusted cheeks were pink. “Hi. I’m Zach. I swear I usually walk better than that.”

      Miki’s face gave nothing away. “So that was your good walking?”

      The tops of his ears went red, his honeyed brown eyes adorably flustered as Tyler caught her quip and started cackling while Jen tried not to choke on her tea.

      Seriously, why did it feel like she was kicking a puppy?

      Taking pity on the guy, she relented. “I’m Miki, Tyler’s much cooler cousin.”

      “And I’m Jen, his⁠—”

      “Eternal pain in the ass,” Tyler called out, striding into the kitchen.

      Jen squawked, following him across the apartment. “Rude!”

      Zach grinned, revealing two dimples that came out like exclamation points. And Miki couldn’t even be mad about the cuteness-overload they inspired. “Yeah, Tyler’s mentioned you guys a bunch. But even if he hadn’t, I probably would’ve guessed you’re family.”

      “Because we look related?”

      Yeah, those Prescott genes were strong. The same sandy waves, jawlines that were soft, stubborn, and impossible to argue with, and a sprinkling of freckles across the bridges of all of their noses and cheeks, along with fair skin that needed to come with a warning label that read, “The Prescott kids burn first.”

      There were obvious differences, of course.

      Tyler, the little shit, was the tallest of the three of them, coming in an inch shy of six feet, sharing Uncle Pat’s lanky build. And while he wasn’t taller than his dad, and definitely not Jack, Tyler lorded his height over Miki and Jen every moment he could.

      He and Jen shared the same blue eyes, one of the few good things that hag had given them, whereas Miki’s were the combination of that forest green, melded with a grey that could read soft mist, or mother of all storms—depending on her mood.

      And all three of them had different noses.

      Miki’s was straight, elegant, and a little proud; coupled with her high cheekbones, and full lips, she knew it only added to her intensity.

      Tyler’s was a little bigger than hers, straight, with a soft bump—the result of getting hit in the face with a softball in the eleventh grade. It was a nose that gave him away—all too easy to wrinkle when he was lying, and just crooked enough to match his energy and whacked sense of humor.

      Whereas Jen’s nose was small, straight and slightly upturned, adding to that girl-next-door image.

      But even with all those differences, put the three of them in a room with Jack and Pat? It became very clear they were family.

      “Yeah, but you don’t just look related. You act related,” Zach explained, gesturing to Jen and Tyler, who were now in the kitchen, arguing about eating the last leftover churro in the fridge.

      This was also very true.

      And it was part of the reason why Miki often got confused for their older sister.

      Which she blamed on Tyler insisting that he needed to act like the younger brother she’d never wanted.

      Like the time he’d embarrassed her in front of a hot guy at The Lantern Miki’d been flirting with. That was back when she was nineteen and still waitressing, and she’d been working on that guy for weeks. Not an easy feat, considering Jack’s looming “I will end you if you mess with my daughter” vibe from behind the bar.

      Just when she’d thought her efforts had paid off, seventeen-year-old Tyler had walked past, paused, and then commented, “Damn, I see why you called him ‘Forearms McHandsy’ in your notes app.” Then he winked, chirped, “Play safe, kids,” and strode off like he hadn’t just casually committed arson.

      But she’d gotten him back in the end—glitter bomb water balloon attack.

      Enough said.

      Miki shrugged. “Sarcasm is how we hug.”

      “C’mon, Jen!” Tyler protested, literally trying to shove his sister out of the way of the open fridge door. “You haven’t been dealing with the Antichrist during office hours! This is the one thing I’ve been looking forward to all day!”

      Oh, good God. “Are you still bitching about your psych prof?” she called into the kitchen.

      Tyler jabbed a finger at Miki. “That woman is EVIL.”

      All three Prescotts were currently enrolled at Rainer Valley Community College, where her cousin had been waged in a semester’s long feud with his Psych 101 professor—though she was pretty sure it was one-sided.

      As in, all in his head.

      Which was pure Tyler. The guy had an IQ of 141, ADHD, and a dramatic streak a mile wide—he could bonk into a door frame and insist the door had it out for him.

      Not all of Tyler’s drama was unfounded. But his current imagined beef with his prof? In all honesty, she considered it his penance for picking a class because a friend told him it’d be easy and the prof was hot—“a total MILF.”

      Maybe next time he wouldn’t use his dick when registering for classes.

      But she’d long accepted that Tyler had sold his soul to chaos. Which was why he insisted on making most of his life choices with vibes and hormones.

      She slid her eyes to Zach, who was watching this unfold with undisguised intrigue. “You’re not in his psych class, are you?”

      “Hm? Oh, God no. I’m a graphic design major—also at RVCC,” Zach said. “But he’s told me all about his, uh…issues with his prof.”

      “Not issues! Mind games! Mind. GAMES.”

      Jen rolled her eyes. “Dude, get over yourself. And we’ve had a way more hellacious night that is worthy of this churro.” She glanced at Miki. “I’ll split it with you if you help me jump Tyler.”

      “No! No, no, no!” Tyler brought his arms up like a cross between a referee and an umpire. Unsurprising he confused the two, considering he hated sports. Mostly baseball—because, you know. His face.

      Even though he’d straight up been on his phone and not paying attention at the time.

      “You do not get to pull in a ringer! If you want this churro, you have to defend it on your own merits.”

      Miki stared at both of them. “It’s a fucking churro. Just walk down the block and get another one.”

      Tyler glared at her. “It’s not about the churro, it’s about the principle!”

      She literally facepalmed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      Koda echoed her with a grumble of his own, even as his eyes stayed sharp on Zach.

      Jen crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, then buckle up. Because this is one hell of a ride.”

      She launched into the story of their late-night encounter thwarting the girl’s suicide. And Miki had to give it to Jen—she was a captive storyteller. While her cousin hadn’t picked up on any of the supernatural elements, like the sigil or Miki’s flare, she’d identified and described all of things that had made Miki’s skin crawl. The haunted appearance. Her creepy chanting. The way she’d been so adamant to get into that street and throw herself in front of traffic to end her own existence.

      Just thinking about it again made Miki shiver.

      And she wasn’t the only one. The teasing glint was gone from Tyler’s eyes, turning them solemn. But it wasn’t his reaction that had her doing a double-take.

      It was Zach’s.

      The blush in his skin had leeched away, and his nervous energy turned downright frenetic—winding the hoodie string around his fingers at double time, his shuffling growing louder, more noticeable.

      Just under his backward cap, on his temples, she noted the faint beading of sweat.

      Miki’s body stilled—muscles coiled, ready to launch at a second’s notice.

      Because he was viscerally reacting to Jen’s story about a stranger none of them knew.

      Combined with him being a supernatural?

      Something was up.

      “Okay,” Tyler conceded. “You win. That story deserves the damn churro and a therapy stipend.” He glanced at Miki. “Well, that explains your ugly mug.”

      “But sadly, not yours.”

      Jen laughed while Tyler muttered darkly to himself, pulling a beer out of the fridge.

      “O’Connell, you want one?”

      “Huh? Uh, sure.” Zach reached into his hoodie pocket, fishing out his phone. “Weird. I, uh, got a missed call. You mind if I just step out for a sec, call them back?”

      Very weird, considering his phone hadn’t made a single buzz or chime. An exchanged look with Koda, who was now sitting upright in the recliner, confirmed it.

      “Nah, take your time, dude. I’ll get the game set up.”

      A ding from Jen’s phone had her squealing. “Hey, Miki! Wanna go to Redline with me tomorrow? Some girls in my Comms class are going.”

      Ugh. Not really. She actually didn’t work tomorrow, and she just wanted to go for a walk with Koda, edit some photos and sleep. And also figure out what to do about Tyler’s new friend.

      Was that too much to ask?

      She was about to shoot her cousin down—when she caught a glimpse of the hope sparkling in Jen’s blue eyes. So earnest. Honest.

      Jen wanted fun, normal eighteen-year-old experiences.

      And Miki wanted to have her back.

      Dammit.

      Fighting back a sigh, she said, tone carefully measured, “Sure.”

      Miki, Tyler and Koda all jumped as Jen’s high pitch shriek of excitement split the air. She did a happy dance across the apartment. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      Glancing at the illuminated numbers blinking above the old, coiled burners of the stove, Miki figured two minutes was long enough for Zach. Right?

      Plus, she needed to get out of there before Jen twisted her arm into agreeing to something else. “I’m gonna head down before you blow out my eardrums and see if Dad needs an extra set of hands. Text me the deets?”

      Jen nodded eagerly, practically shooting sunshine out of her ass, she was so pumped. “You’re the best, you know that?”

      “Yeah, but you could stand to mention it more often,” she teased.

      Tyler frowned. “Wait, how’re you getting into this bar? You’re eighteen.”

      “With my fake ID.” Jen rolled her eyes, the bratty “obviously” strongly implied.

      “WHAT? Does Dad know?”

      “Seriously? This is coming from the guy who made his own?”

      Oh yeah. Definitely time to leave.

      Snagging her bag and jamming her feet into her boots, she and Koda quickly exited the apartment⁠—

      Only to see Zach, standing at the end of the hallway, head bent as he studied his phone.

      All of her instincts were basically doing a flash mob at this point.

      Zach looked up—wan, tired, but trying for a friendly smile as he moved away from the wall and took a step toward her. “Hey—agh!”

      Miki struck like a needle to a nerve—deliberate, sharp, impossible to ignore as she got up in his space with a fistful of his hoodie and shoved him back against the wall with a thud. By her side, Koda’s chest vibrated with a low warning sound.

      “Okay, what’s your deal?” she demanded.

      Zach’s honeyed eyes were wide, his mouth gaping open as he stumbled for words. “My—I—what?”

      “Look, cut the bullshit. I know you’re supernatural. Koda and I clocked you almost instantly.”

      That had him sputtering, and whatever color he’d regained in his face immediately drained. “Y-you cl-clocked me?”

      Koda whoofed, pushing an image toward her.

      Miki blinked. Okay. Not what she’d expected.

      “And for whatever reason, he thinks you smell like lightning and corn chips.”

      Zach quirked his head, processing. “I feel like that should be offensive…but I can’t explain why.”

      Holy shit, he was as bad as Tyler! No wonder her cousin had befriended him.

      Then again, of course he had. Leave it to Tyler to bring home a wolf-in-sheep’s clothing and ask, “Can we keep it?”

      He was such a pain in her ass.

      She snapped her fingers in front of Zach’s face. “Dude, focus! What’s your aim here?”

      “Aim?”

      “Would you stop repeating everything I’m saying and answer a goddamn question?” she snapped. “What do you want with Tyler?”

      Her Mark itched faintly—buzzing with alert. If he lied, she’d know it.

      And then she’d annihilate him.

      “Um, to enter ComboCon with me?”

      Miki released her hold on him and took a few steps back. She blinked a couple times, trying to wrap her brain around his words. “What?”

      Even Koda backed up to give this guy a look.

