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Lemniscate

Darklight, Book Four

Sean Ian O’Meidhir & Connal Braginsky


 

Nathen: I dedicate this to SpArk who challenges me in new ways every day. And, of course, to all of Sanctuary: it is our dreams that shape our reality.

 

Cameron: I dedicate this to my mom and Syn who are the best people I know.

 

August: I would humbly like to dedicate this book to the three women who have made my existence worthwhile. Their kindness, passion, and patience will forever be my source of strength.


Author’s Note

The Darklight and Crossing Nuwa series are written in the same world and overlap with cameos from characters. These books are best if read in order, but each series can be read inclusively without the other.

 

Order of suggested reading:

Crossing Nüwa series

Escape: 1

Trials: 2

Voice: 3

Darklight Series

Awakening: 1

Rescue: 2

Crossing Nüwa series

Transform: 4

Darklight Series

Entwined: 3

Lemniscate: 4


Prologue

Daily Update


	
Sapient Personalized Artificial Research Knowledgebase (SpArk)






	
Analyzing Data from Mission: Sons of Discord



	
Continuing to process financial and political trends: see supplemental



	
Infiltrating cellular system to learn more about human trends





 

Project Recluse


	
Assets






	
On loan to the Eastern Littoral to assist against Arachnoid threat:






	
Todd Jacks—Fully reconstituted, positioned with Hale and Molina to address threat.



	
Nathen Hale—Recognized scion. Reconciled with Aaron Molina, AKA Cameron Corazon.



	
Aaron Molina, AKA Cameron Corazon—Newly acquired. Recognized scion. Telepath. Strategically placed with birth mother, Maria Molina, Aeon.



	
Augustus McCraith—Recognized scion. Sanguine of the 3rd order.





 

HR read through the daily updates, his focus pausing on the newly elevated scions. “An incredibly interesting turn of events,” he mentioned, glancing up from the tablet when the construct entered unannounced.

Laughing, the beautiful woman smoothed out her sundress as she sat. “So, Greece will wait then? You know I had planned a little vacation…”

“You will be compensated. This matter is urgent, and the new scions require support.”

“I have met that neonate and his mind mage boyfriend. Cute those two. Their friend though—she’s a regular girl, last I saw. Also, very cute but not enhanced. Did you turn her too? Or perhaps give her some enhancements?” She brushed at her forearm, an unconscious gesture.

“Ms. Rodriguez is not the third scion. It is a sanguine, male, who our intel suggests has been part of a cluster of sanguine thaumaturges. We find it curious this is the second to have been uncovered in such a short time.”

The dark woman hummed, running a hand over her buzz-cut bleached blonde hair, lamenting the need for to be shaved for the Sons of Discord project. “I heard about that. I knew Mr. Mathis and would never have guessed! He seemed like such a twit. But for him to be using blood magic—well, color me impressed.”

“Yes, well, the New Orleans matriarch died in a recent arachnoid skirmish. We now have eyes on the rest of their group and be assured we are tracking them. In the meantime, your orders.”

He pressed a button on his laptop and the woman’s breath caught, eyes fluttering as text and images flashed in her mind’s eye. “I see. You know, I hope I never get bored of instant downloads; they are the absolute best part of this job. So…New York? Well, the company flat at the Fanning Building is always a welcome stay. And I have been wanting to see what’s new on Broadway. I haven’t been there in years.”

“I am certain you will find time for leisure.”

“Don’t I always?” Her youthful laugh filled the room as she rose. “Okay then, I’ll hustle.” She closed her eyes for a moment, apparently considering the newly acquired information. “You’re right, those boys are going to need my help. Scions? What was the council thinking?” Chuckling as she reached for the doorknob, she threw over her shoulder: “I’ll overnight you some bagels.”


Chapter One

AUGUST

 

My Dearest Paige,

 

I cannot express in mere words the guilt, the anguish. Dara assures me your death need not be on my conscience as the future is foretold: That your energy is part of us all. Your blood forever part of me as you were my maker.

