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        Temptation, Blood Trails #0.5

      

      A dinner party ended with a dead body.

      A young officer recognizes the foul stench of demon at the crime scene.

      It’s time to call for backup.

      Not a cop.

      A witch.

      
        Tap or click HERE and tell me where to send your free ebook. Quick! There's a murder to solve...

      

      I love hearing from readers, and I respond to all messages. You can reply to a newsletter, you can message me on Facebook, or you can email me at jblackstream@gmail.com.

      I will always respond, because you’re the ones that make these books possible.

      
        With much love,

        Jennifer Blackstream

      

      P.S. Your coffee is sitting somewhere getting cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        No one sees betrayal coming. No one. Experience another story of deception, theft, and murder from USA Today bestselling author Jennifer Blackstream.

      

      Shade’s Unseelie master has a new case for her. Someone is stealing Unseelie artifacts, piecing together the tools to perform a lost ritual. Shade must recover the artifacts and return them to their rightful owners—

      But only after the thief has finished the spell.

      Shade’s contract is clear, but her conscience isn’t. The ritual is dangerous, and if she lets the thief succeed, their blood will be on her hands. To make matters worse, this case is full of familiar faces. Faces that still haunt her nightmares.

      Every revelation raises the stakes, and soon Shade finds her professional life becoming a lot more personal, and the path ahead less and less clear. When Shade finds the thief, she’ll have a choice to make. And there’s no guarantee that the friends she begins with will still be by her side when it’s all over…
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      “Just eat the strawberry already!”

      Peasblossom’s high-pitched voice drilled into my ears like acupuncture needles aimed straight for my ear drums. If my head didn’t feel full of cotton, it would have hurt worse. As it was, the sound was muddled, as if she were shouting underwater. That was probably a bad sign.

      I rolled my head to the side, the cool kitchen counter pressing against my cheek. Early morning sunlight peeked through the curtains, just enough to paint the room in gauzy gold light. Morning already. No sleep for me.

      Again.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      My voice sounded far away. Peasblossom scowled and stomped over the counter. For a six-inch pixie, my familiar could make a lot of noise when she stomped. Or maybe that was just because my ear was pressed to the counter.

      Something cold and wet hit me in the nose, and my eyes shot open in time to see a large red strawberry pressed to my face.

      “Eat. The. Stupid. Berry!” Peasblossom growled.

      “Not. Hungry.”

      “Shade.”

      It was Andy’s voice this time. I frowned and rolled my head to the other side, ignoring the discomfort of steamrolling my nose against the counter. My back wasn’t happy either, and my spine ached from being bent over for too long. I squinted in the direction of Andy’s voice, trying to parse out his form through the fall of my dark hair that now covered my face.

      The FBI agent took a step closer, only the sound of his shoes on the hardwood floor alerting me to the movement. “The strawberry is enchanted, remember? To help replace a good night’s sleep?”

      Oh. I’d forgotten I’d taken to keeping spelled berries in the fridge. Mother Hazel wouldn’t like it. Not just because it was “lazy witching,” but because no one should abuse themselves to the point of needing a steady stream of magic berries to function through a lack of sleep. I scowled.

      I sighed and rolled over my face again, groping for the berry with a right hand that had fallen asleep at some point. Probably to mock me.

      “Scath is still having the nightmares, huh?”

      It took two tries to get the strawberry into my mouth. I didn’t know if it would have been easier without Peasblossom’s “help,” but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t have come so close to being shoved up my nose without her.

      “Obviously,” I muttered.

      I chewed the berry, grunting as the magic seeped into my body, waking up my tired muscles and firing up my brain cells. I blinked and sat up, stretching and twisting in my seat on one of the bar stools at the island counter in my kitchen. My back screamed in protest and I winced.

      “Did you try talking to her again?” Andy asked.

      I propped my head up on my hands, elbows on the counter. “I tried. As soon as I mention the nightmares, she leaves. Just flashes back into her feline beast form and takes off. Whatever is upsetting her, Scath doesn’t want to talk about it.”

      Andy crossed the room to the fridge. As usual, he was dressed in a dark blue suit and white shirt, not a wrinkle to be found. He opened the fridge and retrieved a can of Coke, then pivoted to set it in front of me. “Has she talked about anything?”

      “No. She stays in beast form for the most part. Just sits there staring at me.” I resisted the urge to grab the can. It was too early for soda. “And let me just say, it was strange enough before when she’d curl up on the foot of my bed to sleep—back when I thought she was a cat sith. Now that I know she has a human form…” I rubbed my eyes. “Then of course she has the nightmares, and shifts to human form, so I wake up with a naked, screaming woman tangled in my sheets.”

      “Looks like you have another chance,” Andy said under his breath.

      I turned in time to see the sidhe woman in question walk out of my bedroom. As was her new routine, she’d had the nightmare, I’d tried to talk to her about it, then she’d run out. I didn’t know how she’d ended up back in my bedroom, but her means of travel was pretty low on my list of questions.

      Definitely farther down than “Are you planning to kill me?”

      Scath was naked, as she always was in human form. My standing offer of clothing had not as yet caught her interest. I couldn’t blame her since she wasn’t going to stay in that form long anyway, and putting clothes on just to take them off after ten minutes hardly seemed worth it. If there was one thing I knew for certain about the sidhe, it was that she preferred her feline form.

      “How are you?” I asked.

      Cold green eyes met mine. “Fine.”

      Scath’s voice held the usual rasp that followed her shift from beast form. The sound reminded me of a rusty sword, suffering from disuse, but still dangerous. She’d taken human form several times over the last few weeks since I’d discovered she had that ability. I had the bitter thought that if she’d talk to me more, maybe give me some clue to why she’d attached herself to me, then maybe she wouldn’t sound like she’d been gargling broken glass.

      I slid off the stool and approached her, trying my best to look harmless. Something that was usually easy for me, since I was only five-foot-three and usually dressed in colorful leggings and a black cotton shirt.

      “The nightmares,” I began gently. “I just wanted—”

      “Why do you fear him?”

      I blinked in confusion, then tensed as Scath stalked across the room and scooped Majesty off the floor.

      Behind me, Andy tensed too, his hand falling to his gun.

      “You know that won’t do you any good, so don’t bother,” I reminded him, my voice tight. I cleared my throat. “Please be careful with him.”

      Scath let the kitten squirm in her arms before he crawled onto her shoulder to sit like a ball of black-striped grey fluff, his white face deceptively innocent. His tail lashed side to side, bright blue eyes focused intently on me. He wasn’t glowing, and he didn’t have the look of a creature about to unleash an unpredictable burst of magic that may result in death and destruction.

      But that was meager comfort when you knew he could. At any time. With no warning.

      “Either you’re being deliberately obtuse, or you have a wretchedly poor memory.” I rubbed my hands on my legging-covered thighs, trying to ease the tingle of defensive magic that wouldn’t do me any good. “Have you forgotten the rhinoceros?”

      “No. But I also haven’t forgotten the lightning that saved your life. He did that too.” She reached up with one hand to scratch the kitten behind his left ear. “He would help you more if you would let him accompany you.”

      Majesty leapt off her shoulder. I jerked my arm up, magic ready. Andy’s arm tightened as he resisted the urge to draw his gun. The kitten landed silently on the floor, then made a beeline toward the growing patch of sunlight in front of my apartment’s large windows. Scath snorted and shook her head at both of us.