      Zach scratched the back of his neck, pink once again spreading on his cheeks and the tips of his ears. “Well, we met at GlitchFest a few weeks ago, and he’s a kick-ass player. Together, we’d have a decent shot at placing—or even winning the whole shebang. And a pot that big? Would really help with tuition.” He paused. “I know he’s mortal, but his skills? Magic.”

      It was official. Her brain couldn’t even form a response. Just static and a faint scream.

      And when one thought was able to eke through, it echoed through her mind on repeat: who the hell used the word “shebang” seriously in a sentence?

      Miki traded a look with Koda—heavy with judgment—before turning back to Zach, completely flabbergasted. “So, let me get this straight. You’re not trying to use Tyler in the supernatural sense. You’re just trying to use him in the gamer sense…because you’re both gigantic, freaking nerds?”

      He beamed, dimples flashing. “Exactly!”

      She found herself looking to her dog again—because clearly, sanity had checked out and left Koda in charge. “Today has been really fucking strange.”

      Zach cleared his throat, still rubbing the back of his neck. “So, uh, based on your, ah, impromptu—and moderately terrifying—interrogation, I’m guessing that Tyler definitely doesn’t know that you’re supernatural, either?”

      Miki took a menacing step forward, Koda following suit, his hackles raised. “And he’s not going to.”

      He eeped, instantly putting both hands in the air. “Whoa! I come in peace! Don’t fire!”

      Head starting to throb, Miki rubbed her temples. Fucking nerds.

      She paused. “Wait. When Jen started talking about our shenanigans last night, why did you look like someone fed you rotten fish and told you to hold it ’til morning?”

      A shadow fell across Zach’s face, dimples disappearing, and that light in his honeyed gaze dimming. “Let’s just say the whole ‘supernaturals going missing’ thing is bringing up some…personal baggage.”

      Zach didn’t say more. Just stood there, eyes hollow, darting to the floor like the truth might crack open beneath him and swallow him whole.

      Her spine stiffened, the hair at the back of her neck standing on end. She recognized that look. Hell, she had her own version, in plaid. “What do you mean, ‘supernaturals going missing’ thing?”

      Zach considered her for a moment. “The girl from last night—Callie Rivers? Her name was on the news,” he added in response to her knitted brows. “If you clocked me, I’m guessing you clocked her. Am I right?”

      Miki nodded, cautiously.

      “Well, she’s from a known family, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah…I don’t.”

      Zach started playing with his hoodie string again. “As in, her family has Council ties. The kind that gets you special treatment…or puts you on a very different list.”

      The Otherworld Council. The name alone had a weight to it. Heavy. Inevitable. Much like the Brands they used to claim their “worthy” and “chosen”—or subdue those that threatened them.

      Jack had warned her they were watching closely, Branding less, erasing more. And judging by the fear creeping into Zach’s voice, he knew exactly how real that threat was.

      Seeing that his explanation had resonated, he continued. “Callie went missing just over three months ago—it was a huge thing. And she’s not the only one, either. There’s been a bunch of missing person cases lodged in Seattle—and not just among the Otherworld.”

      Her inner alarm bells started ringing, full-tilt—especially after her dad’s warning at The Lotus. Whatever was happening in Seattle couldn’t be good, not if people were going missing.

      Koda leaned into her, and she smoothed her hand down his head, scratching behind his ears.

      “Are there any theories about who’s behind it?”

      “Theories? Plenty of them,” Zach informed her. “And they range from a Council clean-up squad to a cult.”

      Miki arched a brow, doing her best to look casual. The Council cleanup squad tracked with the intel Jack had gotten from his contacts. But a cult? “What, no aliens?”

      “Give it long enough, I’m sure it’ll make the list.” He paused, unsure. “Um…are we cool? About…” He gestured back and forth between them.

      It was a fair question, one Miki weighed carefully. Her Mark hadn’t twitched once. Koda’s hackles had dropped when hers did.

      No one fucked with her family—but maybe befriending was allowed.

      “You don’t out me, I don’t out you. Deal?”

      And then he had to go beam at her—full wattage. Like a cinnamon roll with teeth. “Deal!”

      Koda snorted—but Miki noted that even he looked vaguely charmed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3:48 am—Saturday, November 29th

      

      

      Bone-tired from her shift at the bar, Miki lay tucked in bed with Koda snuggled into her side. She couldn’t sleep. Images of her dream, the attempted suicide, snippets of conversations with her dad, Jen, and Zach just spiraled—an endless rinse cycle with the dial ripped off.

      Her mind wouldn’t shut off.

      And neither would her Soulmark.

      On her back, she once again held her right wrist overhead. It pulsed faintly beneath her skin, a soft, golden sliver of light in the darkness of the studio. It didn’t escape her notice that the longer she stared, the brighter the glow, the quicker the pulse.

      In time with her thudding heartbeat.

      Because this was what she really needed—a fucking tell.

      Dammit.

      Miki rolled to her side and scooped her iPhone from the floor. She usually plugged it in in the kitchen area, but after her dad’s warning and her conversation with Zach, she’d wanted it nearby.

      Now, she pulled up the internet and searched “Callie Rivers.” And sure enough, article after article came up. There were pictures, from reporters who’d gathered around the ambulance like vultures—and who she’d made damn sure never got anywhere near her or Jen.

      They hadn’t been allowed that close, but their cameras must’ve had amazing telephoto lenses. They were able to capture Callie’s face, crumpled into a sob of despair, as they loaded her into the ambulance. Arms and feet restrained. Bucking against them in desperation, her back and neck bowed.

      Dragging her fingers wide on the screen, Miki zoomed in, looking at her neck. She didn’t know why she bothered. The sigil on Callie’s neck wasn’t visible in the image—it hadn’t even been taken at the proper angle to try and capture it. It wasn’t there.

      But she saw it anyway. It was burned into her memory now.

      Along with that smooth voice, edged in fire.

      His steadiness.

      The way he vanished.

      But every time she tried to close her eyes, when she thought she’d silenced everything else, her mind was overwhelmed by images of flames—and hands she could maybe trust.

      Maybe.

      This was getting fucking ridiculous.

      Resisting the urge to throw her phone across the studio, she dropped it on the bed with a whump and stared up at her ceiling.

      “Who are you?” she whispered. “And what the hell is going on?”

      Because it was starting to feel like something was…calling her. Calling her magic.

      Something ancient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          10:02 PM—SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Miki was exhausted and already full of regret—and she hadn’t even stepped inside the stupid club yet.

      And from the way the bass was leaking through the black painted walls and making the neon red tube over the front door vibrate, she honestly wasn’t sure she wanted to.

      The owners probably thought they were being so clever with that stupid tube—who needs a sign when you can literally make a red line?—but it was a little too Red District-esque for her tastes, and not making her feel any better about this whole thing.

      Redline was technically off a busy Capitol Hill street, true, but the building itself was sketch—black brick, tucked off an alley, and bleeding into the night.

      Seriously, if they started playing “Roxanne” by The Police, she was out of there—Jen, too.

      Though an escape wouldn’t be without difficulty. The stark, squat building had a distinct lack of windows, which just creeped her out.

      Miki had lived on the run most of her life, and one rule stuck: never walk into a building without a goddamn exit.

      And yet she was going to just stroll right in—and pay for the privilege of being in this hellhole?

      There was something so wrong with that picture.

      Almost as wrong as the fact that she was the freaking chaperone for Jen and three of her friends—soon to be four, if she’d hurry her ass up.

      Watching the four eighteen-year-olds pose for picture after picture—while flirting with hypothermia and teeth-rattling shivers—Miki shook her head and sighed.

      Unfortunately, Jen heard her. “Remember, you prom-ised!!!”

      Oh, she fucking remembered.

      Hence the regrets.

      She would say this, Jen and her friends—Kenzie, Blair, and Vee—had all dressed to kill. Or at least mildly stun someone with glitter and good intentions, in the vein of what Miki would dub Chaotic-Rave-Fairy-on-Acid, crossed with Got-It-Let’s-Flaunt-It, in the way only an eighteen-year-old could.

      For Jen, that meant a high-waisted, black, faux leather mini-skirt with a slit up one of the thighs that was constantly flirting with disaster and defying physics. She’d paired it with an iridescent, sparkly mesh crop top that had been stitched from pure delusion and vibes, overtop a scrappy black bralette.

      Her tights were fishnets, adorned with sparkling rhinestones, and her boots were thick, chunky black platforms that added three inches to Jen’s height and gave Miki simultaneous images of “I will stomp you” and “I will break my ankle.”

      Forty-five minutes with the curling iron, too much hairspray, and a few whispered prayers in Miki’s bathroom had given Jen hair that was rocking serious, just-rolled-out-of-bed-curls with mad volume. She’d also rocked her winged eyeliner and false eyelashes to “up the drama”, and further added shimmery body oil on her collarbones, and glitter across her cheekbones and shoulders.

      Because sparkles. Glitter.

      Oh joy.

      When they’d showed up, one of her friends had given her LED earrings, which Jen had instantly changed out her own for.

      By contrast, Miki—with her coat, her boots, and her will to survive—looked like she was there to chaperone the apocalypse.

      And if it were the apocalypse, none of these girls would’ve survived.

      Why?

      Because none of them had brought a jacket.

      And were now freezing their collective glittery asses off.

      Amateurs.

      Miki fished her phone out of her jacket to check the time—grateful for its warmth as a cool wind whipped past them, sending goosebumps across all exposed patches of skin with a litany of squeals.

      The bouncer, standing at the door, smirked.

      Jerk.

      But not as big a jerk as this chick, who was already ten minutes late. It wouldn’t be long before everyone else turned to ice cubes.

      That, and Miki wanted to be home. Eating the leftovers Mai kept giving her. Maybe watching Netflix on her laptop, and snuggling with Koda.

      Who, ironically, had pouted about not being allowed to come.

      So, did this mean she was actually a little…jealous that he was home and she wasn’t?

      Holy shit.

      She was jealous of her dog.

      Now that was a new low.

      “’Sup, bitches!”

      “Nova!!!!” the Glitter Goblin Brigade chorused, a four-part harmony, ooohhhing and awwing over Nova’s honest-to-God fairy wings.

      “Yay, she’s here! Can we go inside now?” Miki muttered to her cousin.

      Jen gently kicked her leg. “Be nice.”

      “I’m trying.”

      She really was.

      But she also was so not in the mood to be in a stupid club.

      A bar? Sure. They were her playgrounds, she’d grown up in them. Technically, her rent was covered for the month, but she could always use extra spending money and some suckers to hustle.

      But a club?

      Whole different beast.

      And this one felt like it had teeth.

      Miki reluctantly herded the Glitter Goblins to the front door, where the bouncer didn’t even glance at their IDs. Either they all had stellar fakes, or Redline had long since stopped pretending to care.

      Just a guess, but she was going with door number two.

      Inside, Miki reluctantly handed her jacket over to the dude at the coat check, opting to ignore the way his eyes bugged out, glued right to her boobs.