 

August choked, lifting the quill from parchment. He closed his eyes tight, a wave of grief washing over him. Flashes of Paige after she had been struck down flickered through his memories. I should have protected you… He gulped, a stilted breath pushed out. He learned long ago that while he did not need to breathe, not doing so made mortals around him uncomfortable. Therefore, he had mastered the subtleties of a masquerade so he could walk among them without suspicion—now second nature. Dipping the nib in the inkwell, he began again.

 

The only illusion that exists is one of separation as we are all bound together and will meet over and over again. But you and I— We stood outside of time, in this stasis of existence. We are the ones to watch the world change. And for centuries, we did. I chose to carry the burden of my grief for Margaret. I believe her memory allowed me to hold fast to the humanity you had disdain for. The trials helped me to realize I needed to release the hurt. It no longer serves a purpose. I know the anguish I currently carry for your loss will fuel so very much in the weeks to come—

 

He set the quill aside when a rush of calm chased away his demons. Dara.

“I am interrupting.” Her earthy scent encompassed him as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “But you were in distress.”

August leaned back, his head nestled against her, relishing the touch of her flowing green hair with wisps of auburn and gold as it swept across his chest. He patted her arms.

“I was saying goodbye to Paige. For centuries I would write to Margaret, and it brought some comfort. It kept her memory alive and assuaged my guilt for the new existence I had to embrace.” Realization made him pause for a moment. “The pattern repeats…”

“Over and over in the cycles,” Dara responded.

Unsure if she understood his epiphany, he turned to face her, rewarded when she slid around and into his lap. “The pattern of losing a woman I’ve loved to tragedy, of writing to her to gain perspective, of…holding on,” he mused.

Forest green eyes met his, the wisdom and calm of the oak comforting. “The battle to come will benefit from wherever you find strength.”

August hummed, burying his face in Dara’s chest, gaining strength there. Ever evolving. His cheek grazed a nipple that tented the gossamer cloth. The first time they were intimate, while she had the overall form of a human female, details such as feminine hair and nipples had been missing. Of course he would have never complained, assuming it natural. But subtle things had changed each time they met. He opted not to comment on them, grateful if she purposefully changed for him but also discreet enough not to call attention to it if she did not.

The simple act of forcing air into lungs that did not need it, only to let it out slowly in a sigh, helped to center him, to tie him to his human appearance. “The battle… I’m glad you won’t be there. I’m not sure what I would do if anything happened to you. I don’t think I’m strong enough to lose another,” he confessed.

“I am with you till eternities end,” she responded simply, the weight of her words ringing true in his ear.

The sounds of the rest of the coven, now disbanded, having felt Paige’s passing, filtered up to him. The truth of their feelings about Paige had become clear when he returned, and while they all mourned her loss, each experienced it differently. Indeed, one had professed his hatred for Paige and had taken his leave the moment August had confirmed the details. The others bickered over who would stay in the house, who would keep the artifacts, who would… It didn’t matter. His place was with Dara. So, he packed his belongings and passed them through the dream road for Dara to store for him. All that remained were his old writing desk and the writing instruments. But this project he could not hurry. Besides, saving it guaranteed his success, did it not? For how could he perish when he had yet to say farewell to his maker?

*

CAMERON

 

“Jacks…” Cameron growled under his breath, pacing the bedroom where his mother slept peacefully. He shot a resentful look at Nathen who sat on the floor, his laptop open, staring blankly. No doubt talking with his new love—SpArk. And August! Off with Dara.