      I forced myself to look out the window, to concentrate on Cleveland’s skyline and the soft glow of August morning sunlight. It wasn’t very helpful. Looking at the city just made me think of my real home back in Dresden, the tiny village tucked into a bend in the Muskingum River. I remembered a simpler time. Before I’d worked for Cleveland’s vampiric criminal mastermind. Before I’d signed a contract of indentured servitude with a leannan sidhe. Before another Unseelie sidhe had taken to following me everywhere, and now, apparently enjoyed judging my attempts to protect myself.

      I tried to take a deep breath to center myself, then wrinkled my nose as I realized my mistake. The entire apartment smelled like the fey master who rented it for me, who insisted I stay here. Expensive cologne that teased the senses, so light you could never be completely certain it was cologne and not the natural intoxicating scent of the man himself.

      A tiny hand pressed against my neck. Peasblossom gave me a reassuring pat, and I turned to see her wink a pink multi-faceted eye at me. I forced my arm down and looked at Scath. “He seems perfectly capable of showing up when it pleases him,” I said, gesturing toward Majesty with my chin. “And I can hardly take him with me on cases when I have no idea when he’ll…go off.”

      “He’s not in control of his own magic,” Scath insisted. “For every time he shows up, there’s a handful of times he’s tried and failed.”

      I froze. “You mean…he’s been trying to stay with me all the time?”

      Scath rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

      I shared a look with Andy, and for the first time in too long, we shared a moment of perfect understanding. Perfect, horrified understanding.

      “I don’t like it!” Peasblossom announced, stomping her foot on my shoulder. “I don’t like him. He’s a nasty beastie who wants me for a chew toy.” She crossed her arms. “And I’m much more helpful to Shade than he could ever be.”

      “Do you know who did that to him?” Andy spoke up, addressing Scath as he jabbed a thumb in Majesty’s general direction. “The knot of magic in his lifeforce?”

      Scath didn’t answer. And she didn’t look at Andy. As a general rule, she didn’t seem interested in communicating with anyone but me. And most of the time, she seemed to resent that as well.

      “Can you communicate with Majesty?” I asked.

      “No. He doesn’t talk.”

      I didn’t know if she was being sarcastic and referring to his literal lack of speech, or if that answer had been genuine, and Majesty lacked the communication abilities a normal kitten would have. My experience with her frustrating refusal over the past few weeks to give me anything resembling a straight answer discouraged me from asking for more detail.

      “You said he’d be more helpful if I’d keep him with me,” I said finally. “Do you have reason to believe he’ll help me?”

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t elaborate. I clenched my teeth, then forced my jaw to relax. “You understand the risk. You said his magic is chaotic. Would you agree that he might also make things worse?”

      “Yes.”

      Again, no helpful elaboration.

      “But you think he’ll help me more often than hurt me?”

      Scath shrugged.

      My eye twitched. I took a slow breath through my nose, then let it out just as slowly. “If you know anything about him, if you care for him at all, then you have to know he’s suffering. Whatever spell is inside him, turning him into a ball of chaos magic, it’s going to kill him eventually. Can you at least tell me who did that to him? Or how to help him?”

      Scath hesitated. I held my breath. Was this it? Would she finally listen? Finally give me a scrap of the information I’d been begging her for since I found out she had a human form? For three weeks, she’d been stubbornly silent, giving me one word answers, staying in beast form more often than not. Refusing to go away, but giving me no explanation for why.

      “The magic won’t kill him,” she said finally.

      I held very still, afraid to break the spell of cooperation. “Do you know who did this to him? Who put that magic inside him?” All his original owner Mrs. Harvesty had been able to tell me was that the spell had been cast by a sorceress she found in Akron.

      “Yes.”

      Andy tensed, but he seemed to share my fear of interrupting this new flow of information, and remained silent.

      “Is this person my friend or my enemy?”

      “Either. Or both. She’s not one to limit her options.”

      I held my breath. “Who is she?” I asked.

      Scath met my eyes, the intensity in her stare a heavy weight holding me in place, as if she were wary of my reaction, afraid I might run away. “Dubheasa.”

      “Dubheasa?” I echoed the name, but I couldn’t place it. It sounded familiar. Not in a good way, but in a—

      My knees gave out, and I sank to the floor. Peasblossom let out a squeak of protest at the sudden drop, but I ignored her.

      “Dubheasa,” I choked. “Queen of Air and Darkness? Ruler of the Unseelie?”

      Scath nodded slowly.

      Sweat broke out on my forehead, and I felt the remains of the strawberry I’d eaten bob in my stomach, threatening to come back up. “Why?” I managed hoarsely. “Why did she send him to my village? You said he can be helpful, but also hurtful. A blessing and a curse. So what is he?”

      “A gift,” Scath said simply.

      “Can we exchange him for something else?” Peasblossom asked hopefully.

      The door to my apartment swung open. “Good morning.”

      Flint’s voice was never a welcome sound, but this time, it was too much. I wasn’t in the mood, I didn’t have the mental fortitude to deal with him right now. I needed time, personal space to think about this new revelation. Time for a lie down, or a complete psychotic break. But I couldn’t tell him that. He’d demand to know why, and I certainly had no intention of letting him find answers before I did.

      I forced myself to stand on trembling legs and whirled around to pin him with the darkest glare I could manage. There was no magic in it, but a small part of me hoped something would happen anyway. Spontaneous combustion, or at least a really bad rash in a sensitive place. Nothing hid fear as well as anger.

      The leannan sidhe blinked at me, his hazel eyes widening before darting from me to Andy to Scath to Majesty, and back. “I’m interrupting something.”

      It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to look back at Scath to know she’d returned to her beast form. She always did when Flint showed up. We would continue our discussion later. I just hoped this talkative mood wasn’t a one-time occurrence. “What do you want?”

      “I have a job for you.” He glanced at Andy again, then added, “Only you.”

      “Let me guess.” I stormed over to the counter and snatched up the can of Coke Andy had offered me earlier. “You want me to go to the Rocky River reservation and talk to a hamadryad. Or maybe you want me to count the deer, make sure they’re not being over-hunted? Perhaps you’d like me to take a soil sample to test the Ph levels?”

      Flint crossed his arms, the soft black dress shirt he wore managing to accent the muscles of his shoulders and biceps without straining. Expensive tailoring at its finest. “You sound like you think I’ve been wasting your time.”

      I clenched my teeth. Ever since my last case, Flint had sent me onto the Rocky River reservation for a variety of small, laughable tasks. He wanted me to talk to a pixie about a leak in her roof. He wanted me to prune the dead limbs off a sugar maple. He wanted me to check that a certain Douglas fir hadn’t lost too many pine cones. And all the while, he smiled.

      He smiled because it was all intended to put me on the reservation, spread my scent around, as it were, because that’s where Liam Osbourne, alpha of the Rocky River pack, worked as the detective sergeant of the Cleveland Metropark Rangers. Flint knew damn well Liam was on a self-imposed Shade-hiatus until we were both out from under the leannan sidhe’s influence, and Flint intended to test the shifter’s control as much as possible.

      And in the process, he was testing my temper. Which had grown steadily thinner with each passing day of Liam’s Shade-hiatus. And Scath’s nightmares and general refusal to give up any helpful information. And Andy’s general bad mood.

      “Just tell me what you want and get out.” I took a long gulp of the Coke to stop myself from adding anything more.

      Flint sauntered farther into the room, close enough that he could look over the couch to see Majesty and Scath. He was curled up around Scath’s thick black tail, biting it with his sharp kitten teeth. Flint watched the kitten for a few moments, studying Scath’s reaction—or lack thereof—to Majesty’s teething.

      “There’s been a theft,” Flint said finally. He folded himself onto one of the barstools he’d purchased last week and dropped a file I hadn’t noticed he’d been carrying onto the kitchen island’s surface. “A gentleman was in possession of a bowl, one part of a three piece ceremonial set. I believe whoever took it will be after the rest of the set. I want you to find the thief.”