      And here, she thought she was fairly well covered. Because if Jen had dressed to kill, Miki had gone for full body armor. Which meant a dark grey cropped tank, layered beneath a semi-sheer, long-sleeved black mesh top. She’d paired it with a pair of high-waisted, distressed, but comfy as hell black denim cut-offs, opaque black tights, and her combat boots—because winter.

      She’d twisted her hair up into two space buns, the teal, pink, and purple strands on full, twisty display—giving her a touch of whimsy that disarmed, while effectively keeping her hair out of her face, just in case she needed to throw down.

      Even her makeup had a job to do. Her black eyeliner—which she never left home without—was sharp enough to file charges, and her lipstick had that “don’t even try me” depth—matte plum, because red? Too obvious. And black? Too cliché.

      Small silver hoops, her favorite silver pendant, and stacked rings added some shine to the dark.

      Plus the rings meant if she had to throw a punch, it’d definitely leave some damage.

      Kenzie wolf whistled. “Damn, girl! You look hot!”

      Miki tried for a smile, but it came out as a wince. Probably because she’d willingly sell her kidney to be at home in pajamas at that very moment. “Thanks.”

      “Okay, ladies, let’s go!” Nova crowed, throwing the interior doors to the heart of the club open.

      A rush of heat slammed into her as the doors swung open. Sweat, vodka, body spray—and the weirdly syrupy scent of artificial fog.

      Jen and Vee linked arms with Miki, all but pulling her into the chaos, where she was met by a bass thumping so hard, it felt like a punch to the sternum.

      Everything was both too bright and too dark, strobe lights streaking throughout the club, fracturing her vision, and plunging her into darkness a moment later.

      Her boots stuck to the floor immediately. Because of course Redline’s flooring came pre-laminated in shame and spilled tequila.

      Someone rushed past them, colliding hard with Jen—which sent her, Miki and Vee stumbling.

      She caught her balance—barely.

      Beneath her sleeve, her Mark was quiet. But she still knew that something was wrong. She could feel it in her marrow.

      Or it was the bass, continuing to hammer into her like a battering ram.

      Clearly not sharing her hesitation, Jen and Vee propelled Miki forward, trailing after Nova—striding through the club like she owned the place, with Kenzie and Blair at her side, chanting, “Shots, shots, shots!”

      Redline wasn’t huge, but the space was vertical—stacked in layers like a cake made of neon, noise, and questionable choices. The dance floor packed the lower level, a writhing mass of sweat-slick bodies.

      Above them, cage dancers swayed from steel platforms suspended near the ceiling—moving not like drunk girls playing wild, but with honed, predatory grace. They didn’t look trapped. Even behind the bars, they held all the power.

      The bar stretched along the back wall, pulsing with LED backlight like a lighthouse for liquor-fueled disaster. People clustered near it like moths, while just off to the side, body paint artists had set up shop—evidenced by the faint glow now radiating off several dancers like they’d rolled in rave glue and regret.

      “Miki, your hair!” Jen snapped a photo, and quickly shoved her phone in Miki’s hand.

      Her hair was flaring under the UV lights—pink, teal, and violet streaks sparking to life like club-lit warpaint.

      Jen’s friends all squealed and gushed.

      Miki rolled her eyes.

      Like she didn’t already feel like a walking caution sign.

      Nova tugged on Vee. “Let’s go get painted, and then dance!”

      Blair grabbed Jen and Kenzie. “We’re going for shots!”

      Wait—what?

      Before Miki could protest—loudly—the Glitter Goblins separated into the crowd, leaving her standing there.

      Alone.

      Son of a bitch.

      She stood around awkwardly for a few minutes—baking in the crowded hotbox of Redline, a sheen of sweat coating her skin—until the Glitter Goblins reconvened.

      Luminescent. Glittery. Hyped from shots and body art.

      A weird tidal wave surged through the throng of bodies, shuffling people around the club. The Goblins rode that wave like chaos incarnate. Miki? She got caught up in it, forced to penguin-walk along, or fall on her face.

      And given the way her boots were still sticking to the floor? Yeah, she wasn’t putting any other body parts on that bitch.

      Which of course, landed her right on the damn dance floor.

      Though really, it was more like a snake pit. Because people weren’t really dancing, just writhing, slithering up against each other.

      And she really did not want to be touched.

      Sure, she acknowledged it’d been a while, but the next guy she had sex with was not going to be one she picked up from Redline, thank you very much.

      With that thought, hands gripped her waist, and Miki immediately tensed—relaxing when Jen shouted in her ear, “Loosen up! Dance with us!”

      Miki fought the urge to groan. “Do I have to?”

      “YES!” her fellow Glitter Goblins whooped.

      Vee and Nova, newly painted, joined them. Together, their fun was infectious, loud, and glittery. They danced without care, moving with reckless abandon, grinding on each other like it was an Olympic event.

      Seeing that Miki was still rooted to the spot, Jen shimmied her way to her cousin, took her hands and pulled her into a dance.

      She recognized the determination in Jen’s eyes—and knew full well her cousin could make this painfully awkward if she wanted to. Like using her as a stripper pole.

      Also, in the flashing lights, she was able to make out the exhilaration brightening her cousin’s eyes like a high. She was happy, free, and having a moment.

      So Miki moved just enough to not be a killjoy. Just enough to make Jen and her Glitter Goblins laugh.

      Just enough to hide the way her skin itched.

      Then it happened.

      Heat beneath her mesh sleeve.

      A single thrum, not of pain, not warning…just recognition.

      Almost like a heartbeat that didn’t belong to her.

      Miki pulled her hands free from Jen’s and came to a stop—but everything else kept going. The crowd kept dancing. The music kept thumping. Bodies pressed in on her, laughter twined with that sledgehammer bass, the flash of the strobe bursts making every movement, every figure look disjointed, out of sync, even as they all moved in time with each other.

      Absently rubbing her wrist, she looked around, realizing that she’d lost sight of the Glitter Goblins.

      Fuck.

      Her throat tightened. The music was now too loud, the air too thick.

      But what the hell could’ve triggered it?

      Then she felt it.

      That prickle at the back of her neck.

      Eyes locked on her.

      Not in the “oooo, I’m dancing in the club” way—in the hunted way.

      She looked up—into smoky, storm-filled eyes.

      At her wrist, her Soulmark didn’t flare, but pressed, reached across the expanse, making her stomach flip.

      It wasn’t attraction. It wasn’t déjà vu.

      At least, not by itself.

      It was something that felt like both, buried under static.

      Because holy shit, it was him.

      And he was just watching her, leaning against the back wall, like he had all the time in the world to drink in the sight of her.

      So, through the mass of bodies, she returned the favor.

      He was tall. Like, really tall. Six-three, maybe more. Broad-shouldered, long-limbed, and built like someone who’d wandered out of a cage match and into Redline by accident. And then regretted it instantly.

      He wasn’t too bulky, like those guys you knew who lifted weights and definitely did steroids. Just dense. The kind of dense that made her brain quietly file him under “brick wall” and “do not engage unless you have fucking backup.”

      Arms that were thick, scarred, and inked. That shirt clung to his chest like it owed him money, the fabric stretching across muscle that didn’t need a warning label—it was one.

      Dark brown hair, cropped short on the sides and messy on top. Like he’d run his hands through it too many times.

      Five o’clock shadow that sharpened his already sharp jaw, emphasizing his cheekbones—and doing devastating things to her brain.

      His nose was strong, slightly crooked—the kind you got from being punched, not born pretty.

      Probably more than once. Probably gave worse than he got.

      His mouth?

      Full. Firm. Set like a secret.

      Capable of devastation and ruin of the best/worst kind.

      And his eyes.

      Hazel-brown, but not soft—flecked with gold and grey, like storm clouds trying to remember sunlight, vivid in the dark of the club.

      Of course, he looked like a battle-hardened god dipped in scorn and body heat. Because her night wasn’t already bad enough.

      Especially because those smoke over water eyes were still trained on her.

      Calm. Unmoving. Coiled.

      Miki’s Mark didn’t flare—but just kept pressing. Like it was listening.

      And she really, really, hated that she noticed all of it.

      So, to summarize: Hot? Check. Mysterious? Check. About to ruin her night?

      Most definitely.

      That instinct was confirmed when he pushed off the wall…

      And started moving through the pulsating crowd.

      Right for her.

      Oh, shit.

      Every step he took held that lethal, predator grace, the same one she’d tracked in Zach earlier—only this guy’s was way more potent. He wove through the crowd with deft precision, until he was suddenly face to face with her.

      And all up in her space, her chest nearly bumping into his.

      He leaned down, the heat from his body coming off like a blast furnace, at odds with the accidental graze of the scruff on her cheek and the breath tickling her ear. And apparently, her daith piercing.

      She knew daiths were good for migraines, but since when did they turn into erogenous zones?

      “Who sent you?”

      Huh?

      Miki quirked a brow at him, pulling back an inch so she could fix him with a glare. “Excuse me?”

      “Who. Sent. You?” he ground out, annoyance flashing in his stormy eyes.

      Well, right back atcha, asshole.

      “No. One,” she snapped in his ear.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Sounds like a you problem.” Once again, she retreated from his orbit to scowl at him.

      He studied her with that inscrutable stare.

      “You’re not just here to dance.”

      Miki planted her hands on her hips, her own gaze narrowed. “Well, I was.” Okay, technically she was there to babysit, but same difference. “Then I got interrogated by a broody wall of muscle.”

      In the flashing strobe, she saw it. A smirk.

      Just barely, but a smirk.

      He closed the distance between them—probably so he didn’t have to shout over the oppressive dubstep the DJ was spinning, but it still made her skin prickle. And not in a bad way. “Name?”

      “Miki.” She tossed it out like a fucking challenge.

      Waited a beat. “And yours?”

      She held his stare, beat for beat, even when the strobe threatened to blind them both. Finally, “Dylan.”

      Actually? That one surprised her.

      Because she’d fully expected him to come back with Trey, Jax, Zane—even if the latter did sound a little One Direction-y—or Brick. You know, something he’d grunt out in one syllable before guzzling a protein shake and flexing, and maybe starting bar fights for shits and giggles.

      But Dylan? Dylan had layers.

      And more than one syllable.

      “Nice to meet you, Miki.”

      And the way he said it—whiskey-smooth with a hint of burn—made her Mark twitch.

      Of course it did.

      Fucker.

      “Wish I could say the same,” she deadpanned.

      There it was again. That smirk.

      Her Soulmark started to warm, ever so slightly.

      Seriously?

      She was saved from reacting when someone jostled into her from behind with a slurred, “Whoops!”

      Miki would’ve gone face first into his shirt, but strong, warm hands gripped her hips. Held her steady, grounding her without a word. Fire spread across her skin.

      Slowly, she tipped her head up, her “Thanks” dying on her lips as she met that gaze.

      It’d gone from a storm to a downright tempest.

      Dylan again lowered his head, his breath a soft, warm caress in her ear.

      “Something’s wrong here. I know you can feel it.”

      Miki stiffened. Her Mark started to thrum.

      “You might wanna go home.” He paused. “Soon.”

