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BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU wish for...it just might come true.

Aria Wardell was at the top of her game. She had a husband who adored her, the superpowers of a young (and slightly reckless) goddess, and was shooting like a meteor to the top of the Privy Council mission rotation. There was a new legacy in the making. Everything was going exactly according to plan...until someone new came along. Someone who gave her a title she never expected.

Mom.

After the showdown in the jungle, the supernatural community is in need of repair. The knights and the council are at each other's throats, the detention cells are bursting at the seams, and the leader of the mysterious shadow organization is still in the wind. With the future hanging in the balance, the PC's best and brightest are called in from all over the world. But for the first time, Aria isn't on the list. Instead of charging into the action like everyone else, she's forced to wait on the sidelines.

Not able to help, not able to walk away. Not able to do much of anything...until one morning, there's a knock on her door. Uncle Kraigan has come for a visit.

And he's got a plan all of his own...
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“...at which point, he lifted the ship right out of the water...”

The room burst into applause, just as it had so many times before.

From an outside perspective, it must have looked like the happiest of scenes. The tree was strung with lights, and the branches were glowing. A dusting of flurries whispered against the frosted window, as soft carols drifted from tiny speakers above. The air was scented with cinnamon and cloves, and colorful shreds of wrapping paper were strewn across the floor. Amidst all that cozy splendor, a host of people were raising their glasses, toasting a success halfway around the world.

“I’m telling you,” Devon continued, shaking his head, “you should have seen it. Not a bit of hesitation, he just stepped right into the open. I’m surprised he didn’t lift the river itself.”

Another toast, another festive cheer.

Yes, it looked like the happiest of scenes. But not everyone was smiling. The young woman in the back of the room looked positively furious. Her jaw was clenched so tight, she would feel the ache of it the next morning. Her fingers had made tiny imprints around her glass. She was smiling, but there was something false about it. Like a person who’d looked up the definition of smiling.

And then fantasized about setting fire to the Christmas tree instead.

“Well, this is a disaster.”

Aria blinked to attention as her little brother extracted himself from the commotion, picking his way towards the back of the room. His cheeks were flushed, and his raven hair was spilling in a hundred directions from all the people who’d attempted to ruffle it. The remains of a smile were still painted across his face, but his jaw would be aching in the morning as well.

“There should be self-help books about this,” he continued under his breath, lifting his champagne flute in another obligatory salute, “the inherent trauma of parents comparing you to future versions of yourself. I’ll admit there’s not much of a market, but still...”

For the last thirty minutes, the boy had been passed around the circle like some kind of Christmas piñata—enduring an endless stream of compliments, though none of them exactly fit.

“A freaking cruise-liner, and he lifted it with a flick of his fingers.”

“Didn’t even need to hike through the jungle, he teleported us right back to the jet.”

It was all true. James had done all those things.

But it was James from the future. A thirty-year-old reflection with a beard and a miraculous set of fingers. One that had very little to do with the teenage version now.

The boy had responded with tight-smiles and crippling inward shame.

His sister was a bit more openly-aggressive.

“The inherent trauma,” she repeated with a scoff, flashing him an irritated look. “They’re comparing you to a godlike version of yourself. I don’t see what reason you’d have to complain.”

James arched an eyebrow, like this didn’t surprise him. But his lips pursed and he fell silent, keeping any responses to himself. He’d been quiet since coming back from the jungle. The rest of her friends had been the same way. Like something about the trip had put things into perspective, or perhaps raised a slew of questions. Taking things that were steady, and unraveling them at the seams.

Not that I’d know.

She let out a silent breath, drumming her fingers restlessly against the mug of spiced apple cider in her hand. She ought to be enjoying it. Her favorite drink, on her favorite night, in the company of her favorite group of people in the world? She should be loving it.  She should to be in the living room with the others. Standing right in the center of things, boasting her own stories.

Stories that left her little brother in the dust.