      “Ceremonial set?” I repeated. “What sort of ceremony are they used for?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Most people today won’t know how it works. But I do want you to look into the other pieces that belong to the set. Keep an eye on them. In addition to the bowl, there is a cup and a knife.” He gestured at the file. “Details are in the file.”

      The groan of aluminum warned me I was crushing my can of Coke. Flint was withholding information—again—and I just didn’t have the patience for it today. I put the Coke down and tugged at the hem of my long-sleeved black cotton shirt before settling my waist pouch more securely around my hips. “I can’t determine motive if I don’t know what the set does. You’re the boss, of course, so if you don’t want to tell me, I’ll work without that vital information. But if I fail to find your precious artifacts, I don’t want to hear any whining.”

      Flint’s sleek dark eyebrows twitched toward the ceiling. “I do not whine.”

      “Do you want to find a suitable synonym, or do you want to give me the information I need to stop these thefts?” My hand itched to retrieve the Coke.

      “I don’t want you to stop the thefts. Let the thief take them. Let the thief use them. After the ritual is complete, steal the items back.”

      I stared at him, confusion temporarily halting my rise in temper. “You want me to let the thief steal them, let them use them, then bring the artifacts to you afterward?”

      Flint raised a finger. “Not to me. After the thief has completed the ceremony, I want you to return the items to the owners who were left in possession of them before the thief stole them.”

      “What does the ritual do?” Andy asked, echoing my earlier question.

      I could tell from his tone that he’d had the same thought I did. Was Flint working with the thief? Allowing them to use the items, then making sure said items were returned to the rightful owners—through me—in some attempt to save the thief from retribution?

      “Agent Bradford, Shade will not require your assistance for this case.” Flint met my eyes. “And I’ve already told you, that information is unnecessary for you to perform the task I’ve assigned you. Find out who stole the first artifact. Watch the remaining artifacts. When the third one is stolen, go to the thief. You’ll know when the ritual is finished. When it is, steal the items back and return them to their stewards.”

      “And as I’ve already told you,” I said slowly, infusing every word with as much mockery as I could muster. “If you won’t tell me what the ritual is for, it will be very difficult to determine motive. Determining motive is key to uncovering the identity of a thief.”

      The lines around the corners of Flint’s mouth deepened. He studied me for a long minute before sighing. “Look for someone who has little—” he looked at Andy— “or no power. Someone who’s unhappy with their vulnerability or lack of status. They will benefit from the items in question.”

      “You think I’m powerless?” Andy asked, his tone suddenly too soft, almost taunting. “I think there’s a kelpie who might disagree with you. Or he would if he wasn’t dead.”

      My jaw dropped. Peasblossom froze in her spot on my shoulder, and I knew the look of shock on my face would be mirrored in her tiny pink expression. In all the time I’d known Andy, I had never known him to rise to bait like that. He was cool and composed, always in control. He knew better. It was why I’d agreed to work with him, why I’d thought he stood a chance against the Otherworld’s criminals.

      Shock rose to panic as Andy strode across the room to stand directly in front of Flint. That wasn’t just hot-headed—it was dangerous. Andy’s only advantage was his gun, an advantage that meant nothing now that he was too close to draw it before Flint reached him. The leannan sidhe watched Andy approach, his face blank of any expression. His posture remained loose and careless, but it didn’t fool me. I knew how fast he was. How deadly.

      Slowly, Andy withdrew his notepad and pen from his pocket. “Why don’t you tell us if there’s anyone you already suspect may have committed the theft? You do have someone in mind, don’t you?”

      Flint arched one eyebrow, obviously noticing the same change in Andy that was making my eyes bulge out of their sockets. “As I said, Agent Bradford. Andrew. This case is for Shade. She won’t be needing your—”

      Andy’s fist sailed through the air, passing an inch from where Flint’s face had been seconds before. The leannan sidhe slid out of his seat ahead of the blow, moving with preternatural speed that put him behind Andy before the FBI agent completed his swing.

      My hands were up, magic snapping against my palms, my lips already moving in a stabilization spell. I couldn’t attack Flint, not while I was under contract. But I wouldn’t let him kill Andy either.

      Flint’s hands closed on Andy’s shoulders, kneading the tense muscles there in a mockery of a massage, his body folding against Andy’s with the liquid sensuality that was his nature.

      The breath in my lungs turned sharp as shards of glass, and I waited to see what Flint would do. Crush Andy’s bones under his grip? Or worse? Flint had the ability to manipulate desire. It wouldn’t take much for him to overpower Andy’s mind, melt his defenses and bend him to his will. If there was one thing the leannan sidhe knew, it was that there were punishments so much worse than physical pain…

      Suddenly Flint dropped his hands and retreated a step or two. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises?” he murmured. He glanced at me. “I assume the shield is yours. But the walls…” He returned his gaze to Andy, staring at him as if he weren’t really seeing him. Or, rather, as if he were seeing inside him.

      The way Flint stared at Andy made me think he had reached out with his power to influence my partner, and found something he wasn’t expecting. I’d seen Andy on the astral plane, and I’d caught a glimpse of his psychic shields. They were primitive, probably a result of the trauma that had put the scars on his back and upper arms. Leannan sidhe read emotions like no one else, and if Flint wanted to force his way past them, I had no doubt he could. But I didn’t like that he’d felt them at all. And I was surprised at the mention of magic shields. I hadn’t done anything to Andy.

      Andy turned, his jaw so tight my own teeth ached in sympathy. His fists were clenched, ready to try another swing. He was outmatched, but he was acting like he didn’t know it.

      “On second thought,” Flint said slowly. “Perhaps it would be helpful for Shade to have an upstanding officer of the law like yourself at her side. It might expedite things.” He looked at me, inclining his head to the file on the island. “The information you need is in there. I’ll expect an update later today.”

      He took a few steps toward the door, then stopped, turning his attention to Andy, giving him one last look before leaving the apartment. The leannan sidhe’s hazel eyes were just a little more gold than they should have been, and it sent a chill down my spine. After the door closed, my mouth moved, but no sound would come out.

      “Typical bully,” Andy muttered. “Stand up to them, and they fold like cheap card tables.”

      I sputtered and lurched forward, half-falling into Andy’s personal space. It took me three tries to get any words out.

      “Folded? Folded? Is that what you think just happened?” My voice rose an octave, and I fought to keep from sounding like a chipmunk as I collected my scattered thoughts. “What is wrong with you? What in the name of blood and bone were you thinking, taking a swing at him like that?” I pointed at his hand. “You’d have broken your hand before you bruised him, you know that, right? You’re aware that Flint could flip a car if the mood struck him?”

      “Winning the fight isn’t as important as making it clear that you’re not afraid to fight,” Andy said calmly. “He needs to know I won’t just sit here and take it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. Something small, and smooth, and green. “Besides, I still have this.”

      Suddenly the magic shield Flint had mentioned made sense. The stone Andy was holding in his hand was something I’d given him shortly after our first meeting. I closed my eyes, giving myself a mental kick for forgetting about it. “Andy, that stone won’t protect you if Flint decides he really wants to get in your head. It’s more like wearing a bullet-proof vest. Yes, if you’re shot in the chest with normal bullets, you’ll be fine, but you can still be shot in the head. And there are still bullets that can pierce it, if your opponent knows you’re wearing the vest and prepares for that.”

      Andy slipped the stone back into his pocket. “Seems like it worked just fine.”