      His hands fell away from her hips, and he stepped back, disappearing into the crowd like a goddamn ghost.

      Leaving nothing but bass, smoke, and the echo of his hands on her skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          10:41 PM—SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Miki stood there dumbstruck, staring into the void of bodies, where Dylan had once stood. Her mind was scrambling, fighting the urge to panic. Because all her brain had processed was: Danger, Will Robinson, danger!

      In response, her Mark started to hum beneath her sleeve.

      That kicked her out of her stupor.

      Jen.

      She needed to find Jen—and the other Glitter Goblins—and get the fuck out of this place.

      “Jen!” she shouted, started trying to maneuver through the crush of bodies.

      “Kenzie! Blair!”

      Miki pushed past a couple devouring each other’s faces like it was a contest.

      “Jen!”

      She caught the glowing, pink swirls painted on arms thrown up in the air. “Vee!”

      Nope, not her. Just some other girl who looked younger than twenty-one and blitzed out of her mind.

      “Jen!”

      Someone pushed into her, bouncing her into a pair of glittery fairy wings. Miki’s heart jumped, reaching out to spin the rave fairy around. “Nova!”

      A stranger blinked at her. “Uh, no?”

      Dammit!

      Without apology, she continued fighting her way through the crowd, against the current. “JEN!”

      Almost in response, another tide rippled through the crowd, tossing her into a darker corner, where a groan pulled her attention—which Miki ended up deeply regretting.

      She wanted to bleach her brain. And take a vow to never be on Glitter Goblin watch ever again.

      Because hiding in the shadows at the edge of the dance floor, being pounded into the wall by some guy whose pants were pulled down just far enough to reveal a white ass that looked purple in the UV light…was Kenzie.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      She really did not need to see this. Or listen to fake porn star moans. Or bad dirty talk by two idiots who got most of their sex ed from PornHub.

      “Kenzie!” Miki snapped.

      Kenzie, covered in a sheen of sweat, head thrown back mid-euphoric moan, stopped. Her eyes flew open. “Miki! Hi!”

      She beamed, completely unbothered, tracing the chest of the dude who’d frozen like a deer in headlights—or maybe a possum in clubwear—hoping if he stayed still, no one could see.

      Which was impossible with his glow-in-the-dark ass.

      “Where the fuck is Jen?” she demanded.

      “Somewhere!” Kenzie chirped. She paused, glancing at the strobe lights, and the flashing, colored laser light display the DJ had just opened up with. “It’s…amazing.”

      Which she punctuated by digging her platform heels into the dude’s ass. Like she was telling him. To. Keep. Going.

      Fuck no.

      Miki whirled on Glow Ass. He managed to look sheepish, turned on, and slightly flushed—either from dancing, or fucking against the wall. She was guessing the latter, which was contributing to the smugness she saw echoed in his surprisingly clear eyes. “Dude, the mood’s been killed. Take the fucking hint and put your dick away. No one wants to see it.”

      The lingering haze of lust in his expression deflated. Probably like his junk.

      Kenzie reached out, stroking a finger down Miki’s arm with a giggle. “You could always join us.”

      Snatching her wrist like a ninja, Miki snagged her phone, turning on the flashlight. And confirmed her suspicions.

      Pupils fucking blown.

      She dropped her hold on the other girl in disgust. “What’d you take?”

      Kenzie sighed dramatically as she untangled herself from Glow Ass, who thankfully stopped blinding all of them by pulling up his goddamn pants. “Just some molly. It’s no big deal,” she added, pulling down her skirt.

      Miki’s hands balled into fists. Her Mark burned—from sheer, blinding fury. “You took fucking molly from some dipshit you met in this cesspool?”

      Glow Ass immediately put his hands up, expression panicked when her gaze pinned him in place. “Whoa! Wasn’t me! I’ve never even tried ecstasy before!”

      Kenzie draped herself around Miki, petting her arms, fascinated by the feel of the mesh under her palms. “Relax, babe! It wasn’t Glen.”

      Glow Ass blinked. “My name is Kyle.”

      “Oops. Whatever.”

      Of course. Holy shit, this girl was rolling. Hard.

      “Kenzie,” Miki barked. “Focus. Where’d you get the drugs?”

      “Hm? Oh, from Nova! She brought her stash from home. Shoved them in her bra and everything.”

      It was official: Jen needed better friends.

      Kenzie started nuzzling Miki’s arm like a freaking cat. “Your shirt feels ah-may-zing! Can I wear it?”

      “No.” She jostled the other girl. “Kenzie, where’s Jen? When did you last see her?”

      “Hmmm? Uhhhh…around the bar, I think?”

      “Did Jen take any molly?”

      Kenzie blinked. “Uhhhh…she said no? But we did shots first. So maybe? I dunno.”

      Miki’s stomach dropped.

      Fuck.

      Jen was tiny. Had basically zero alcohol tolerance. Definitely didn’t do drugs. And now she was alone. In a club full of predators, who’d take one look at her chaos fairy goodness, and want to dig right in.

      Inhaling deeply—which tasted of sweat, spilled beers, and Axe body spray, gag—she forced herself to unfurl her hands. No time to strangle idiotic teenagers. Because she needed to find her cousin.

      But first.

      “Okay, we’re heading toward the bar. You need water. And if you see any of your other fucking Glitter Goblins, say something.”

      Kenzie quirked her head, eyes glazed more than a donut. “What’s a Glitter Goblin?”

      “You.”

      She clapped giddily. “Yay!!!! I love that!!!”

      Of course she did.

      Miki placed a hand on Kenzie’s arm and attempted to steer her through the crush—heart thudding harder with every step, and every face they encountered that wasn’t Jen.

      As they grew closer to the bar, the air felt…thicker. Like it was carrying something oily.

      Her Mark buzzed—low, but insistent.

      She straightened. Paid attention.

      Flagging a bartender, she asked, “Could you get her some water?”

      Kenzie groaned. “I don’t want water! Water’s lame! I want to sparkle!”

      For the love of God.

      Miki rubbed her temples, shaking an idea loose. She perked up with fake surprise she’d reserve for a five-year-old. If she were ever around kids that young. “Guess what? There’s invisible sparkles in the water. So if you drink it, then you’ll be sparkly, too.”

      “Really?” Kenzie vibrated with glee. She threw up both arms, dancing in place. “I want the sparkle water!”

      The bartender’s mouth dropped open like he’d just been smacked with a glow stick.

      Miki crooked a finger, drawing him closer, locking him into a dead stare. “Keep her fucking here and get her to drink as much ‘sparkle water’ as you can. If anything happens to her, I’ll have your head on a platter. And then feed your eyes and tongue to my dog. We clear?”

      Beads of sweat appeared on his upper lip. “Y-yes. Crystal clear.”

      She didn’t bother saying thank you. Just turned. The air behind her still felt scorched.

      As Miki searched amid the sea of unfocused gazes, UV painted faces and drunkenness disguised as elation, she still couldn’t find Jen. Or any of the other Glitter Goblins. The tension in her chest started pulling tighter, tighter.

      That was when she felt it—the vibe starting to shift.

      The manic tracks the DJ was spinning started getting slower, slower.

      Flashing strobes and lasers dimmed.

      Everything was too heavy, too warm, too thick. Dammit, was she trying to breathe through pancake syrup or something?

      But…no one else seemed to notice that they were moving just a little sluggish, through air turned viscous. That every breath came heavier. Harder. That gravity had teeth and was chomping down with zero remorse.

      Unease spread, shards of ice in the pit of her stomach that turned her palms clammy. Mid-step, her pulse kicked up a notch, even as her body tensed, braced for an attack it couldn’t see.

      The glowing shape of the arrow shimmered beneath her sleeve—hummed.

      Then she heard it.

      “There we go. You’re okay. Just breathe, beautiful—you don’t have to think right now.”

      The voice wrapped around her like velvet, dipped in chloroform.

      “Feels good, doesn’t it? Letting go? Letting me help you?”

      It wasn’t the words. It was the pressure in them—each syllable sinking into a mental wall like oil, seeping into cracks, nudging loose whatever resistance was left.

      “Yes,” a female voice answered breathlessly. Reverent. “So good.”

      Like she worshiped at that particular altar.

      Fuck. It was Charm.

      Charm. The kind of magic that wasn’t only dirty—it was illegal.

      And she only recognized it because of Sasha—who’d been close-lipped about most things, but never Charm. Or worse, Thrall—the complete subjugation of will.

      When she was ten, they’d encountered someone using Charm in Nebraska, and Sasha had gone out of her way to make sure Miki knew exactly what it was.

      A loss of control that was eroded not by terror or threats, but with slick, cloying words that oozed deceit and lies. And the victims weren’t glassy-eyed with hazy smiles or slurred speech. Their stares were clear—but hollow—except for the spark of earnest devotion.

      It was a lesson that had landed. Hard.

      Miki rounded a corner, the magic an acrid smoke lingering in the air. Her Soulmark flared, right as she saw them.

      A guy in his mid-twenties, average height, average build. Short, neat brown hair. A soft jawline with light stubble. Just enough scruff to read manly, but safe. A blue button-down shirt, rolled at the sleeves, and jeans that were just a hair too tight. Black rectangle glasses emphasized the carefully curated “I’m harmless and respect women” vibe he had going on.

      His arm was wrapped around the slight frame of a brunette in a slinky green dress, who was clinging to his chest, looking up at him adoringly.

      At first glance, it looked innocent.

      Even sweet.

      That was the trap.

      And if Miki had been the average woman, she probably would’ve found his gentle, low tones he used on the girl soothing.

      But she could feel the words, laced with honey and arsenic, hanging in the air.

      The power and intent behind them.

      “Good girl,” he crooned, gently steering her toward a very well-disguised fire exit, even as he casually stroked her hair. Like a pet. “You’ll be perfect. You know you want this.”

      “I do, please,” she begged, digging her fingers into his shirt.

      That’s when Miki saw it—her neck.

      Lines had been etched into the hollow of her neck, just under her jaw. Thin lines, geometric with a hypnotic, spiral core that invited the gaze. Right before it threatened to drown.

      They shimmered with energy, heat rippling the air around it. Not some weaponized rune. Nope. This was a sigil.

      A personally constructed spell.

      A spell someone had made. Just. For. This.

      And he was trying to move her toward the exit.

      Oh, hell no.

      “Hey!”

      The Charm user looked up, his face immediately morphing into a disarming, “aw, shucks” smile—that never fully reached his gaze. He cocked his head, studying her. “Can I help you?”

      He wasn’t defensive, or taken off-guard. Because why would a good guy who’d done nothing wrong be defensive?

      Miki stepped forward, her Mark starting to pulse in earnest the closer she got. “Let her go.”

      “I think you’ve got the wrong idea. I’d never hurt anyone—I’m just trying to help her.”

      He said it with such earnestness, he probably deserved an Oscar for that level of bullshit. At the very least, an Emmy. Looking down at the girl he held against him, his smile turned tender. “Right, sweetheart?”