She flashed him another look, taking that silence as a challenge.

“Are you freaking out because of Eliza?” she asked bluntly. “Is that what this is?”

His face went blank. “...Eliza?”

“Your girlfriend.”

There was a pause, followed by a steadying breath.

“This has nothing to do with Emma,” he corrected pointedly, wishing he’d stayed on the other side of the room. “Yeah, she thought the guy was impressive. And good-looking,” he added abruptly, brow creasing with a little frown, “she kept circling back to that...” He felt his sister’s gaze, and continued in a hurry. “But it’s not like that changes things now. She’s eighteen years old, and we’re happy together. She’s not, like...imagining some different version of me.” He said the words with confidence, but there was a slight tremor in his voice. Like he was willing them to be true.

If Aria had been in a slightly different headspace, she might have identified it as one of those sacred topics that even a big sister would take care to avoid. If she’d been in a slightly different headspace, she might have even said a few words of encouragement, bring the boy back to himself.

But her ears were ringing with toasts, and none of them held her name.

“Makes perfect sense,” she quipped. “Who wouldn’t want the teenage version, when the other one can grow facial hair, and juggle cruise-liners, and save his girlfriend’s life?”

She said it lightly and kept her eyes on the Christmas tree, never seeing the ripple of hurt on her brother’s face. By the time he’d thought of something to say in reply, she’d already set her mug on the counter, pacing to the stairs with a vague murmur, “I’m going to lie down.”

*   *   *
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THE GUILT WAS ALREADY setting in by the time Aria cleared the kitchen. By the time she reached the hallway, she was considering turning around. A noise caught her attention from the shadows and she saw the silhouette of two people lingering together on the back porch. It was too dark to make them out properly, but given the way they were standing, there were only two people it could be.

The crown prince of England. And the lovely psychic who’d stolen his heart.

Since the terrible accident that had almost killed her father, there had rarely been a moment that Lily had left the hospital. And there had rarely been a moment that Henry had left her side. It didn’t matter how many appointments were piling on his desk at the palace, it didn’t matter how many curious onlookers had gathered outside. The two had been nearly inseparable since the moment it happened. Even now, they were holding lightly to each other’s fingers—ignoring the rest of the party and murmuring in quiet voices, as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Acting on pure instinct, Aria slipped into a set of noise-muffling ink, scanning around the foyer for a place to hide. By the time she remembered she could simply turn invisible, they’d already drifted towards the kitchen, and she’d already kicked herself in disapproval—heading to the stairs.

You’re supposed to be sulking, Arie. Priorities.

Without breaking her speed, she headed down the familiar corridor and opened the door to her childhood room. At her request, the place had been preserved as a shrine, but it was likely her parents would have done it anyway. The shelves were stacked and the walls looked exactly the same as when she’d been living there. The few things she’d taken with her to the apartment she now shared with Jason, had been discreetly conjured and replaced.

A little smile tugged at the corner of her lips, as she swept across the room and yanked open the window—gauging the distance for only a moment, before swinging onto the roof.

Since she was six years old, she’d been making the same journey.

She could do it in her sleep.

The stars were out, and a thick layer of ice had settled over the tiles. She picked her way across carefully, melting each one beneath her shoe, before settling in the driest patch. It was too dark for the neighbors to see much of anything, and her perch was half-hidden by a large magnolia trunk. After casting a swift glance around the street to be sure, she conjured a thick blanket and spread it beneath her, conjuring a second one a moment later and wrapping it around her arms.

Her breath puffed in a frosty cloud as she tilted back her head—gazing into the expanse above her. The sound of traffic echoed in the distance, the sounds of the party continued downstairs. But up on the roof, nothing could touch her. At least that was what she’d always told herself.