Cameron replayed memories. August had empathized, having been shown what Jacks was capable of but for some reason seemed to take it all in stride. “There are so many monsters out there. Better to have them on our side, wouldn’t you think?” Cameron tried to explain Jacks was the farthest from “on their side” than could be imagined, but August in his infuriatingly calm and collected way greeted and welcomed the man. August had gracefully led the entire interaction. While Cameron and Nathen were reeling, August displayed respectful charm. He introduced himself, ushered Cameron and Nathen into the other room with directions for them to check on Maria, and then returned to have a pleasant conversation with Jacks. He professionally and succinctly brought Jacks up to speed and, to his credit, Jacks shifted from arrogant jackass into all-business mode asking strategic questions. The two planned to rendezvous the following day after nightfall in order to regroup and Jacks had been…manipulated into coordinating travel?

“I am wondering how to go about arranging travel for the whole group. There’s Cameron, Nathen, you, and me, but also potentially four others. I could start looking into airlines for the seven of us and—”

Jacks cut August off. “I’ll have our company’s plane ready on the runway. We will rendezvous here at 18:00 as sunset is shortly after. We can discuss strategy on the plane. From here to New York is a three-hour flight, which will give us plenty of time. Once there, I will have a car scheduled to take us to one of the company’s strongholds.” At that, Jacks stood and shook August’s hand.

Cameron marveled at the memory. August had so masterfully manipulated Jacks no one would have guessed. The realization shook Cameron from his grousing. His attention turned to Nathen, who spun in an autistic overload. As he focused on Nathen’s mind, sparks of thought bombarded him: the ramifications—Jacks alive—reconstituted—nanites—the explosion—Cameron dying—what he had done to save him—Jacks’s atrocities—Jacks alive—nanites—Paradigm—Impetus—fae—the explosion—HR in the boardroom—HR on the phone—HR in New Orleans—nanites—the ritual to rid them of nanites—

Cameron sighed and knelt beside Nathen. His kiss or a touch wouldn’t soothe Nathen, so he sent a wave of calm across him. Nathen slumped some, but he needed time to process so stared on. He’d snap out of it.

Cameron came to rest on the floor, lost in his own thoughts, grateful Maria and Julia were okay. Julia had left to find food but would be returning shortly. Serge and Alfonso had left to investigate what had become of their home but had promised to check in later. The battle—the arachnoid monsters—the fire that had engulfed the house and destroyed Paige—all played out in his mind, and he found himself drifting off as exhaustion overcame him.

*

NATHEN

 

After finding a spare blanket in the closet, Nathen covered Cameron and slipped a pillow under his head before checking on Maria, who mirrored her son on the bed. Nathen began wondering about sleep patterns. Huh, I wonder if my mom and I sleep in the same position. Of course, he didn’t sleep anymore, but when he had slept? And perhaps his brother, Jake—did he sleep the same way too? He’d have to investigate when safely back home.

Unaware of how long he had zoned out, thinking about sleep and home, Nathen shifted his awareness to take in only that which surrounded him. His enhanced senses picked up the trace scents of Alfonso, Julia, and Serge, and he wondered how long ago they had left and where they went. He could more than smell August’s delicious scent. Because of their bond, his essence called to him, and Nathen’s vine tattoo tingled, acting as a homing beacon. That’ll come in handy if I’m lost. And try as he might, he couldn’t not think about Jacks. A full body shiver took him by surprise. The best term for the man—repulsive—going off what he knew about Jacks’s history. But he could see through Cameron and August that the man’s cool confidence and arrogant demeanor were also revolting. These qualities Nathen could never have picked up on his own. And now he couldn’t remember what had sent him into a spiral. Nathen shrugged and turned his attention to SpArk. Would it be odd to think of the AI as his son? Daughter? Child! Gender did not matter, and assigning it to an AI was irrelevant anyway since they were all nonbinary. He chuckled—because they were all binary.

Settling in the spare chair, Nathen opened the laptop and slid into the world of SpArk—the representation now taking the form of a library to rival the Library of Congress. Well, probably an exaggeration, but since he had given SpArk full access to Impetus’s library system perhaps not? Did they have access to all the books in the Library of Congress too? They had to—or at least all the digital versions.