      I craned my neck to stare at Peasblossom. The pixie’s eyes were wider than usual, and her wings twitched behind her, the injured limbs fighting to lift her, to burn off some of the panic I could see in her little face. The left one fluttered weakly, but the right barely twitched.

      “Why are you so upset?” he demanded. “He backed down, didn’t he?”

      “Backed down?” Peasblossom squeaked.

      I jabbed a finger into Andy’s chest. “He did not ‘back down.’ He did not ‘fold like a cheap card table.’ You had a temper tantrum, Andy. A temper tantrum that is so uncharacteristic, so unexpected, that you surprised him.” I shook my head. “If Kylie hadn’t tested you along with everyone else last month after everything at New Moon, I’d think you had a testosterone-pumping parasite of your own.”

      Andy wrinkled his nose at the mention of the parasite, but brushed it aside just as quickly. “You say surprised like it means something different than I think it does,” he said.

      He sounded annoyed. Not scared, or reticent. Irritated. Like I was overreacting.

      “The worst thing you can be to a sidhe like that is interesting,” I said. “Up until now, you’ve been an amusing inconvenience at worst. But now, you’ve piqued his interest.” I shoved a hand through my hair. “He’s going to study you now. He’s going to want to know why you snapped. He’ll dig into your life. Do you understand what I’m saying? Do you have any idea what that means?”

      There. Something flickered through Andy’s gaze, some shadow of doubt.

      I nodded. “You get it now. There’s something going on with you, something you won’t talk to me about. You’ve been more and more on edge, less and less like yourself.” I grabbed his hand, willing him to look me in the eye. “You have to tell me what’s going on. Because whatever it is, Flint is going to find out soon. You don’t want him to know before I do.”

      He jerked his hand out of my grasp. “Do you think I’m powerless?”

      I took a deep breath through my nose, then let it out. “I have never thought of you as powerless. I just—”

      “Then trust me to handle my own business. And I’ll trust you not to use magical force to make me talk to you before I’m ready.”

      I flinched. Once I’d used magic on him. Just once. I’d dazed him to make him stay behind while I confronted someone. “I told you I wouldn’t do that again.”

      Peasblossom made a harrumphing sound, holding onto a lock of my hair so she could lean closer to Andy without falling off her perch. “You’re not powerless, but up to now your biggest strength was the fact that you never let the bad guys get to you. Sidhe like to toy with people above all else, and you just weren’t fun for them. But if you start losing control, you’ll lose your edge.”

      “My biggest strength was never my willingness to take their abuse,” Andy corrected her coldly. “It was making sure they understood there was a line that I wouldn’t let them cross—and shooting them when they crossed it.”

      He grabbed the file off the counter and flipped it open, scanning its contents. I stared at him, knowing my mouth was hanging open again.

      Andy snorted and shook his head, his eyes sliding back and forth as he continued reading the file.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your master buried the lead.” He held up the file. “The gentleman who owned the ceremonial bowl that was stolen? He was murdered.”
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      “I’m not even going to ask how he got a copy of the police report,” Andy muttered.

      I stared at the orange construction cones that lined both sides of the street ahead of us. At least they were constant. Reliable. Construction cones didn’t just disappear. Not like Andy’s good sense apparently had.

      Cool and collected. That was his MO. His leading characteristic.

      And it was gone.

      “Are you listening?”

      I didn’t look at him. “If Flint had killed you, the Vanguard would have ruled it justified since you swung first. Even though you missed. And of course you missed, because you’re human, and he’s not.”

      Andy’s grip on the wheel tightened. “Have you read any of that file yet?”

      “He’s not going to talk about it,” Peasblossom said, sprawling out on her stomach on my left shoulder. “Not now when he has a case to concentrate on. Might as well wait till it’s over.”

      She was right, but I didn’t have to like it. I counted ten more construction cones to center myself before speaking. “I’ve read the report. It says they originally thought Mr. Masters’ death was an accident. Best they could tell, he fell and hit his head on the table. Nothing was missing, and he had no injuries other than the blow to his head. But then a few days ago, his niece called to tell them there was something missing.”

      “The bowl,” Andy guessed.

      “Right. Unfortunately, by the time they had that information, the body had already been cremated, per Mr. Masters’ dying wishes, and they’d released the crime scene.” I tapped the woefully thin case file.

      “They talked to the neighbors and someone reported that they might have seen a UPS guy at Mr. Masters’ house,” Peasblossom added, reading over my shoulder. “That could have been the thief.”

      “So maybe he tried to get Mr. Masters to let him inside, the old guy wasn’t having it, and the thief forced his way in and knocked him down,” Andy continued. “He hit his head, the thief took the bowl and left.”

      “It’s possible,” I agreed. “The police have talked to the pawn shops in the area, and they’re keeping an eye out for anyone trying to sell it.”

      “If someone took it for the magic, then they’re not going to sell it at a pawn shop,” Peasblossom pointed out. “Either they took it to use themselves, or they took it to sell to someone who wants to use it.”

      “If the UPS guy was someone Other using glamour to get access to the house, I might be able to find evidence with Vincent’s forensic spell. If it was someone Other, it wouldn’t have taken much effort to make Mr. Masters’ death look like an accident.” I shuffled the file on my lap. “It’s easy—pathetically easy. Which is why I got into this business in the first place, if you remember. To protect humans from people and creatures they don’t even believe in. Like ghosts and demons—kelpies…”

      “Is this how it’s going to be now?” Andy’s voice was cold and hard.

      Not the tone I expected from my friends, even when we weren’t getting along.

      “Are you so sure I’m hiding something from you that every word out of your mouth is going to be some thinly veiled threat?”

      I’d meant to let it go, follow Peasblossom’s advice and wait till the case was over. But apparently my mouth had other ideas. “I’m sorry, was that veiled? Let me rephrase—you’re going to get yourself killed.” I jerked open the file and scanned the pages inside without really reading any of it. “But don’t worry about opening up to me and telling me what’s going on with you. Now that you had your little tantrum with Flint, I expect he’ll know all your secrets by sundown. And if it’s as horrible as I expect it is given your complete personality change, I’m sure he’ll want to tell me all about it just to see me squirm.”

      “There. Is. Nothing. Wrong.”

      I shrugged. “Well, I’ll know soon enough.”

      Andy jerked the wheel. I squeaked and let go of the file to grab the door handle with one hand and the armrest with the other. The papers hit the floor and spread out in a chaotic fan. I glared at Andy as he whipped the SUV into the driveway of a small house with beige siding and a missing shutter on the front window. I sat there, pulse thundering in my ears, fingers digging into their respective handholds.

      “Keep driving like that,” I said quietly, “and I will flatten your tires.”

      Andy didn’t respond. He left me to glare after him as he opened his door and got out of the SUV, slamming it behind him. He jerked at his suit jacket as he walked, fiddling with the buttons on his sleeves.

      “Deja vu,” Peasblossom muttered. “Isn’t this how our last case started?”

      “It is.”

      Peasblossom hopped down onto my lap so she could look up at me. “You have the potions.”

      I put a hand on my waist pouch. Yes, I had the potions. I’d been so worried about Andy on the last case, I’d brewed a few things specially for him. A protection potion to keep him safe, and a sort of happy potion meant to calm the nerves.

      “I already offered them to him, and he refused.” I closed my hands into fists, digging my fingernails into my palms. “He wouldn’t even take the protection potion.” I didn’t add that he obviously didn’t trust me to tell him the truth about what he was drinking, but Peasblossom read the hurt on my face.

      “It’s a simple spell. It wouldn’t hurt him. And it’s in his best interest…”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “I can’t force him. If I do that, then any chance I have of saving this partnership will be gone.”