It had been a while since she’d visited the favorite haunt. It had been a while since she’d done much of anything, except clutch her stomach in panic. She hadn’t gone on walks, or taken properly-heated showers. She hadn’t even ventured out of the apartment, until Alicia had assured her, for the millionth time, that no harm would come to the baby. Until Julian had assured her, for the millionth time, that no harm would come to the baby. And not until she had assured herself, a million times in the bathroom mirror, that she could keep the baby safe.

That was when she’d started coming back to herself a little. That’s when she’d started visiting friends, going to old places. That was when she’d started sparring in the Oratory and taking missions.

Certain kinds of missions. With certain kinds of parameters.

Until I flew off to Belgrade...and everything changed.

There was movement in the house behind her—a familiar whiff of cologne, and the sound of someone approaching by stealth. A moment later, a shadowy figure slipped out the window.

She smiled, keeping her eyes on the clouds.

Things had gotten pretty tense in the little cul-de-sac, after the sudden reappearance of her ‘kidnapped’ uncle. There had been a handful of moments when she’d been convinced her parents were going to dispatch the man themselves. But not only did they decide to spare his life, her mother had invited him for Christmas dinner. There was a chance miracles really did happen.

Or dad won’t let him out of his sight.

“It’s freezing,” Kraigan said abruptly, settling beside her on the roof. “What a terrible idea you’ve had.” He glanced at her blanket, then did something better—snapping his fingers until the air around them warmed to life. “Are those nettles along the side of the house?”

She rolled her eyes, scooting involuntarily closer.  “My dad and Gabriel were feuding. That was the latest progression.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Feuding, eh? Sounds like I happened just in time...”

She snorted with laughter, one of the few people who was allowed such impertinence. It wasn’t the thing itself, it was the phrasing. Kraigan happened. Like a stomach flu, or a car wreck.

It was funny, her mother sometimes described it that way as well.

“And are you satisfied with your little scheme?” she asked lightly, remembering the moment he’d proudly taken the family through each step. Staging an abduction for urgency, and leaving a trail of breadcrumbs to the culprits. “What was it you called it again? A housewarming gift?”

He adjusted himself on the tiles, ripples of heat still rising from his hands. “Lesson number one,” he replied, “never be satisfied with anything. Satisfaction is death to all progress. We must keep reaching—loudly and violently—in perpetual ascension.”

Rae would have gone white as a sheet, crossing herself to ward away evil spirits. Arie only laughed, slipping into the same heat tatù and tossing back her long hair. Since she could remember, her uncle had been bestowing ‘life-lessons.’ Most of them could be submitted as direct proof in the case for institutionalization. It was part of the reason they got along.

“Really?” she quipped, flashing him a grin. “You don’t think you took things a little far?”

Yes, he’d tipped the rest of them off to the rise of a shadow organization. A group of rebel knights who could have proven incredibly dangerous if their operation had been allowed to get off the ground. Yes, he’d united Devon and Gabriel in the process. A feat so utterly improbable, anyone who’d known them before would have laughed away the idea for years to come.

But he’d done so with his usual theatrics. The kind that left stains on the carpet, and made her father swear that he’d aged an extra fifty years.

Something else we have in common.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Kraigan replied without inflection, gazing up at the stars himself. There was something appraising about the way he was looking at them. Like they implied some kind of challenge. She stared a moment, wondering what was happening behind those bright eyes. Then she remembered a certain bloody package, and the reason she’d asked.

“You pulled a Vincent Van Gogh, and mailed them the evidence.”

He flashed a disconcerting, almost chiding smile. “After all this time, you think I don’t know how to re-grow my own ear?”

I’m not answering that question.

They sat there for a while longer, as the party continued below. By now, someone had unearthed an ancient bottle of mulled spirits and were proceeding to heat them over the stove, while the rest of them embarked upon a game of increasingly-ludicrous charades.

After a few seconds, Kraigan threw a glance at her stomach.

“So you’ve got something growing in there, huh?” he asked casually, like it hardly mattered either way. “Sure you didn’t just eat a big lunch?”