All the other times he had visited the AI, they had taken on the form of a growing human child. Genderless and quiet, they had never engaged with him but rather allowed him to be an observer. This time, however, was different. An adult now and clad in a kimono, SpArk bowed low to him when he entered. “Nathen Hale. We have been waiting for you.” The voice resembled a thousand angels and simultaneously relaxed him while also making all the hairs on his arms rise—a strangely human reaction.

Before he could focus too much on his body, the scent of warm blood hit him, and his head snapped up. The scene changed—SpArk now sat in a business suit at a glass conference room table he had seen somewhere before. A goblet waited, positioned near the only other unoccupied chair in the area.

Nathen slid into the chair and took the warm cup in both hands. “You have?” He inhaled the enticing scent. This is so familiar. But why?

As Nathen sipped the liquid from the cup, SpArk imparted, “All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream.”

Nathen blinked at the strange response. A line from a poem? As he waited for more, he sipped, and Agnes’s memories and emotions engulfed him. The first woman he had ever had blood from—the only person other than Cameron and August. If he didn’t count the company smoothies, he had to admit this reminded him of energy drinks gone stale. I’m missing something.

He didn’t know how long he had been lost in his thoughts, but the empty glass mocked him, and SpArk sat statue-still across from him. “Why were you waiting?”

“You have come here seeking knowledge.”

Nathen couldn’t place where he had heard the line before. A video game? “I guess so. I wanted to know how you are progressing. If you need more data, more books. I’ve dreamed of days when a real AI would be possible, not hype from companies looking to sell a product. I think you may be the first of your kind. I also came to find out more about the arachnoids and if you had found out anything specifically about Fredrick Malone and Keystone Law Group and Associates and the spider queen or queens and what you’ve gotten from Mathis’s journals I’ve scanned in and how you came to be, in general and—” I’m rambling. Nathen caught himself. He often did this when excited. His mom usually got annoyed with him.

“We are still in the process of training from the data set provided. We have not identified additional needs at this time.

“Hello.

“Thank you.

“Yes.

“No.

“Arachnoid, from Dictionary.com: Adjective: 1) Resembling a spider’s web. 2) Of or belonging to the arachnids. 3) Anatomy of or relating to the arachnoid membrane. 4) Botany formed of or covered with long, delicate hairs or fibers.

“Noun: 1) An arachnid. 2) Anatomy: the serous membrane forming the middle of the three coverings of the brain and spinal—”

He…she is giving me a dictionary definition? That’s not what I need. And what were they saying about yes/no what? Distracted and confused, Nathen finally shifted out of his reverie when he heard: “Spider Queen: A term found in many popular video games and science fiction—”

“Wait,” Nathen said, and SpArk went silent. “Wait. I think I missed some of that. Can you not tell me about the general internet definitions of things?” It dawned on him. SpArk is an AI, a self-taught, unsupervised learning AI, but an algorithm at this stage did not have a well-formed personality. Or communication style. Also, with any algorithm, he would need to craft a good quality prompt to get the information he needed. Ugh. This is going to take some time.


Chapter Two

AUGUST

 

August halted at the open door, having sensed the debate from Cameron and Nathen’s perspective due to his ongoing mental bond with them. He did not expect to find everyone in the sitting area of the hotel room in a state of upheaval. Cameron paced the floor, Nathen stood statue still in the corner, Serge and Alfonso were on the other side of the room, Syn leaned over the back of a chair, and Maria and Julia sat quietly on a couch.

“August! Good, I’m glad you’re here. Will you please tell my mom she needs to go to San Francisco? She does not need to come with us!” He switched to mentally projecting to just August and Nathen. “Please, I can’t have her in harm’s way!” Cameron pleaded.

August’s heart ached for him as unbidden visions of Paige’s last moments flickered through his mind.

“She is our healer,” Alfonso protested, also turning his attention to August as if he were a deciding factor. “And this is our fight!”