      “What are you going to do then?” Peasblossom asked.

      I had no idea. I turned to Scath. “I don’t suppose you have any insights to offer?”

      Scath cracked open one eerie green eye, then closed it before rising out of the curled up position necessitated by being in a backseat smaller than she was. She yawned, giving me a good look at her sharp white teeth, then put one huge paw on the armrest that divided the front seat.

      She didn’t say anything. Of course.

      I rolled my eyes, then opened my door, stepping aside to let Scath ooze out of the vehicle like a prehistoric victim being poured out of a tar pit. Now that she wasn’t pretending to be a cat sith anymore, she triggered her own glamour to appear as a service dog instead of waiting for me to use the enchanted collar.

      Majesty let out a sound that nearly sent me straight into the air. I flattened myself against Andy’s SUV, eyes wide, heart pounding, magic ready. The kitten leapt out of the SUV, his fur standing straight up, giving him the illusion of being twice his original size in both directions. His eyes shone with bright blue light as he hit the ground, staring at something in the center of the lawn.

      “Peasblossom?” I hissed.

      “I don’t see anything!”

      I looked down to find Scath watching Majesty, her entire body motionless in the way large felines managed right before a pounce. Her muscles twitched, but she was too late. Majesty shot across the lawn hissing, leaping and twisting in the air.

      I hurled magic over the lawn in a wide, arcing net of silver light, but the detection spell revealed no magic. Not even a twinge. “I’m not seeing anything,” I said tightly.

      “There!” Peasblossom shouted.

      I tried to follow where she was pointing, my pulse racing. “What is it?”

      “It’s a squirrel,” Peasblossom said, her voice thick with disgust. “It’s just a squirrel.”

      “I don’t have time for this,” I muttered. I glanced down at Scath and gestured at the mighty hunter. “Could you…?”

      The sidhe in service dog glamour snorted, then took off over the lawn toward the kitten.

      I smoothed my hair down, more to calm myself than because patting it made any difference to the wild dark brown waves. Peasblossom muttered something about stupid cats, and I held up a hand to shush her when I realized Andy had left the front door open for me. I walked up to the front porch and peered inside. The sight that greeted me stopped me in my tracks. My argument with Andy faded from my mind as I stared in horror at my crime scene.

      Someone had ripped up the carpet, baring the hard, unfinished wood floor underneath. All the furniture had been pushed to the edges of the room, including the long coffee table from the crime scene photos. The table had been wiped clean, and the blood and hair that had clung to the corner in the picture were gone. The room still smelled of old blood, but it was the ghost of a scent, strangled by the fresher scent of furniture polish and vinegar.

      “Blood and bone,” I cursed. “Someone cleaned up already.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know you were coming,” a female voice spoke up.

      I turned to find a woman in her mid-forties standing in a hallway that led off the living room. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, giving an unobstructed view of the pink glasses shaped like long rounded rectangles sitting high on her nose. She wore a thick forest green gardening apron, with a pair of matching gloves sticking out of the pocket. The apron and gloves were well-used.

      And bloody.

      She followed my gaze. “You’ll have to excuse the mess. I need to get this place cleaned up and ready to sell, and that blood was starting to foul up the whole house.” She wrinkled her nose. “It soaked through the carpet to the padding, so I had to get rid of all of it.” A flicker of doubt passed through her eyes, and she shifted nervously on her feet. “I thought the police were done?”

      I bit back the frustrated response that leapt to my mind. The police might have been done, but my spells still could have given me important information. Like what species, if any, of Other had been here. “Do you still have the carpet?”

      “No,” the woman said slowly. “Took it to the dump yesterday. What do you need it for? The police already took their samples.”

      “This is Kathy,” Andy told me, entering the room by way of a short hallway from the back of the house. “She’s Mr. Masters’ niece.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Kathy.” I gestured at the floor. “This looks like a lot of work, and it can’t be pleasant for you given the circumstances. The police should have given you the name of a cleaning company that specializes in this sort of job.”

      “I can’t afford to pay people to do what I’m more than capable of doing myself,” Kathy said shortly. “I’ve raised three kids, I’ve cleaned up enough blood, poop, and urine to make a grown man puke.” She shrugged. “Besides, Uncle Jay and I weren’t what you’d call close. He made it clear that he felt I’d sullied the family name by becoming a lowly tradeswoman instead of following him into academia. And he didn’t have much love for me, or my wife and kids. He made it clear he preferred not to see us—though he was more than happy to call me if he needed a ride somewhere, or needed something fixed for free.”

      She sounded bitter, and if what she was saying was true, she had a right to be. I knew plenty of people who’d taken care of a family member who treated them poorly, and it was a painful situation. I was trying to think of something to say when I glanced out the window that faced the backyard. I swallowed a yelp of surprise.

      There was a three-foot squirrel barreling through the backyard, hot on the trail of a panicked Majesty. Scath was in hot pursuit, and I said a small prayer that the sidhe could resolve the fiasco with something that wouldn’t involve me trying to hide the corpse of a giant dead rodent.

      “Scath will probably eat it,” Peasblossom whispered.

      I stood there frozen, trying to think of a way to keep Kathy from seeing what I was seeing. Andy followed my gaze and quickly stepped in.

      “Tell her about the man that came to see you,” he prompted.

      Kathy moved to the bookcase against the far wall—away from the window, blessedly—and snagged an empty box off the floor. “I’d never met him before. He said his name was Frank…something, I don’t recall his last name.” She dropped the box on an empty corner of the coffee table and began unloading books from the shelf. “He showed up the day after the obituary was in the newspaper. Said he was a friend of Uncle Jay’s. I got the feeling he wanted to reminisce, but like I said, we weren’t close. I didn’t know what the heck I was going to say until he mentioned the treasure.”

      “Treasure?” I echoed.

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s what Uncle Jay called it. Or sometimes he’d say ‘our legacy.’ I guess the thing’s been in our family for several generations. Didn’t look like much to me. It was just an old ceramic bowl with some of the paint chipped off. But to hear Uncle Jay talk, it was straight out of a king’s tomb. He was an anthropology professor, and he always thought my disinterest in the bowl was just another indication that our genetics were on the decline.”

      She waved a thin paperback. “He was always going on and on about how special it was. Last year he took it to that show Treasure Hoarders, the one where people bring in junk from their attic and the professionals tell them if it’s worth anything?”

      Peasblossom shifted against the back of my neck. “I know that one,” she whispered.

      “What did the appraisers say?” Andy asked.

      Kathy dropped the paperback into the box with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “They said it wasn’t worth anything. Uncle Jay told them it had been passed down through the family for generations—as if that was any indication of its objective value. They told him one of his great-great-grandparents probably made it themselves, and that’s why it’s special.” She rolled her eyes again. “I don’t understand why he took it to be evaluated in the first place. He always said he could never sell it. Said it had to stay in our family.”

      “Sounds like he thought it was important,” Andy said.

      Kathy leaned forward. “He said I was going to inherit it. That should tell you something right there. That thing was his most prized possession, and for him to say it was coming to me after he died, he must have been bound and determined for it to stay in the family no matter what. This house?” She waved a hand around. “Being sold, and the proceeds going to charity. I’ve been allotted a small fee to have it cleaned—and I’m hoping to keep as much of it as I can by cleaning it myself.”

      She paused with her hand on an old dictionary, her thumbnail absent-mindedly digging into the peeling binding. “I have no emotional attachment to this house or his so-called artifact, but his will stipulates that I can never sell it, or give it away. If I try, then ownership will revert to the next closest relative, with the same stipulation.”