She snorted with laughter, grateful he wasn’t panicking about it like everyone else. She hadn’t been specifically banned from going onto the roof, but Jason would probably have a fit if he knew.

“Not unless those tacos had a heartbeat,” she answered, wincing a little at the sounds of laughter coming from downstairs. “I just needed to get out of there. Get a little fresh air.”

At least they’re playing a game...

“It’s been almost an hour,” she continued unexpectedly, “and they haven’t stopped talking about the mission. Or more specifically, how my little brother swooped back from the future and singlehandedly saved the day.” She hugged her knees, gazing over the rooftops into the misty skies beyond. “You’d think he was some kind of messiah, the way they’re talking about him,” she muttered, feeling petulant, but unable to stop herself. “It wasn’t even Jamie. Not the one we know, anyway. They aged him up by about twenty years. No wonder he’s performing miracles.”

Kraigan flashed a grin, keeping his eyes on the skyline. “Careful, Aria. Sibling jealousy is an unattractive look.”

She threw him a look. “Coming from you?”

There was a pause.

“Normally, I’d push you off the roof,” he admitted, biting the inside of his lip, like he was considering doing it anyway. “But I don’t want to squish that taco baby...”

“Please don’t call it that.”

“I think I will.”

She chuckled quietly, then let out a sigh.

There was more laughter coming from the living room. There was the scrape of bottles, and cinnamon-scented steam. She wanted to go back downstairs. She wanted to feel like she was a part of that merriment herself. But the quicker they flew down the calendar, tearing off days in their unending countdown, the more it felt like she’d left all those things behind.

They left ME behind. I was just getting started.

“What’s wrong?” Kraigan asked bluntly. “Are you sick?”

She turned in surprise, only to find him watching her. Most people wrote off her uncle as a deranged lunatic, and they wouldn’t be wrong. But the man was twice as perceptive as anyone gave him credit for, picking up on a hundred little details they might have dismissed themselves.

She shook her head quickly, averting her gaze. “I’m just cold.”

He pursed his lips, considering her thoughtfully.

Then without the slightest provocation, he pushed to his feet. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

She blinked, wondering if he was joking. “Are you...are you serious?” she asked, unable to tell. A moment passed between them in silence. “Tomorrow’s Christmas, Uncle Kraigan. It’s literally the reason everyone’s gathered down—”

“What are you doing the next day? And the day after that?”

She stared in silence, taking a moment to remember.

“Uh...the next day? Boxing day? Maybe shopping... not sure. I’ve got an ultrasound sometime later this week, but I’m sure there’s nothing aside from that. Why?” she couldn’t help but ask. “Do you need something?”

He ignored the question, offering down a hand. “I’m commandeering your life until further notice,” he declared. “Be dressed and ready for anything. There’s a small chance we’ll stay within the country, but chances are more likely not.”

She gawked in silence, unable to believe her ears.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, as he placed her back on her feet. Her pulse leapt in spite of herself, and a little grin started creeping up her face. “I can’t just hop on a plane, and...” She trailed off, realizing the long list of things she was no longer able to do. “I can’t do anything like that, Uncle Kraigan,” she finished quietly, lifting a reflexive hand to her stomach. It had become such a familiar gesture, she no longer noticed. “You should take someone else.”

He stared down at her, eyes practically glowing in the darkness.

“Aria Juliet Wardell,” he began quietly, surprising her with the abrupt seriousness of his tone, “do you think there’s a chance in the world I would let something happen to you?”

His eyes flicked to her stomach.

To either of you?

She stared back at him, the words ringing in her head.

The truth was, it was an easy question. Because whether they were talking about a deadly pathogen, an armed group of kidnappers, or a prehistoric leviathan, the answer was the same.

“No, I don’t.”

He nodded, smiled. “Ready the chariots. We ride at dawn.”
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Ready the chariots, we ride at dawn.