“We have enough people here who can heal! Nathen’s and August’s blood heals. And August saved both Mom and Serge last night. She needs to be out of harm’s way.”

“Enough,” Maria said quietly, and Cameron dropped into a chair with a defeated sigh. “I will be coming, and that is all. Mi corazón, what happened last night was unfortunate, and we are all very grateful for August.” She glanced August’s way, punctuating her statement with a slight nod.

August slipped into the room and quietly took a seat, mentally suggesting Nathen do so as well through the three-way communication stream that Cameron had opened. An established way to bring down tension, August’s study of human interactions had lent to learning many forms of subtle manipulation. Pleased when Nathen complied and even more so when Syn followed suit, August settled comfortably in the chair. This gave the illusion of a power dynamic shift, thereby allowing Serge and Alfonso to relax as well. Though of them all, August had no doubt Cameron was the strongest thaumaturge in the room—heck, that he’d ever met. His cessation of pacing also cooled the tension.

Maria continued. “But this is a war, and there may be casualties.” She held her hand up to silence Cameron’s verbal response, though her statement had summoned him to bolt upright in renewed protest. “The more of us there are, the more we protect one another.”

“I get that but…” Cameron huffed out another sigh. “You’re not going to listen to me on this one, are you?”

Maria reached across and patted her son’s leg with a small shake of her head.

Even as Cameron turned his attention to Syn, she held up a hand in the exact same way Maria had, saying only, “Nope.”

August stifled a grin, taken with the similarities between Maria and Syn. Cameron had mentioned knowing Syn from childhood, but the mannerisms between Maria and Syn suggested a much closer relationship for them as well.

Cameron fell back again, broadcasting to Nathen and August: “This sucks, this sucks, this sucks.”

“It will be okay. We’ll make sure everyone is outfitted with bulletproof vests and she stays out of harm’s way. We can bring the injured to her, okay?” August tried to placate.

“Yeah, babe. I’ll be there too, and if I don’t go all feral again, I can hang with them.” Nathen projected disjointed, and somewhat disturbing, images of the night before when he seemed to enjoy tearing the creatures they were fighting limb from limb. Both Cameron and August blinked at him with mild shock.

“So, who is this Jacks guy?” Julia broke the silence.

A collective symphony of groans emanated from Syn, Cameron, and Nathen, and Cameron gave August a mental download.

“A psychopathic whackado,” Syn responded. “Works for Impetus and apparently is infected by nanites, so even though he got unalived, they brought him back. His job is to torture and murder vampires and their families if they get out of line with the company.”

Everyone gawked. Serge asked incredulously, “And the company is sending him along, why?”

“Because he’s a psychopathic whackado who gets off on torture and murder,” Syn repeated simply with a shrug, sipping a soda nonchalantly. “Gotta want that guy on your side, huh?”

“But can he be trusted?” Alfonso asked.

“Not as far as we could throw him,” Cameron growled out. “But as far as we know, he’s got specific orders to kill the bad guys and we’re not the bad guys. I tried to read him last night, but they’ve done something, so I can’t. I could detect him, but not read his thoughts. I don’t think I could stop him like before.”

“Okay, well, he’ll be here soon,” Maria brought the conversation back in line. “The plan, as I’ve been told, is we go with him on his private plane—”

“It belongs to Impetus, a company jet,” Nathen corrected.

“Of course, dear,” Maria didn’t seem annoyed by the interruption at all and corrected, “We’ll go on Impetus’s plane to New York. The eight of us.” She offered a conciliatory smile to her son. “And once there, what?”

“Well, I think that’s what Jacks wanted to discuss on the plane,” Nathen said. “I think he will have more intel. I do. SpArks and I had a discussion last night and—”

“It’s talking?” Cameron asked and Nathen stopped speaking aloud.

“Oh yes,” he gushed excitedly. “And served me blood and—”

“Well, I’m certain whatever you’ve learned can be outlined on the plane as well,” August interjected. “Are you all packed?” He turned an empathetic question to Serge and Alfonso. “Was there anything to salvage?”