      “If he didn’t plan to sell it, then I guess he wasn’t upset when they told him it wasn’t worth anything?” Andy asked.

      Kathy snorted and threw another book into the box. “Oh, he was upset. Acted like they spit on his grandma. He even had me drive him to the Cleveland Art Museum to have them look at it, if you can believe it. Thought for sure it must be from some lost civilization.”

      “I take it they didn’t think much of it either?” I asked.

      “Nope. Basically patted his head and sent him home.” She paused and tilted her head. “Though now that I think about it, he did badger them for the name of the man who evaluates some of their more unusual collections. Jim something. Jim Groves? Givens? Anyway, in the end it didn’t matter. He told him the same thing.”

      “You said this guy Frank mentioned the bowl when he came to see you. What did he say exactly?” Andy asked.

      “Nothing much. Asked if Uncle Jay still had it. I told him of course he did, and the man just laughed. He said Jay always loved that thing.”

      “You told the police you thought your uncle’s death was an accident until you talked to Frank. What about your conversation with him changed your mind?” I asked.

      Kathy paused and leaned one hip against the wall. “Well, when he asked about the bowl, it made me realize I hadn’t seen it.” She pointed across the room to the fireplace. “It sat on that mantel. Always. It was a place of honor, and woe be to any who dared lay a finger on it.”

      I glanced at the mantel in question. There were thick green pillar candles to either side of a conspicuous space. I walked closer and inspected the shelf. Barely any dust and I could smell the layers of Murphy’s Oil Soap. Up until Mr. Masters’ death, he must have kept this spot in pristine condition.

      “You didn’t notice it was missing?” I asked, trying to keep the doubt from my voice.

      “Not right away,” Kathy said, a hint of defensiveness in her voice. “Like I’ve been saying, Uncle Jay was always sending the stupid thing off to be evaluated by someone or another. I figured that’s where it was. But then after Frank’s visit, I checked Uncle Jay’s messages, and there was nothing from any place about the bowl being ready to be picked up, or anything like that. I checked his calendar, too.” She frowned. “Uncle Jay always wrote down any appointments related to that thing. If he’d sent it away, I would’ve seen it on his calendar. That’s when I knew someone had to have taken it.”

      Kathy toyed with the edge of one of her apron’s pockets. “It wasn’t worth anything, but I figure someone must have heard Uncle Jay bragging about it, or maybe seen him coming and going from the museum with it.” Her lips thinned. “They killed him for a piece of junk. All because he couldn’t shut up about it.”

      Her cell phone rang and she lifted it to check the caller ID. “It’s my wife, I have to take this. Excuse me.”

      As soon as she left the room, Andy turned to me. “So a nosy old friend shows up after Mr. Master’s death to talk about his precious bowl that wasn’t worth anything. You think he was—”

      “Flint,” I agreed. “He must have shown up after he found out Mr. Masters died.” I held my hand out to the mantel, sending tendrils of silver magic over the polished wood surface. No colors glittered back at me. “The item didn’t leave an imprint, no magical signature.”

      “Is that strange?”

      I drummed my fingers on the top of my waist pouch. “Flint acts like it’s a big deal. And if it’s really capable of granting power to someone who doesn’t have any, I’d have expected it to leave some sort of residue. Especially if it was really kept here all the time. Its powers should not have gone undetected by the staff of Treasure Hoarders either.”

      “What makes you say that?” Andy asked.

      “Shows like Treasure Hoarders always have someone from the Vanguard’s Department of Lost Artifacts on them. Someone whose job it is to make sure cursed or powerful objects don’t fall into the wrong hands.” I fished my cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch. “I can call the Vanguard and find out who their person is for that show. We can talk to them and find out more about the artifact.”

      “Your master won’t like you going around his back,” Andy pointed out. “He’s already afraid you’ll try to use the artifacts to supercharge me.”

      I bristled at his reference to Flint as my master, but the other part of what he’d said distracted me. I lowered my phone. “Supercharge you?”

      Andy’s jaw tightened. “You know that’s why he didn’t want to give you any details on how the artifacts work? He has to have noticed how worried you are that your fragile human partner will be easily killed by a big, strong Other?”

      My jaw hung open, but Kathy chose that moment to come back into the room, cutting off whatever I might have said. I slipped my cell phone back into my waist pouch and made a mental note to call later.

      “I have to go,” she apologized. “And I need to lock up behind me, so if there’s nothing else you need…?”

      Andy nodded at her, the perfect picture of the stern but helpful federal agent. “We’re finished here. But I’d like to get your contact information, just in case we have more questions?”

      Kathy gave him her number, and I grabbed my cell phone and entered the information there as well.

      “Perfect,” Andy said. “Thank you for your time.”

      Kathy tilted her head. “You said you’re FBI. Why would the FBI be involved in a robbery gone wrong? Unless…” She paused for a moment, then asked, “Was it worth something? My uncle’s bowl?”

      “I don’t think so,” Andy said apologetically. “I think you’re right, and someone thought it was valuable because of how your uncle talked. And they might have seen him taking it to the museum. I’m sorry but I can’t discuss an open case any further.”

      Kathy frowned, but she didn’t argue. We followed her out, and she locked the door behind us. I tensed as I remembered Squirrel-zilla, and tried to listen for any sounds that might indicate a fight to the death.

      Scath chose that moment to trot up the driveway with a writhing, hissing kitten in her teeth. I jumped, every nerve in my body spasming as I registered Majesty’s agitated state, and my brain helpfully supplied me with all the possible consequences. I looked at Scath, trying to ask with just my eyes what had happened to the squirrel. Scath ignored me.

      Kathy stared at me, apparently more surprised by my reaction than the “German Shepherd” with the angry kitten in its jaws. Andy opened the backseat door of the SUV so Scath could climb in, then nodded to Kathy before going around to the driver’s side.

      It was cowardly to hesitate before getting into the SUV myself, but I did. Physics had interesting things to say about what would happen if a rhinoceros was summoned into the backseat of an SUV.

      “Do you have any means of controlling the damage if that thing goes off?”

      I paused in the middle of putting my seatbelt on, then realized Andy wasn’t talking to me. He was talking to Scath.

      The large black cat—no longer wearing her glamour—didn’t answer him. She just settled down in the backseat as best she could with a furious ball of fur in her teeth.

      “Is the squirrel dead?” I demanded. “Or did he go back to his normal size?”

      Scath met my eyes. Then she licked her lips.

      Ew. I closed my eyes and counted to fifty, hoping that would be enough time for my stomach to adjust to that information. It wasn’t, but I forced those thoughts away and turned to Andy. “So what did you think of Kathy?”

      He glanced at the woman in question as he pulled out of the driveway. “I don’t like how quick she was to clean up that crime scene. It was only released two days ago.”

      Kathy didn’t get into her car until we’d left the driveway and were nearly at the end of the block. I twisted in my seat, watching her until Andy turned the corner and she was gone from my view. “It does seem a little unusual that she’d not only get all the carpet torn up that fast, but also have it off and burned away. Mrs. Bendel replaced her carpeting last year, and it was four days before she could get anyone to show up and haul it off.”

      “You think she knows the bowl was magic?”

      “I am not sure it was magic.” I turned back in my seat and resumed drumming my fingers on top of my waist pouch. “I’ll know more when I see the other pieces.”

      “The chalice and the knife are at the Cleveland Art Museum and the house of Catherine Emlyn, respectively,” Andy said. “The museum should be opening up shortly. If we go now, it might be easier to get the undivided attention of whoever works the exhibit with this cup your master’s so interested in.”

      My jaw ached as I clenched my teeth. “Why do you keep doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Referring to Flint as my master. And don’t say because he is. That’s not the point. You’re saying it to be cruel. Why?”