Aria lay in a tangle of raven curls, staring at the shadows on the ceiling. For hours, it had been nothing but a dark sheath, but they were shifting now, gathering shade and texture. The sun was just peeking over the eastern horizon, lightening the patch of sky outside her window to a pearly winter grey. In a few moments, those shadows would sharpen into silhouette, the branches of the trees along the riverfront stretching up the wall. She checked the sky, and then checked again.

He wasn’t being literal, right?

One could never be certain, when it came to her uncle Kraigan. The man had once spent an entire summer working as a common world tax consultant, for reasons passing understanding. The following spring, her own mother had nearly incinerated him for releasing what could best be described as a small dragon in the middle of Hyde Park. Chariots at sunrise wouldn’t be a stretch.

At least my mother-in-law’s a nmemokinetic.

She smiled to herself, casting a look at the man sleeping beside her.

It might have been the middle of winter, but they kept the house warm. Instead of bundling up like the rest of the city, Jason was sprawled on top of the bed with very little covering, save for a knitted blanket that had somehow tangled itself around his waist. It was a childhood emblem, one that had survived their Aunt Molly’s interior overhaul and earned a place inside. The purple fringe shone bright against his tan skin, and Aria smiled again, flicking the edge with the tip of her finger.

It had been a while since it had just been the two of them. The last few weeks had been spent careening forward; first in the mad scramble after a missing nuclear device, then in the even more chaotic search for her missing uncle. They’d bounced from one side of the city to another. Her intrepid husband had gone even further than that, finding himself on the other side of the world.

She frowned to herself, studying the handsome lines of his face.

He was more relaxed in sleep, almost childlike, with lips that were gently parted and sunlit hair that fluttered with every breath. But even now, she was able to see the tension—the faint lines in the crease of his forehead, the slight curl to his fingers, like they were always ready to make a fist.

What are you dreaming about?

For a split second, she was almost tempted to check. Yes, it was an unspoken rule that she wasn’t supposed to do those things. As if she hadn’t grown up listening to Julian’s lectures, the PC had strict protocols regarding the sanctity of a person’s mind. But Jason didn’t care, they’d played with things like dreaming before. That being said, she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to look.

She turned back to the window instead, holding back a little sigh.

Things hadn’t been the same since the gang had gotten back from the jungle. Despite the rather astounding end to their mission, it had touched every person involved. Some were shell-shocked, some were reeling. And while it had brought about several unlikely pairings, Gabriel and Devon being chief among them, her husband was jumping at ghosts. Hardly a few minutes could pass without him looking to see where she was, without him checking on the baby. According to Benji, he’d been even worse in Brazil. No sooner had that blood-soaked cruise-liner dropped back into the water, than he was already heading for the jet, texting across five different time zones.

Maxing out my phone plan.

Like he’d somehow felt her gaze, there was a hitch in his breathing, a slight stirring of his sprawled limbs, like he’d shaken the grip of a deep sleep. His blue eyes fluttered open, staring vacantly into the pale sunlight, before focusing on her face. They warmed with an instant smile.

“Merry Christmas, beautiful.”

“Merry Christmas.”

She snuggled down beside him with a grin, forsaking her mournful contemplations for the blissful warmth of his arms. Since the pair had moved in together, only a few years before, almost every single morning had started the same way. It had become such an addiction, there was a still some part of her that couldn’t believe she was allowed to do it. Whenever she wanted, for the rest of her life. The city of London could turn itself inside-out, but at the end of the day, she would still come back to those arms. There was something profoundly comforting about it.

There was something rather tempting as well.

“Jase, what are you thinking?” she chided, lifting a magical finger and tugging at the blanket looped around his waist. “This house has a single rule. I’ve literally carved it above the door.”

He glanced down in surprise, then flashed a boyish grin.

“I must not wear clothing,” he recited.

“Not ever,” she stressed, hoping to drive the message home. “Not a stitch. And certainly not on today, of all days,” she added disapprovingly. “It’s freakin’ Christmas...”