      The brunette nodded, eager to please. “Right. You’re always right.”

      Miki’s stomach clenched.

      “You’re not helping her. You’re erasing her.”

      “Hey, you’re clearly upset. It’s okay.” His voice was peak soothing-a-skittish-filly, coupled with an expression that was a well of deep concern. One that didn’t fully reach those dark depths. “Why don’t you just take a deep breath and let me handle it? I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

      Miki took another step forward. The Soulmark at her wrist thrummed harder. Hotter. Brighter.

      “Let. Her. Go.”

      Because she was watching him so closely, she caught it—the flicker of irritation. There and gone in a heartbeat. So she was starting to bug him?

      Good.

      Without missing a beat, he resumed the skittish-horse tone, taking one tiny step closer to her. Approaching with one hand up—defenseless, unarmed.

      What bullshit.

      “Easy. Easy now. There’s no need to make a scene.”

      He thought this was a scene? Dipshit hadn’t seen anything yet.

      He might not’ve had brains, but he had balls. Because with no hesitation or fear, he reached out and grabbed one of her hands, his voice lowering. It oozed power. Intent. Pressure.

      And he’d aimed it right at Miki, just as she felt a sting against the back of her hand, beneath his palm.

      “Just take a breath. Let go. I can make it all better.”

      Miki locked eyes with him. “Did I say you could fucking touch me?”

      His hand, and its sting, tightened around hers.

      And Miki’s control snapped.

      The hum from her Soulmark became a roar—not just angry, but outraged.

      The arrow at her wrist burst into a brilliant white-gold glow, burning like a forge. It didn’t just glow—it blazed. Her veins lit from within, like sunlight poured through steel. The heat radiated out of her bones.

      It wasn’t fire—not exactly. It was pressure. Light. Sound.

      Starfire.

      Like every breath she’d swallowed since she was ten exploded at once—shattering the glass behind her ribs.

      Her control. And once shattered, it didn’t fall. It detonated.

      A shockwave ripped from her—old, ancient, and righteous fury—punching through the air, aimed dead at the Charm user.

      He staggered. Just a step—but enough.

      His hand on hers lit up, white-gold igniting where he touched her. The scent hit next—burnt ozone and blistered meat.

      He screamed. A real one. From the gut.

      His palm glowed, seared like it’d been struck by lightning—lines burned into his skin that didn’t belong.

      A sigil-shaped welt was blistered and blackened at the core, edged in gold—a mirror of the mark he’d tried to force on her.

      The skin crackled like scorched parchment. Smoke curled from his fingertips, the scent of burnt ozone clinging to the air.

      The air around him shimmered—not from magic, but rejection.

      It wasn’t a burn. It was a verdict.

      Her Soulmark hadn’t just repelled him—it had judged him. And the sentence was carved into his skin.

      Permanently.

      The moment the Charm user wrenched his hand away from Miki, the sigil on the girl’s neck started to flicker—like flame fighting the wind before being snuffed out.

      The Charm user dropped his hold on the girl to commit to howling in pain, cradling his still-smoking hand. “You—you did this to me⁠—”

      Miki didn’t flinch. “No. You did this to yourself.”

      As if in response, the girl slumped to the side, limp, like one of the dolls in Toy Story whenever they yelled, “Andy’s coming!”

      Her face stayed blank., eyes wide—but something behind them…blinked out. Like whatever had been holding her up just let go.

      Miki heard it—not with her ears, but her bones. A sharp crack. Like a rock pinging a windshield. The sigil on the girl’s neck began to fracture—spiderweb lines splintering outward, chasing the edges like frostbite racing across glass.

      On her side, the girl jerked violently, as though shocked awake with a cattle prod. Weakly, she pulled herself upright. Blinked. And then started to shake. Confusion and agony warred for dominance as she glanced around, disoriented.

      “Where…? Wha—?” Her eyes landed on the Charm user.

      Still howling. Still useless.

      And tears welled, her mouth opening on a slow, silent scream that rocked Miki to her very core.

      “I—I didn’t…” she whispered, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I didn’t want…did I…did I say…yes?”

      Miki’s heart sank.

      If she could’ve burned that motherfucker again, she would’ve.

      “Noooooo…” the girl keened, knees hugged close to her chest as she tangled her fingers in her hair, rocking back and forth. “I didn’t want…I swear, I didn’t…how did…why did I…?”

      Her voice broke on the last word—collapsing in utter agony.

      Miki sank down next to her, careful not to touch her. She was teetering on the edge, scrubbing her fingers through her hair like if she went hard enough, she could scrub her brain clean. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Her name’s—” the Charm user started, like it was still his to give.

      Miki snapped her head toward him, her voice ice. Face pure venom. “I’m not fucking talking to you.”

      He blinked, stupefied.

      “Don’t worry,” she added. “You’re next.”

      The Charm user blinked again, looking legitimately perplexed at her tone.

      Then his face paled. A strangled breath escaped as the shadow descended.

      Miki felt the heat at her back, but didn’t flinch. Part of her recognized that particular brand of fire and predatory stealth.

      From the corner of her eye, she watched Dylan take stock of the situation.

      The burn on the Charm user’s hand.

      The flickering, sigil-shattered girl, shaking on the ground. Weeping. Struggling.

      The white-gold glow from the arrow on her wrist, which was still pulsing.

      Oh yeah, she knew the moment he’d logged that detail. A muscle in his admittedly very fine jaw had twitched.

      Goddammit.

      Whatever—she’d have to worry about it later.

      “Can you tell me your name?” she tried again in a gentle voice.

      The screech of hinges had Miki and Dylan’s heads whirling toward that well-hidden fire exit.

      Which suspiciously hadn’t triggered the fire alarm.

      Jesus, this place was shady as fuck. “Charm user,” Miki breathed. “He went out the back. Go. I’ve got her.”

      Dylan didn’t argue. He held her stare for a moment, glanced at the broken girl next to her, and then disappeared after the Charm user.

      Like smoke.

      Alone in that corner, she tried, yet again. “Honey, what’s your name?”

      “T-teresa.” Her voice was quiet. Raw. And laid bare, against her own will.

      “Hi, Teresa. I’m Miki. I’m right here, okay? He’s gone. You’re safe.”

      The shakes worsened. Breaths came too fast.

      She spoke as if she hadn’t heard a word Miki’d said.

      “He was in my head,” she whispered, eyes haunted. “He was there. He told me…told me I’d be perfect.”

      Teresa’s words hit Miki like a blow to the solar plexus. Fuck. He’d not just Charmed her—he’d rifled through her mind like a filing cabinet, leaving ink smudges over every goddamn file.

      That son of a bitch.

      “He told me. He was there.” Teresa clawed at her neck, the flickering spell. “He was there. Get him out! Out, out, out! Get him OUT!” Her nails tore through her skin, leaving bloody, jagged marks at her throat.

      Like she was trying to rip the sigil off her skin with her bare hands…

      Or rip the memory out, with claws and all.

      Wincing, Miki caught her wrists. “Teresa, he’s gone.”

      “No, he’s here!” she sobbed, trying to gesture to her head with captured hands. “He’s in here! I can feel him, in my mind. His touch. Dirty. Unclean. He made me want it. Want him. Want to say yes. I can feel him!”

      Miki swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I know, Teresa. I’m so, so sorry. I’m so sorry he did that to you.”

      The Charm user must’ve been out of range, because the sigil at Teresa’s neck gave one last flicker before it shorted out…and dulled. The cracked lines of the sigil turned to ash, falling from her skin in cinders, the scent of scorched parchment in the air.

      Whatever fight Teresa had left drained like water from a cracked cup. She just crumpled, trying to curl in on herself once more.

      Miki hesitated, releasing her wrists. “Teresa? Do you…do you need a hug?”

      In response, Teresa sagged forward, collapsing into Miki, face buried in her middle. Miki’s arms came around her, a little awkwardly, but she let the other girl weep.

      “I didn’t want to say yes,” she whispered into Miki’s shirt. “But he made me want it, want to go with him. He said I’d be perfect. Like I was built for it.”

      As Miki gently rocked the other girl, she allowed herself a brief moment where she really fucking hoped Dylan had found that dick. Because she had more to say to that asshat.

      “Miki?”

      Glancing up, her heart lurched. The breath she’d been holding since she’d encountered Dylan on the dance floor finally released.

      Jen.

      She was still sparkly, still chaos fairy goodness, with a bright grin. She wasn’t stumbling, but she was definitely buzzed—gaze unfocused, cheeks flushed, her movements just a hair slower than they should’ve been. Like her limbs were still vibing to the last bass drop. But, judging from the lack of petting and blown pupils, she wasn’t high.

      “Hey, there you are! I’ve been looking for you for ages.”

      “Same,” Miki choked out, the tension in her deflating like a balloon. “I found Kenzie⁠—”

      “Yeah, I ran into her at the bar.” Jen frowned at Teresa, still holding onto Miki for dear life, now shaking with silent sobs. “Is she okay?”

      “No. She…”

      Jen’s face paled, voice dropping. “Did someone put something into her drink?”

      Well, kinda. Sorta.

      “Yeah.”

      “Holy shit! Should I call 911?”

      “Might be a good idea.”

      Jen pulled out her phone—from where, was anyone’s guess—already dialing.

      For the second time in three days.

      What a shitshow.

      In more ways than one.

      And it was why she hesitated before adding quietly, “We’re gonna need to talk about Nova. Later.”

      Jen blinked, bemused. “Okay…”

      But Miki was already focused back on Teresa. “You’re safe,” she whispered. “And you’re going to be okay.”

      She hoped so, anyways.
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        11:21 pm—Saturday, November 29th

      

      

      Miki stood at the corner outside Redline, watching the ambulance lights fade. The sirens were already distant. The lineup to get into the club hadn’t diminished any. Apparently the sight of an ambulance wheeling away a girl who was clearly traumatized—and assumed to have been roofied—was an everyday occurrence for this crowd.

      God, what the fuck was wrong with people?

      The wind ripped through her clothing, its cold settling deep in her marrow. Now she was the dumbass standing outside without a coat. But when Teresa had looked at her with big, blue eyes that reminded her just a little bit of Jen, asking if she’d stay with her, just until they got to the ambulance, Miki had been unable to tell her no.

      So she’d held her hand, told her she’d be okay.

      Even though Teresa had been shaking like a leaf, and her fingers had clung to Miki’s like she was the last solid thing in the world.

      And she hadn’t moved—couldn’t move. Just cold. And empty.

      The Mark on her wrist was fading—the arrow wasn’t quite as bright anymore—but it was still warm to touch.

      Hands that had been steady all night were now shaking. Breaths that had been measured and deep were now shallow. Panicked.

      Sweat clung beneath her mesh top like a second skin, the bite of wind turning each bead into tiny ice cubes.

      Her boots suddenly felt too tight on her feet.

      And the club’s bass pounded distantly, like a ghost heartbeat.

      God, she really wished she were the kind of girl who could break down and have a good old-fashioned cry over a pint of ice cream.