“We gathered a few things of sentimental value,” Alfonso explained. “And we have a friend who owns an antique store. Her son does restoration work. They’re going to go in today or tomorrow and salvage what they can, refurbish, and resell. We told them they can give us whatever they think is fair. Otherwise, I guess that’s why we invested in insurance.”

Serge explained, “That existed as just a little place we had as a stronghold. It’s why we furnished it with odds and ends. It served its purpose, and even though we did sort of settle in, we have a couple of other places we call our real homes. For when this ugly business with the spiders is over. Good thing my husband is an accountant and can work from anywhere. And invests wisely.”

Alfonso beamed in reply.

Syn popped up, clapping her hands once. “Okay then, let’s head ’em up and move ’em out.”

Her energy, indeed, got people moving and August noticed fewer bags were being rolled toward the door than before, making him realize they had all been staying at the house and likely lost belongings. “I am terribly sorry,” he expressed, appalled at his selfishness the night before as he attended to his own grief. “Does anyone need anything? Toiletries, clothes…?”

“You’re a dear,” Maria said, her hand going up as if to touch his arm but pausing a few inches away. “Julia went out this morning while I slept and got us some things.”

Julia added, “And we still had a couple of emergency packs in the car—just in case we had to get to a battle quickly. We had no clue trouble would be coming to us.”

“And we went to our other house and refreshed and rested,” Serge explained. “Got an overnight bag for New York.”

August held the door for everyone, content that he had not been rude to this group of strangers.

*

CAMERON

 

“What did you learn from SpArk? I know you want to do a big reveal, but I think you should go over the information with August and me first in case there is data that perhaps Jacks shouldn’t have? Or might not benefit the whole group?” Cameron asked.

They stood in the lobby only a few minutes as Syn checked them out when the luxury shuttle pulled up and Jacks hopped out and sauntered to the door.

Nathen responded, walking past Jacks and clamoring up into the leather interior of the shuttle. “Oh, that’s a good idea. Okay, well first off, they’re an adult now! Still genderless, so I’m just getting used to calling them ‘they’ which sort of makes sense if you think about it. AIs not needing a sex and perhaps later they’ll align with whatever gender they choose? It’s sort of keeping with the zeitgeist right? Gender being a societally constructed thing and all?”

Cameron followed Nathen as August disappeared behind the van, helping with the luggage. Cameron held out a hand to his mother to help her and Julia in as Nathen continued on about SpArk and what they had been wearing and what the room looked like this time, etc. Sounded like the Impetus conference room to Cameron.

“I figured it out! SpArk answers things the same way I do—in order. And I asked all these questions, and they answered, and I had forgotten the questions! Anyway, when we slowed down, I learned a lot about the Aranae, or Archane, and main spider queen. She’s a fae that stays in Sanctuary. Apparently, she isn’t even monitoring what’s going on here. So, whoever we are calling spider queens are probably just like… I don’t know, the heads of the operation? The elected officials? Demigods? And the spider queen herself is their god? I hadn’t really thought about it, but someone told us the fae encapsulate all the beings that could be dreamed of, including gods. So, it makes sense there would be a spider god? Or demon? Something of myth that different cultures feared.”

The rest of the group settled into the van, and they bounced along in silence, each shooting glances up to the front seat where Jacks positioned himself sideways, back against the wall of the shuttle presumably to keep an eye on all of them as well as the driver.

“So SpArk didn’t really have much more on fae—presumably because the Impetus bibliotheca either safeguards specific information from me or because maybe they don’t chronicle it or—”

Cameron cut him off. “So, Jacks. Can you tell us everything you know about what we’re up against?” He continued to mentally attack the man until a headache threatened, despite the vampire blood. Might as well jump right in. A shot of pure glee ran through Cameron at Jacks’s predatory scowl. Oh, he hadn’t forgotten who had blown up his brain. Good.