      “I’m not saying it to be cruel. I just think it’s important for both of us to remember that you’re not completely in charge of your own actions right now. He can make you do things you might not want to do.”

      “I don’t need that reminder.” I forced myself to relax my fist, easing my fingernails out of my palm. “I am painfully aware of my situation.”

      “And I don’t need the reminders that I’m human, and weaker than most of what we go up against,” Andy said quietly. “Everything in your world can kill me, easily and with no consequences. I get it.”

      I snapped my mouth shut. Was that all it was? He was teaching me a lesson? Turning the tables on me for my constant warnings?

      I craned my neck to look at Peasblossom, but she looked as torn as I felt. Andy flicked on his turn signal and kept his eyes on the road. Neither of us spoke for the rest of the drive.
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      “According to Flint’s file, the man who originally owned the cup passed away a month ago.” I drew a finger down the page, following the neat lines of text. “He had no living relatives, so he left the cup to the museum with the strict warning that it could never be sold.”

      Andy flicked on his turn signal before pulling into a large parking lot. The Cleveland Museum of Art loomed before us, pale stone and thick columns broadcasting a sense of power and elegance. I shifted uneasily in my seat. I didn’t like museums. I’d spent most of my life in a house that existed between realms and between times, and it was always a little disorienting to walk from room to room and recognize artifacts or paintings only to read their little plaques and realize they’d been created decades or centuries apart. I had no idea how old I was, not really, and I didn’t need the reminder.

      “If the museum had no interest in the bowl, then why would they want the cup?” Andy asked. “If they’re part of a set, then wouldn’t they be of equal value?”

      “One would think.” I waited for Andy to park the car, then assessed my options. Majesty had fallen asleep during the drive over, apparently exhausted. He was curled up between Scath’s massive paws in a pool of softly vibrating heat. The interior of the SUV was so silent, I might have thought Scath had fallen asleep too, if I couldn’t feel that green stare boring into the back of my skull.

      I twisted around, gently so as not to make noise, and looked at Scath. “I don’t suppose you’d stay here, and keep him comfy and hopefully asleep?” I whispered.

      In answer, Scath pushed her front legs against the door, arching her back in a long stretch that pressed her backside against the side window, her claws pressing into the opposite door until I thought I heard groaning metal. Majesty remained limp on the seat, still sleeping.

      Until Scath picked him up in her jaws.

      “What are you doing?” I grasped my door handle and pulled, heaving the door open just in case a large zoo animal made a sudden, unwanted appearance.

      Majesty cracked open one blue eye. His pupil oscillated as he tried to focus, and he let out a sleepy meow of protest as Scath leapt down to the asphalt with him still in her mouth. I stuttered back a step, staring as she craned her neck, urging Majesty to get onto her back.

      The kitten moved as if intoxicated, waving a half-hearted paw toward her back. Eventually he managed to fumble his way to the center of her spine. He squirmed around until he’d made an indentation in her thick fur, then resumed his nap. His tiny eyes squeezed shut, a muffled purr escaping on every breath. A pulse of magic preceded the wash of Scath’s service dog glamour as it swallowed both her feline form, and the dozing kitten.

      “She obviously wants us to keep the miserable beastie with us,” Peasblossom grumbled. “I don’t like it.”

      “Of course you don’t like it. I don’t like it either.” I slammed the SUV door, a tiny part of me hoping to catch Scath’s swaying tail. The sidhe cat lashed her tail aside at the last minute. “If he goes off inside the museum, there’s going to be trouble.”

      Andy locked the SUV and headed for the museum without commenting on the Majesty situation. My legs were shorter than his, but I was used to keeping up with people with a longer stride than me, so it didn’t take long to close the distance. We reached the door to the museum, and Andy paused long enough to hold the door open for me. A peace offering, I hoped.

      “How will we know how to find the cup?” Peasblossom glared around the vaulted ceilings and the maze of roped off exhibits. She grabbed a lock of my hair and wrapped it around herself like a cocoon. “This place is huge.”

      “The cup was donated by Mr. Lovitz. All we have to do is go to their information center and ask—”

      “Mother Renard?”

      The voice froze me in my tracks. I knew that voice.

      Unfortunately.

      By the time I managed to get my facial expression under control enough to turn around, Morgan was only three feet away. Her black hair was piled on her head in a nest of glossy braids that gave the illusion of writhing movement. If I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, there was no white in her eyes, just large black orbs with a thin band of dark brown. Avian eyes.

      I didn’t even have time to open my mouth before that strange gaze fell to Scath. The change in the sidhe woman’s attitude was instant. Morgan’s spine bowed as she leaned forward, looking for a moment like she might be sick. The color drained from her already pale face, and her lips opened and closed without forming a sound. The reaction was so intense that I took a step away from Scath, staring at the sidhe feline for some sign that she’d offered a threat, had somehow changed since we left the SUV.

      “Who is this?” Morgan’s voice came out thin, almost strangled. I blinked as I realized her hands were shaking.

      “This is Scath,” I said carefully. I hesitated, then added, “And Majesty.”

      “Scath,” Morgan repeated.

      She was still staring. I had no doubt Morgan saw through the service dog glamour, but I was less certain if she saw anything beyond that. Did she know there was a woman beneath the bestial exterior? Or did she think, as I originally had, that Scath was a cat sith? Morgan was Unseelie, though I wasn’t sure what race specifically, so I had no idea just how much she could tell at a glance.

      Andy stood by without saying anything, and I could tell I wasn’t the only one perturbed by Morgan’s reaction to Scath. He met my eyes, tilted his head slightly in an unspoken question. I shook my head slightly. I was just as baffled as he was.

      “And she’s your…?” Morgan prompted, waving her hand with a jerkiness that betrayed irritation.

      That was an odd question. “Companion,” I answered carefully.

      “Companion,” Morgan repeated.

      She hadn’t moved. Hadn’t so much as swayed in Scath’s direction, despite her scrutiny. Scath, for her part, stood beside me staring at Morgan the same way someone at a hair salon might stare out the window while waiting for their name to be called. Unconcerned. Bored.

      Morgan took a single step closer, her eyes never leaving the other sidhe. “How long has she been your…companion?”

      I looked at Peasblossom. Morgan’s strange attitude was setting off warning bells, but I didn’t know her or Scath well enough to guess why. Peasblossom didn’t meet my eyes straight away, but when she did, she lifted her chin. “No more questions,” she murmured under her breath. “Tell her to mind her own business.”

      “Do you know something you’re not telling me?” I asked, keeping my voice as low as possible.

      Before Peasblossom could answer, Majesty sat up and stretched, his fuzzy head rising far enough that he broke free from Scath’s glamour. For a second, she looked like a German Shepard wearing a blue service vest with a small kitten head sewn to the center of it. Then Scath’s glamour readjusted and Majesty appeared in his entirety sitting on her back. He yawned, flashing sharp kitten teeth at Morgan, then regarded her with sleepy eyes.

      Then he sneezed.

      Morgan’s skin turned blue.

      My mouth fell open, and Andy’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. I blinked, but the effect didn’t fade. Morgan’s face and hands were bright blue. Smurf blue. I stared at Majesty, my mouth working, but no sound coming out. Scath’s ears pricked forward in interest, and she sniffed the air.

      “What?” Morgan demanded. “What’s wrong?”

      Voices behind me warned of the imminent arrival of more patrons, and I quickly circled around Morgan, forcing her to turn to avoid breaking eye contact, positioning her back to the new arrivals. I unzipped my waist pouch with one hand while holding the other out in a “stay calm” gesture.