      But she wasn’t. She hadn’t cried when Sasha had left. Honestly, she hadn’t really cried since that time in Oklahoma. But she really fucking wanted to.

      If she did, would it get rid of the guilt she felt? Would it undo the way Teresa had looked at her?

      Like she wanted Miki to un-write her memories with one more lie: “You’re safe.”

      She’d been so worried about finding Jen—who’d been stuck in a massive line for the ladies’ room—that she’d wasted time trying to track her instead of dealing with Dylan’s warning right away. If she hadn’t stopped to deal with Kenzie and Glow Ass, maybe she could’ve sensed the Charm user sooner.

      Hell, maybe she could’ve sensed him the moment he walked in the fucking door.

      And what exactly would she have done? Flared? Just sooner and probably in front of more people? The exact thing she was supposed to be avoiding?

      Except…it’d felt good. Knowing he’d gotten what he deserved.

      Fuck. How horrible of a person did that make her?

      Was it still wrong to hope that Dylan found that asshole so she could burn his other hand? And feet, if she were feeling vindictive?

      Which she was at that moment.

      Human. Weak. And small.

      So, so small.

      And cold.

      A soft shift in the air had Miki glancing over her shoulder—and pausing.

      Because it was Koda, standing beside her. Her green utility jacket hanging between his teeth.

      Somehow, he always knew exactly where she was. And exactly when she needed to come back.

      Without missing a beat, Miki sunk to the ground, accepted her coat, and then threw her arms around her dog.

      He rested his large head on her shoulder, nuzzling in, pressing his cold, wet nose against her neck. While he didn’t give his usual grumbles, she felt him.

      And that was all she needed in that moment.

      Bracing, Miki took a deep, deep breath. It was ragged. Unsteady.

      But it helped her be okay.

      Okay enough to stay.

      Okay enough to keep breathing.

      For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          10:30 AM—SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 30TH

        

      

    

    
      There was a cruel irony in waking up feeling hungover when you were the only person not drinking.

      Miki had been hungover before. Hell, her dad had gotten drunk with her after the incident in Oklahoma, leaving Koda to tuck both of them in afterwards. So in retrospect, she knew damn well it could be worse.

      But waking up, still able to feel the stupid bass from that club on full blast in her head, the sunlight jabbing her eyeballs, and the drip, drip, drip of her kitchen faucet hitting like a goddamn jackhammer felt pretty goddamn miserable all the same.

      Koda gently nudged her. Time to get up.

      Miki groaned, rolling over. And dragged the covers over her head. “No. Not happening.”

      That earned a grumble of disapproval. Get. Up.

      “No way.” Her voice was muffled beneath the fabric. “I’m not leaving this bed. Ever. Again.”

      It was sad, but she felt at peace with this decision. Her bed was warm, cozy. Safe. Why the hell would she want to leave?

      And double bonus—her mattress lived on the floor, so she didn’t have to worry about monsters under the bed.

      Win-win.

      With zero warning—and zero remorse—her cocoon was torn away, leaving her at the mercy of cold air that made her exposed skin instantly erupt in goosebumps.

      A whimper of protest escaped as she curled into the fetal position and yanked her pillow over her face. Moving definitely wasn’t in the cards today. “Really, Koda? I feed you, dude.”

      She just wanted to sleep until it was all over. Was that such a bad thing?

      Apparently, yes.

      Because the Great Pyr leapt onto the bed. And because it wasn’t one of those beds with zero-motion transfer—her winnings from a pool tournament hadn’t stretched that far when she’d bought it—she felt. Every. Bounce.

      Her dog was evil.

      Or in a mood.

      Either way.

      So uncalled for.

      “Ko-daaaa. Go. Away.”

      But he wasn’t done. Because he launched his best tactical assault: stealing her pillow and then attacking her with kisses.

      Miki sputtered, unsuccessfully trying to dodge her canine assailant’s very effective love-strike. “Gah! You licked my eyeball!”

      That just made him double-down, like he was trying to clean every pore on her face. Individually.

      Reluctant giggles escaped, leaving her breathless. “Okay, okay! You win! I’ll get up!”

      Koda immediately planted his butt in a sit, tail wagging, and woofed in triumph.

      Well, at least he was somewhat modest—and respectful—in victory.

      When he felt like it.

      Feeling older than almost twenty-three—more like a hundred and eight—she rolled out of bed. And only protested mildly when Koda nudged her toward the bathroom and not the kitchen.

      “But…coffee…”

      The Great Pyr shook his massive head and pawed the only other door in her studio. Shower. Smelly.

      Considering Miki still had the grime from Redline on her, she couldn’t really argue. So, she let him herd her into the bathroom, wincing mildly when the light stung her eyes.

      Oof.

      She looked rough.

      The shallow cut on her cheek? Gone.

      Her bruises on her temple and jaw were fading—again, at an alarming rate—with the gnarly, banana bruises looking more like smudges she’d missed when blending foundation. However, they also had the unfortunate effect of highlighting her bags, which had taken on a raccoonish life of their own.

      Because she’d forgotten to take off her eyeliner before bed.

      And then Koda had smeared it all over her face.

      Fantastic.

      She aimed a dirty look at the culprit. “Thanks a lot.”

      He yipped happily from where he’d stretched out near the doorway. Welcome!

      Miki shook her head and used her foot to kick the door shut. She ditched her PJs, jumping into the shower. It wasn’t until she was reaching for the shampoo that she realized her Mark still had a faint glow to it.

      Dammit.

      Deep breaths. Deep breaths, one after the other. That was all she needed.

      Just enough to get her through her shower.

      She was feeling a little more human, just pulling a baggy raglan over her head, when she heard the telltale grind of someone opening her front door—with a key.

      Miki glanced down at Koda, who’d claimed his spot on the couch—which was two-thirds of it. He was calm, steady, and his tail softly wagging.

      Which meant it was probably family. Or at least someone he didn’t consider a threat.

      Sure as shit, Jen shouldered the door open, her arms laden with a cardboard coffee tray and a bakery box.

      Her hair still retained some of last night’s curl, but had been gathered up into a messy bun and she was wearing yoga pants, a hoodie, Uggs, and gigantic, black sunglasses center stage on her face. But not enough to hide what was left of her body glitter.

      Oh yeah. If Miki was emotionally and socially done with the world, Jen was definitely regular hungover. Her cousin had zero-alcohol tolerance, to the point where one beer was enough to induce a slight headache the next day. And she’d had substantially more than that to tip her over the edge.

      “Hey,” Jen greeted, her voice slightly raspy, like she’d inhaled too much of the fake fog, or spent too much of the night literally whooping it up. She set the drinks and baking down on Miki’s small dining table that was really only big enough for two. “I come bearing breakfast and coffee.” She grabbed one and waved it in Miki’s direction. “Black like your soul.”

      “Thanks.” Miki accepted the drink. Took a fortifying sip. “So, scale of one to ten, how bad are you hanging?”

      “Probably a seven,” she admitted, sinking into the kitchen table chair closest to the living room. “Morning, Koda.”

      The Pyr sat up a little bit, gave Jen an expectant look.

      “Sorry, boy. I forgot to ask for a doggie biscuit.”

      Grumbling, he sank his head back down on the cushion. Rude.

      Jen opened the baking box and grabbed an apple danish. She sniffed it, then set it back down with a grimace. “Ugh. Okay. Maybe I’m at like a…seven and a half? You mind if I close your blinds?”

      “No, have at it.”

      Miki drank her java, watching Jen stagger around like battling the blinds was an Olympic event.

      Once her studio had been plunged into hangover-acceptable levels of darkness, light still filtering in, just softer and not as vicious, Jen resumed straddling the chair, and pulled off her sunglasses.

      Whoa. And Miki had thought she’d looked extra crispy this morning. But compared to Jen? She at least looked livable.

      Her cousin had clearly gone to bed in all her makeup, because she was still wearing what was left. Including her heavy false-eyelashes. Though the left one was looking a little skewed.

      Thank you, Koda, for shaming her into the shower.

      “Much better,” Jen said with a slow stretch, tossing her sunglasses on the table and taking a swig of her own coffee.

      “I’ll bet.” Miki paused. “What’d Tyler say when he saw you this morning?”

      Jen scowled. “He screamed like an eight-year-old boy and acted like I was fricking Medusa.”

      That sounded about right.

      “And then Dad started making over-easy eggs, and Tyler, that asshole, dipped his toast—in the runny yolk—and then ate it—” She broke off, gagging.

      Yeah. This was why Miki was happy to be an official only child.

      Because if she’d been forced to live under the same roof as Tyler? She probably would’ve already killed him. Having him live one floor away for two years was bad enough.

      Shaking her head, Miki rolled her tensed shoulders. Pointedly ignored the way her stomach was riding a double-loop rollercoaster at top speed. Was she really about to sympathy gag?

      No way.

      But something had her uneasy. Off-kilter.

      And she couldn’t figure out why.

      Done flirting with nausea, Jen guzzled more coffee, and then rested her arms over the back of the chair, leaning forward. A touch of wistfulness colored her features. “I know I’m feeling it this morning, and don’t know if I’ll look at Dad’s over-easy eggs the same way again, but I wish we could’ve stayed at Redline longer.”

      Miki nearly choked on her drink. “Seriously?”

      Oblivious to the minefield she’d just skipped into, Jen nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah! We were having so much fun before that girl got roofied.”

      “Fun,” Miki repeated. Flat.

      Her blood simmered.

      “And I know what happened to her was so horrible—” Jen winced, like she knew she was tiptoeing into Bad Territory, but didn’t see the cliff edge ahead. “—and I can’t believe I had to call 911, again!”

      She opened her mouth. Closed it. Swallowed the blades of the most scathing response.

      Her cousin kept. Going.

      “But I heard about this nail polish that can change colors when you stick a finger in your drink to let you know if someone slipped something in it. Maybe we should get some of that for when we go back⁠—”

      “Since when,” Miki broke in, voice sharp enough to draw blood, “does your idea of fun involve taking molly?”

      Jen froze. Her lips rounded to an ‘O.’ “This is why you wanted to talk about Nova.”

      “Damn straight.” Miki shifted her body to the edge of the couch cushion. All her muscles had coiled tight, and it was taking a crazy amount of willpower to stay seated. “She brought molly—which you clearly knew about. You didn’t think I deserved to know?”

      “Why, so you could have some?” Jen cracked, trying for a grin.

      The room temperature went subarctic.

      Because this wasn’t something to joke about. Not for her—not for anyone.

      Her cousin’s smile wilted, even as she tried to play it off with nonchalance. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      A lightbulb went off.

      “Is that why we waited to go in? We were waiting for Nova and her party favors to arrive?” Miki demanded. “And that’s why you all immediately ditched me on the dance floor, so you guys could get high?”

      The way Jen averted her gaze to the floor, chewing on her bottom lip, said it all.

      Son of a goddamn bitch.

      “Are you fucking serious right now?”

      Her cousin’s spine went rigid, arms crossing over her chest—defenses locked and loaded. “She was just trying to help us loosen up. And I didn’t even have any. Just…Vee, Blair, and Kenzie. You’re way overreacting about this.”