She might have said more, but he gathered a fist of her hair and brought them suddenly together—cutting off her censure with a long and leisurely kiss. It was something else that seemed too implausible to be real, it was something that often led to something more. But no sooner had she decided to roll on top of him, than he was already lifting himself out of the bed.

“Don’t tempt me,” he said with another grin, checking the clock. “You think we have time for something like that? If we’re late this morning, there’s a chance your dad will actually kill me.”

Yeah, that’s fair.

Given that his best friend was currently confined to the ICU, Devon had decided the gang would do the holidays a bit differently this year. And despite said best friend being actually clairvoyant, he’d decided it was going to be a surprise. This meant a single thing: they must rise with the sun.

“It’s completely pointless,” she muttered, watching as he crossed the room to the dresser, rummaging around in the drawers. The room was nearly all windows, but they were so high up, no one could enjoy the view but herself. “Like he didn’t see us planning this for the last week.” She gestured to the dresser. “Like he doesn’t already know what you’re going to wear.”

Jason cast a swift look over his shoulder, theatrically debating between two different shirts, before stuffing them back at the last moment and pulling a pair of swim trunks out of the drawer.

“That’s going to surprise him,” he said proudly.

She snorted with laughter, heaving herself upright as well.

The baby might have been no bigger than a lemon, but there was a psychological weight to these things—as she delighted in reminding everyone within earshot. Of course, the weight came or went depending entirely upon her mood. There were days she would literally bite the hand of anyone who tried to help her. There were other days she adopted a pitiful limp.

“We should have just stayed at my parents’,” she murmured, stretching her arms with a wide yawn, “I was going to suggest it...until I realized that you’d left me at the house.”

It was a good thing her husband’s arms were currently tangled above his head in cardigan, otherwise there was half-decent chance he would have wrapped them around her throat.

“Are you serious?” he demanded, whipping around with a laugh. The sweater tugged over his head, and he shook out his hair. “I thought you left me! I jumped into Lily’s car and made it halfway to the interstate before your brother called and said he’d used a tracking tatù, and that you were”—he took a breath for this—“sitting on a frozen rooftop with your Uncle Kraigan. So forgive me for just walking inside after your mother texted and said she’d already put you into a cab.”

It had started lightly enough, but his smile was gone by the end of it. To be honest, she didn’t know why she’d brought it up. They had nearly fought about it the night before.

Instead of answering, she padded across the floor and stepped up behind him, threading her arms casually around his waist. A full-length mirror hung just beside the dresser, and she caught his eyes, pressing a kiss to the bare skin beneath his shoulder. He smelled like cinnamon and shampoo, with just the faintest hint of smoke. They’d toasted marshmallows the night before.

“Don’t start,” she said lightly, kissing again. “Especially when you’re the one breaking the house rule...”

He gave her a hard look, but it cracked almost immediately with a smile. A second later, he turned around, wrapping both arms around her ribs. With a grand flourish, he kissed the tip of her nose before kneeling to the ground and ostentatiously doing the same to her stomach.

“Don’t listen to your mother, sweetheart,” he said loudly, tapping the tips of his fingers against her skin. “The holidays are a trial for everyone, and she’s famously perverse.”

She swatted him with a giggle, as he pushed back to his feet.

“Ignore that,” she commanded, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Don’t say that! Poor thing’s going to have enough neuroses as is. Just look at the rest of the family.”

He flashed the particular kind of smile he got whenever they were talking about the baby.

“Your family, or mine? You know what,” he caught himself quickly, turning back to the drawers, “don’t answer that. You should get dressed. Your dad’s going to roast us alive.”

She nodded vaguely, conjuring a trench coat to wear over her pajamas, and pairing it with a cartoonishly floppy bow. He glanced around, just as she jammed her feet into a pair of her signature slippers—angry hippopotamuses, who looked just a breath away from coming to life.

He stared a split second, growing abruptly tender.
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