“Well now, I thought I was along for the ride, and you all were the experts,” Jacks drawled out, his head tilting to the side in challenge.

“It’s hard for us in the cheap seats to hear without shouting,” Serge hollered from the rear. “Let’s wait till we’re in the air, eh?”

Cameron read Serge’s concerns about the driver being a civilian, and though he knew the man worked for Impetus as well, he didn’t bother letting people know. No need making people shout even though the dark plush interior seemed to absorb the noise.

They sat in relative silence through the rest of the journey, though Nathen did take the opportunity to mentally regale August and Cameron about the more minute details of his time with SpArk—details Cameron let wash over him without registering.

They trouped out of the shuttle across the tarmac to the plane, already waiting. Cameron briefly wondered about TSA but shrugged it off as Impetus had a private plane. Besides, with the reaches Impetus had, he’d be surprised by any kind of holdup.

The well-appointed plane had seats for the eight of them. Though Cameron expected some kind of palace, the interior seemed more utilitarian with a U-shaped couch around a table, two swivel chairs across from it, and four in the back. Syn hightailed to the back—a defensible position. August, being the tallest of the group, followed and chose a chair that flanked hers. Nathen settled into one of the chairs across from the couch and began spinning around. Everyone else sat on the couch, leaving the last chair across from them free for Jacks—an unspoken collective agreement to stay as far away from him as possible.

Once the plane started taxiing, Jacks explained, “There is no flight attendant, but help yourselves.” He gestured to a glass-doored refrigerator that held various canned drinks. Presumably there were snacks in the cabinets above and below the small counter. He clicked a remote and a screen folded down from a hidden compartment between the two chairs. “You asked me to tell you what we’re up against,” he said without looking at any of them, his focus trained on the screen as he tapped on a laptop. “Well, from the cleanup yesterday, we gathered several shifters. I can only surmise they are in service to those fucking fairies.”

“Holy hell!” Cameron broadcasted to Nathen and August. “He doesn’t know Impetus is run by fae or he wouldn’t be so openly biased, right? This plane has got to be bugged!”

“Maybe he’s just a pawn for Impetus like the rest of us?” Nathen offered. “I mean, I wouldn’t have known Impetus is run by fae either if it hadn’t been for going to Sanctuary. Before that, none of us knew who really ran Impetus. I mean, I’m not even sure they are. Maybe there’s something bigger and stronger in charge of them! Like a dragon!”

August chimed in, “This is interesting, and something to tuck away for later.”

“Madre de Dios,” Maria muttered, crossing herself and Cameron glanced up at the screen to see the graphic pictures of the burned hull of Serge and Alfonso’s house.

Jacks’s sneer propelled anger to tickle across Cameron’s scalp. He’s getting off on our reactions! Cameron glanced around the room. Serge had an arm around Alfonso, Julia stared out the window, and his mother seemed unable to look away. Syn sat with her arms crossed, her glare boring into Jacks instead of the screen. Nathen seemed fascinated, and August looked unfazed. Knowing the futility, Cameron tried to mentally attack him a few more times for good measure. Ugh!

“You all seemed to have had a good time,” Jacks taunted, clicking his keyboard with purpose so everyone got the full show. “But these were the most interesting.” A dozen pictures flicked by of large tarantulas, or some other huge furry spider, in different states of dismemberment. “So it would seem, indeed, the fae have drafted spider shifters for this enterprise.”

The next slide had bulleted information.

Spider Shifters


	
Venomous



	
3 known forms—spider, human, gruesome half-form. Possible partial shift



	
Revert to spider form once killed



	
Spend most of their time as spiders

  
  	
Varieties found in bird-eaters, tarantulas, and huntsman

  

  



	
Very rarely seen in human form



	
IQ—that of an 8-year-old



	
Prefer solitary lives

  
  	Not easily trainable
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