      Miki climbed to her feet slowly, because she couldn’t stay sitting for a second longer. Not when her fury buzzed that close to the surface. She’d probably spontaneously combust if she tried.

      “Overreacting?” she echoed, voice low. “Dude, Kenzie was rolling so hard, I found her fucking a guy in the back corner.”

      Jen paused, a multitude of expressions flashing across her features. Shock—yes. Because it was shocking. But the hint of admiration, coupled with a touch of envy that colored the word, “Actually?”

      That just stoked Miki’s ire.

      “Yes! And you didn’t even have a goddamn idea. Don’t lie—I can tell you didn’t.”

      Cornflower blue eyes sparked—the first hint of temper. “Okay, no, I didn’t. We went to line up for the bathroom, and she was gone.”

      “And you seriously don’t see how this is a problem?”

      “Kenzie’s allowed to have fun!” Her chin jutted out stubbornly. “It’s not on you to judge her. Besides, she said she was good!”

      Miki’s mouth slackened. Was she actually hearing this? “Jen. She. Couldn’t. Consent. That wasn’t fun. That was someone too high to stand, getting nailed by a guy she was calling the wrong fucking name.”

      The flinch was almost audible—that point had scored a hit. But Jen’s face settled into mulish lines, her shoulders thrown back, even as tension gathered in her neck. “Nova’s taken molly before. She said Kenzie would be good. And when we found her at the bar, Kenzie even said she was okay.”

      Yeah, after Miki had swindled her into drinking “sparkle water” and issued mild threats to the bartender to keep them coming.

      “She wasn’t okay. And none of you realized it.” She pushed a hand through damp hair. “And this just proves that Nova’s not just careless—she’s dangerous.”

      Jen leapt to her feet, cheeks starting to flush. “She is not!”

      “No? Why do you think Nova didn’t take her own molly last night?”

      “Because she wasn’t feeling it! Is that not allowed?”

      “Because she wasn’t in a safe environment to do it.” Miki paused, letting those words and their heft fully sink in. “That club was a hot, steaming mess, and I guarantee you that Nova clocked it the same way I did the moment we walked in. But she had no problem sharing her drugs with her friends, putting them in a situation where they were unsafe. And then lost track of one who was vulnerable, leaving her to be taken advantage of.”

      Her mouth opened—closed. There it was—the crack, the doubt.

      Hastily paved over by denial.

      “She did not!”

      “She did! And what’s worse is that you don’t even see it.”

      “You make it sound like she set Kenzie up to get raped.”

      “She didn’t stop it from happening!” Miki shot back.

      “Kenzie. Was. FINE.”

      Miki gave her cousin a frosty look, tired of that argument. “She asked me to join in for a threesome. But please. Keep telling me that’s something she’d do stone cold sober.”

      Jen sputtered for words. “I—she—maybe…maybe she does! I—I mean, it’s college…”

      Now that was just sad.

      “Seriously, you really need…”

      She stopped. Noted the steel glint in her cousin’s bloodshot gaze.

      “What?” Jen demanded, five feet and three inches of pure snark, getting all up in Miki’s space. “What do I need, oh wise and all-knowing one?”

      Miki hesitated. Just a second. Just enough to wonder if this was too far.

      Koda’s ears tilted. A soft whine built low in his throat.

      Warning.

      She ignored it.

      “Better friends! And a fucking clue, while you’re at it.”

      Jen started vibrating, her voice barely a whisper. “Are you kidding me?”

      Miki paused. Waited.

      Saw the rapid blinks, the way her mouth opened, then closed—processing in real time. The heat in her cheeks shifted.

      Not just anger.

      Shame.

      And then she exploded.

      “Are you kidding me? I invited you out with us because I wanted you there! I wanted you to hang out with and meet my friends. Not act like a fucking, sanctimonious babysitter that sucks the fun out of everything!” Jen yelled, jabbing a finger at Miki.

      Their faces were mere inches apart.

      “You think I wanted to be the babysitter?” Miki’s voice dropped, furious and hollow. “You and your fucking friends turned me into one.”

      Gazes locked. A hurricane meeting steel.

      “Because you acted like selfish, immature eighteen-year-olds playing dress-up, when what you need is to grow the fuck up.”

      The fury shattered—sharp, ferocious. Their words hit like shrapnel. And every piece dug in.

      And then that broken silence fell over the studio. Leaving the two of them facing each other like they’d traded punches, not words.

      Jen stepped back, face blank. Tone pure ice. “Forget it. I don’t need you anymore.”

      Whirling on her heels, she grabbed her sunglasses, coffee, and bag—then left. The door shut with a click that echoed louder than any slam.

      Miki didn’t move.

      Couldn’t.

      Koda booped her hand. Whined.

      Closing her eyes, she sank back onto the couch, smoothing her hand down Koda’s coat. His head rested in her lap, that big, brown gaze sorrowful.

      But she couldn’t get rid of the question echoing in her brain:

      What have I done?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10:45 am—Sunday, November 30th

      

      

      Miki didn’t know how long she sat there, stroking Koda’s fur. But eventually her hand stilled—and she stilled. Replaying that fight in her head constantly, a heartbreaking movie she didn’t know how to turn off.

      This was her baby cousin. She loved Jen.

      “Better friends! And a fucking clue.”

      “Because you acted like selfish, immature, eighteen-year-olds playing dress-up.”

      Her eyes closed.

      Fuck.

      She’d gone for the jugular. And while she’d hesitated the first time, she’d still done it.

      And the second time? Without even missing a beat.

      Goddammit.

      What had she done?

      Hurt the one person she’d wanted to keep safe.

      But she wasn’t wrong.

      …right?

      At her wrist, her Mark started to pulse.

      Wildly.

      Unevenly.

      The Great Pyr booped her arm. Whined again.

      When neither of those worked, he pawed at her—his heavy mitt colliding with the side of her head.

      “OW! What?” she demanded, clutching the part of her skull that was currently smarting.

      Koda barked. Move. Up.

      When she stayed frozen, he lowered his head and pushed into her. Hard.

      Miki scrambled to her feet before he dumped her off the couch.

      Satisfied, he jumped down and proceeded to shepherd her across the room to the door. After depositing her there, he scurried around the studio, locating a flip-flop under the couch, the other in the bookcase under the window opposite it.

      Both sandals, a little drooly, were dropped at her feet.

      She stared. Where the hell did he think she was going in flip-flops? It was almost December. If this was him attempting to take her for a walk again, he could forget it.

      He bumped her thigh, barked. On. Now.

      With a sigh, she obeyed.

      God, her dog was bossy.

      It was the only way she could explain how she ended up hauling her sluggish ass down the stairs, each step heavier than the next—the effort to put one foot in front of the other monumental.

      Though it was a legit miracle she didn’t take a header down the stairs. Every time she stopped for too long, she got an unrelenting headbutt and impatient bark.

      Furry tyrant.

      Belatedly, she realized her feet had run out of steps. And that she was standing in the dining room of The Lotus. The rich scents of food filled the air, the room’s warmth thawing blood that had crystallized in her veins.

      Bà Liên, wearing a white variation of her shirt from the other day, and olive silk slacks, stood from her table, coming forward to greet Koda. “Hello, Cậu Lông Trắng.”

      Miki noted with distant amusement that he wagged his tail a little harder, the way he did whenever she called him that—Young White-Fur.

      The older woman held out a hand, and the Pyr daintily pressed his massive paw into it, unbidden.

      Such a showoff.

      “I’m sorry to just barge in, Bà,” Miki said, her lips numb. “I know you guys aren’t open today…”

      “You are both always welcome here.”

      Bà Liên released Koda’s paw and glided toward her, the gentle turn of her prayer beads the beat beneath each step. That dark, wise gaze studied her, soul deep, but pity never appeared on her beautiful, lined face. Only understanding.

      And it washed over Miki like a balm.

      Even when those eyes fell to the light at her wrist, still sparking like a defunct fuse.

      “Your heart is troubled, Phượng Nhỏ,” the older woman said at last, her voice as soft as tea steam curling through the air. “I can feel it in your fire. You are burning too fast…and too alone.”

      A lump formed in Miki’s throat.

      “Come. I will make you tea.”

      Bà Liên turned toward the kitchen, and Miki followed, flip-flops snapping at her heels.

      Watching the older woman move was like watching a ritual—fluid, precise, every motion part of something sacred. She’d borne witness to this scene dozens of times, and even now, the familiar rhythm was a thread drawing her back from the edge.

      Sitting at the low table, her body a cold, empty husk, she didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. The copper kettle had already begun to hum.

      Koda padded in behind them, and Bà Liên glanced at the floor before nodding once. And her dog, honest to God, nodded back. He then settled himself onto the mat in the corner without a sound. Not a puff of fur disturbed the air.

      Miki didn’t know how he did that—only that it was Koda logic. Sacred space? No shedding. It could be saved for Tyler’s hoodie pile.

      Bà Liên reached for the familiar tin—the one with the pressed lotus carved into its lid—and opened it. Miki caught the scent instantly: roasted oolong, ginger, lavender, that faint citrus smoke of calendula and clover.

      Calming Flame.

      “A blend made for days like this,” Bà Liên had told Miki not even a month after moving into the studio, when her magic had been spiking after a rough patch.

      And they were words that had been repeated many times since then.

      The older woman didn’t ask what had happened. She never did. Instead, she simply reached for the silk-wrapped bundle tucked inside the tin, carefully unwinding it. Inside, nestled among the dried ingredients, was a single phoenix thread—dried calendula and red clover, bound in scarlet silk. One was always added for Miki.

      She never said why. And Miki didn’t ask.

      The thread slipped into the steeping cup, where the tea began to swirl crimson and gold.

      The scent hit her like memory. Not relief. Not quite peace. But presence. Like she was still here—like her body hadn’t fully given up on her, even if she kind of wanted to.

      Unbidden, the words spilled out, her voice frayed. “I fu—sorry, Bà. I meant⁠—”

      “I know what you meant, Phượng Nhỏ. You can speak your truth freely here.”

      Elbows resting on the table, Miki cradled her head. “Then the truth is, I fucked up. Bad.”

      “Everyone does, Phượng Nhỏ. Even those with fire in their blood and fury in their bones.”

      Which was ninety percent of her genetic makeup. “Yeah, well…I scorched someone I care about. Words hit harder than fire sometimes, don’t they?”

      Bà Liên gently pushed the clay teacup across the table.

      “Fire reveals. That is its nature. It illuminates truth…and sometimes pain. But, it can also forge.”

      Miki cringed, hunching her shoulders as she cradled the cup between her palms. Let the warmth settle into her fingers. “Pretty sure I didn’t forge shit. Just incinerated a bridge I’ve been trying to protect since I was old enough to hold her hand crossing the street.”

      Bà Liên just sipped her tea. Quietly turned her prayer beads once more. No judgment.

      It was comforting, that silence. But still, the words kept pushing at her throat.

      “They ditched me,” Miki blurted out, voice scratchy. “The second we walked into Redline.”

      She didn’t look up from the table, her drink.

      “Turns out they were waiting on a girl with molly.”

      Miki felt the subtle shift—the way the older woman’s next inhale slowed. Deepened.

      “You were not told,” she said softly.

      From there, the story came tumbling out in stilted, jagged, words.

      Not all of it. Miki kept Dylan and the Charm user to herself. But she did give her bà the facts that formed the basis of her argument with Jen.

      Her voice broke at the end, the Mark crackling again—a low throb against her wrist. Depleted, she studied the arrow. Willed it to disappear.

      Forever.

      It twinkled prettily in the dim kitchen light—her magic’s version of, “Get bent.”

      “There is a difference,” Bà Liên said quietly, “between being young and being careless.” She paused. “And a greater difference between chasing joy…and abandoning your soul.”

      Miki lifted her head. Found a gaze that was steady, leading to ground that was even.

      “You carry fire because others will not, Phượng Nhỏ. That does not make you cruel. It makes you bright. And brightness, it frightens the dark.” Something loosened in Miki’s chest.

      She took a slow sip from her mug. The tea was rich, grounding, slightly sweet. The heat didn’t burn. For some reason, it reminded her of stars.

      “I didn’t want to be cruel,” Miki murmured, playing with the pendant of her necklace—a silver crescent moon and star cool between her fingers. “But I pushed buttons I knew would hurt.”

      “Because you were trying to protect her,” Bà said, nodding. “Not just from others. From herself.”

      “I…I don’t know if I was right.”

      Those words tumbled from her mouth heavy, laden with everything she couldn’t say. Her guilt. Uncertainty. Grief.

      “Then ask a different question.” The older woman leaned forward slightly, taking a drink of her own beverage. “Do you wish you had stayed silent?”

      Miki closed her eyes. Her hand curled tighter around the cup—and her pendant.

      The word came forth without question.

      “No.”

      “Then you were not wrong,” Bà told her gently. “You were simply afraid. And those who are afraid shout louder than they mean to.”

      Oh, she’d shouted all right.

      Her words might’ve been blades for how sharply she’d wielded them.

      God, she was such a fuck-up.

      “I…I wanted…I just wanted to protect her.”

      “I know. And you still can. But sometimes…we cannot protect people by standing in front of them. Only by standing beside them when they fall. And this is a truth that you know well.”

      She did. It was a truth she’d lived and had carved into her very being—as had her dad.

      But Jack, God love that quiet, solemn man, had never tried to smother her—not once. Not even when things got scary. Even when someone else would’ve thrown in the towel long before, insisting that it was for her own good.

      Hell, he’d been justifiably pissed with her the other day for blowing him off about potential danger, but he hadn’t even raised his voice to her or induced a deserved guilt trip—at least, not on purpose. He saw her, appreciated the apology, and then moved on.

      He would’ve never spoken to Jen the way she had.

      Shit.

      Her throat burned. She swallowed more tea. “What—what if she doesn’t want me beside her anymore?”

      “Then you wait. You love. And when she is ready to see clearly again, ready to listen, she will remember who tried to keep her safe.” Bà Liên waited a beat before adding softly, “She is young. And you are grieving—for the version of her you could still protect.”

      She stared down at the table.

      That realization hit like a ton of bricks to the head.

      It was true.

      Son of a bitch.

      “Change sucks,” she muttered darkly into her cup.

      Bà Liên patted her hand. “Drink, Phượng Nhỏ. The fire in you is strong, but even dragons must rest their wings.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        12:30 pm—Sunday, November 30th

      

      

      Miki wiggled her foot into her very battered hiking boot, pulling the laces snug. Next to her, Koda sat patiently, his tail thudding quietly against the hardwood. She wasn’t surprised he was looking forward to this, considering he’d managed to mastermind taking her for walks. Her floofball was always down for a free-range hike. And to be fair, it’d been a while.

      Walks through the park in the city weren’t the same as a good, old-fashioned hike, where both her and Koda felt just a little more free.

      And she was keeping what Bà Liên had told her at the forefront of her mind: “Even dragons must rest their wings.”

      Well, Miki was going to rest hers—by getting lost in the woods for the rest of the day.

      Her backpack was locked and loaded. She’d grabbed water and snacks for both her and Koda, and her camera was fully charged. Hair braided, beanie on, coat zipped, sunglasses and mittens in her pockets. Now her boots were on her feet, laces secured. She was ready for business.

      Miki straightened. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Koda barked. Let’s go.

      The familiar, opening riff of AC/DC’s “Back in Black” stopped her in her tracks. She dug her phone out of her coat pocket. Sure enough, DAD was calling.

      She’d talked to him last night, after she’d gotten home from Redline. If her conversation with Bà Liên had been focused on the mortal problems that night had revealed, her conversation with Jack had been centered on the supernatural ones.

      The Charm user. Miki’s flare. Teresa.

      That conversation had been stilted, her voice haunted. Hollow. And granted, she hadn’t told him the full extent of her, ahem, magical episode, and what she’d done to the Charm user, or even about Dylan—who she still couldn’t believe wasn’t named Brick. Not because she was hiding it.

      But because she didn’t want to think about it—when she did, the smell of ozone and charred flesh always came first.

      She felt warm breath fluttering against her ear, near her daith piercing and the weight of strong hands at her hips.

      The pressure at her Mark, reaching for a fire that felt familiar in a way she didn’t understand.

      And then her Soulmark becoming that forge that turned inward, until her control had shattered.

      Which just led to a whole other vicious mind-loop that felt more like a VR experience from hell.

      And she really wanted that to be a problem for her future self. She just wanted to shove it all into the Pit of Despair, go into the woods with her dog, and hug a tree or something.

      Was that too much to ask?

      Miki swiped the screen, bringing the phone to her ear. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Hey, kid. And I was going to ask you that.”

      Uh…what?

      Okay, she got that her dad was a badass with uncanny radar for her magical mishaps, but was he now venturing into full-out psychic territory?

      For the love of God and coffee, please no.

      “What do you mean?” Miki asked carefully.

      “Is everything okay with Jen? Pat said she left earlier to bring you coffee and danishes, but she came back an hour ago with a giant bag of McDonald’s, stomped upstairs, locked herself in her room, and has been playing the same angry pop-song on loop for the past hour.” He lowered his voice. “And now she’s started singing along. Loudly.”

      Miki arched a brow. “How loudly we talking?”

      There was silence over the line until…yep. That was definitely Olivia Rodrigo’s “brutal” she heard in the background, accompanied by Jen’s shouty vocals.

      Oh God.

      Also, thank the coffee gods she’d moved out.

      Jack came back on the line. “I’m standing at the bar. Pat’s in his office, alternating between banging his head against a filing cabinet and ranting about taking an axe to her speaker.”

      “And Tyler?”

      “He took off to a friend’s before Jen could ‘ruin Taylor Swift next’—his words, not mine.”

      That sounded about right.

      “Is everything good?” Her dad’s voice wasn’t angry, and he definitely wasn’t trying to pry. It was just quiet concern and the unspoken offer to listen.

      Miki dragged a hand down her face and breathed out. “Not really. We…we had a fight. A bad one. And let’s just say…shots were fired. On both sides.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I wasn’t,” she admitted. “But Koda more or less forced me downstairs, and Bà made me some tea and helped get me there.”

      “Remind me to give him a treat and Bà Liên a thank you.”

      The Great Pyr, with his superior hearing, woofed in approval.

      Her lips curved slightly. “I think he’s open to that. As for Bà…she’d just try to feed you.”

      “Not wrong.” He paused. “I don’t know what you two said to each other, and I don’t need to know. What I do know is that sometimes the people closest to us can push buttons better than any stranger. I also know that you two love each other too much to stay mad forever.”

      “You sure about that?” Uncertainty pulled her mouth into a taut, trembling line, cracking her voice like glass. “Dad, it was really bad.”

      Jack’s tone gentled. “Kid, you don’t think your Uncle Pat and I have ever had words? And not just words. We’ve bloodied each other’s noses more than once growing up.”

      “Weren’t you two raised by hippies?”

      “Don’t remind me. My point is, family fights. You cross lines, you argue, but you find a way to fix it. Because you’re family.”

      “But it won’t be the same,” Miki whispered.

      “No, it won’t,” Jack agreed. “But maybe that’s not a bad thing.”

      “Even if I basically set us on fire?”

      “Sometimes we need to burn away the old to make way for the new. It can be painful, but the end results? Worth it.”

      The last knot in her chest released. Koda padded over and leaned into her, his weight and presence enough. She gave him a scratch behind his ears. “I’ll have to tell Bà that one. She’d be proud of you for that metaphor.”

      “I feel like I probably got it from her,” Jack said wryly.

      A snort escaped. “I should’ve known. Though I’m not surprised I didn’t—you paraphrased the poetry right out of it.”

      “Yeah? And what’d Bà Liên tell you?”

      “That even dragons need to rest their wings.”

      Jack whistled. “Damn.”

      “I know, right?” Her wisdom always felt ancient, but beautiful.

      “So, how’re you going to ‘rest your wings’?”

      Miki shouldered her backpack, phone still glued to her ear. “Koda and I are gonna get lost in the woods for a bit.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. And Jen?”

      She gnawed her lower lip. “I think…I think both of us just need space right now. So I don’t think I can help you with your Olivia Rodrigo problem. Sorry.”

      Jack made a noncommittal noise. “At least the bar’s not open on Sundays and we don’t have to worry about scaring the regulars.” He paused. “Kid? Give it space…just don’t let the silence get too wide.”

      That small smile returned, soft. “Thanks, old man.”

      “Now go walk it out. The mountains have a way of sorting things out better than we can.”

      Wasn’t that the damn truth.

      After hanging up with her dad, Miki found herself frozen. Staring at her phone.

      Koda gently nudged her free hand, giving her a knowing look.

      Don’t let the silence get too wide.

      Her Mark had quieted since her conversation with Bà Liên. But it was still glowing. No longer pulsing erratically. Just steady. Warm.

      Miki opened her text thread with Jen. Which now read “Babysitter Hotline.”

      Of course it did.

      Well, shit.

      Steeling herself, she typed out a message.

      And promptly deleted it.

      Typed out another one.

      Delete, delete, delete.

      “Why is this so fucking hard?” she whispered.

      Koda licked her hand, leaned into her once more. Because it mattered.

      It did matter. It was Jen.

      Tyler might’ve been the little brother she’d never wanted, but Jen was the little sister she wished she’d always had.

      With that truth heavy on her heart, she finally tapped out her message.

      ‎

      MIKI: i’m sorry. i love you and always will. i’m still here when you’re ready

      ‎

      She hit send, relieved to see the text bubble stay blue. At least Jen hadn’t blocked her. Yet.

      Miki didn’t wait for a reply. Didn’t expect one.

      Instead, she locked her screen, replaced the device in her pocket, and looked at Koda. “C’mon, buddy. Let’s go get lost.”
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