      “It’s fine, everything’s fine. Bizbee, a mirror, quickly.”

      A small compact mirror thrust up from the depths of the pouch, held aloft by a tiny pale hand. “Oh, aye, right away. And don’t bother with the niceties, I don’t need a please. Or a thank ye.”

      Bizbee had a surprisingly gruff voice for a grig—a tiny fey humanoid with the lower body and antennae of a cricket—no bigger than my hand. And the disapproval that soaked every word only added to the effect. I made a mental note to get him a pack of multi-colored Post-its by way of apology even as I snatched the compact from him.

      “Thank you.” I pried it open and held it up to Morgan. I had no explanation, so I didn’t even try to offer one.

      Sidhe were very big on feeling insulted. Mostly because it was their favorite way to put someone in their debt. I’d recently had a great deal of experience with this pastime, so by the time Morgan’s eyes met mine, I was ready.

      “What did you do?” she seethed, keeping her voice down for the benefit of the other patrons. “Why would you offer me an insult this way?”

      “It wasn’t me.” I kept my spine rigid, and my chin held high. I’d have been looking down my nose at her if she weren’t at least six inches taller than me. With her heels, it was more like nine. “I played no part in it.”

      Morgan stared at her reflection, and I called my magic, used it to feel around her, try to figure out what spell was responsible for her sudden change in hue. I knew it was Majesty’s doing, that much was clear, but I knew next to nothing about the kitten’s magic. Unease rolled through me as I caught the briefest flicker of purple energy before it winked out. Nothing remained, no residue, no trace.

      A permanent effect, then.

      Morgan read my facial expression. She pressed her lips together, then a second later she looked like her normal self again. I couldn’t resist one more probe of magic, just enough to confirm my suspicion. She was using glamour to hide her blue skin.

      “Have you come here to attack me, then?” Morgan asked quietly. “Is this your revenge for my failing you?”

      I lifted the flap of my waist pouch with one hand, scooping Majesty up with the other. This wasn’t the best solution, but I had little choice. I thought I heard Bizbee curse as I dropped the kitten inside and zipped the pouch.

      “I didn’t attack you,” I said firmly. “Majesty is independent. And for what it’s worth, I don’t believe he has any control over his magic.” I gestured at her lapel. “I didn’t even know you worked here.”

      Morgan raised her hand to absentmindedly finger the gold name tag pinned to her black suit jacket. “It’s part of my attempt to make social reparations to Marilyn. You aren’t the only one who found my behavior at the auction to be…less than satisfactory.”

      I stared at Morgan, trying not to let an image of the fey she’d mentioned crystallize in my mind. “Marilyn?”

      “Yes. You did know she’s the museum director? Head of the board?” Morgan laughed nervously. “Mother Renard, nothing happens in the art world without Marilyn knowing about it. Not here, not in Cleveland. This is Marilyn’s domain.”

      I hadn’t known.

      “I don’t believe either Shade or Marilyn has any reason to fault you for your behavior the last time we met,” Andy spoke up, stepping closer to Morgan. “I think Grayson would agree with me.”

      Like a switch being flipped, Morgan’s demeanor warmed, a smile curving her carefully painted lips. “That is kind of you to say, Agent Bradford.” Morgan leaned closer to him. “If I may, I didn’t get a chance to tell you before how impressed I was with your show of strength at the lake. Not many people would take on a kelpie, not even to save a child. And you a human at that.” She hesitated. “I do hope they aren’t still giving you a hard time? Kelpies aren’t the most forgiving creatures.”

      I held very still, some irrational part of me hoping that maybe Andy would let something slip. Instead, Andy stiffened, his features sharpening into alert FBI agent mode.

      “Are they still around?” he asked. “The kelpies?”

      Morgan shrugged. “I don’t know if they’re still staying on Marilyn’s houseboat. But there’s always a handful of them around Cleveland somewhere, being this close to Lake Erie. They congregate at the waterfront bars, waiting for drunks.”

      “They’re killing people?” Andy’s voice dropped to a dangerously low level.

      “Oh, no. Well, I don’t think so. The Vanguard frowns on that sort of behavior. Mostly they get into fights. Every once in a while a man might stumble home from the bar with a story of a wild ride over the waves of Lake Erie and a healthy fear of the waterfront, but I don’t think they’re eating people on a regular basis.”

      For every comforting assurance she gave him, she stepped it back with an offhand grisly comment. Uncharitable as it might be, I couldn’t help but think that was intentional. As if she wanted to lure Andy to the waterfront so the kelpies could finish what they’d started.

      Or maybe this was her punishing me for Majesty’s blunder.

      “We’re looking for a cup that was donated to the museum by a Mr. Lovitz,” I said, stepping forward to put myself between Morgan and Andy. “Could you check your records for us and tell us where we might find it?”

      Morgan waved a hand. “There’s no need to look it up, I know what item you’re talking about. I’m the curator for the medieval section, and that’s one of our showpieces.” She gestured for us to follow her. “May I ask what your interest is in that particular display?”

      “A showpiece?” Andy asked. “I’m not sure we’re talking about the same cup. This one is ceramic. Old, but not worth anything.”

      “It appeared to be ceramic,” Morgan agreed. “When it first arrived here. But actually, it’s gold. Someone put a glamour on it, nothing too difficult to remove. I felt it as soon as the lawyers delivered it, and it was a simple matter to dismiss it during its assessment.”

      “The cup is made of gold?” I asked. “This is the cup that was left to the museum after Mr. Lovitz’s death?” I thought back to the file Flint had given me, recalling the details of the gift. “This item would have had a list of stipulations—”

      “That the museum could never sell the cup or otherwise loan it out to any group, business, or individual,” Morgan interrupted. “Yes, I thought it was strange. But then, it is a ritual item, so it’s not that strange if you think about it. My understanding is whoever left the cup to Mr. Lovitz didn’t want someone Other using undue influence to convince him to loan it out for use.”

      I gritted my teeth. The pictures Flint had included showed the pieces as ceramic. It would have been nice if he’d mentioned they were gold glamoured to look ceramic.

      “So you know what it’s for?” Andy asked.

      “The cup was likely part of a dining set. Not something to use for a regular meal, or anything. More ceremonial. This cup appears to be part of an adoption ritual.” She led us through a room full of metal suits of armor toward a wall painted with the words “Treasures of Heaven.”

      “Sets like that were once much more common among Unseelie families, but they’ve fallen out of use, as have so many of our old traditions.” She gestured to a stand in the center of the next room. “I believe this is what you’re looking for?”

      I walked past her to the short pillar holding a cup nestled under thick, smooth glass.

      The cup was gold. Not just gold-plated, but made of gold. It had a slightly uneven look to it, as if it had been crafted by hand, not machine. If I looked closely, I could see where the rim had been hammered into shape. Runes and other lines were carved into the sides. They were worn with use, softened from being handled by generation after generation. I couldn’t quite make out the words.

      I used my cell phone to snap a picture of the chalice for future reference.

      “That’s the cup Mr. Lovitz donated? The one he said could never be sold?” Andy asked.

      “That’s the one,” Morgan confirmed.

      “You said this was part of an adoption ritual. What exactly did it do?” I asked.

      “Sets like these could serve many purposes,” Morgan said. “Most of those I’ve seen involved the head of a family serving food and drink to an individual that he or she wished to welcome into their ranks. It could be strictly ceremonial, like a sort of birthday celebration, or it could be legal, wherein a family formally extended their protection to a new member. Some sets were even more powerful, strong enough to create a bond on the same threshold as a bloodline.” She paused. “It’s difficult to say exactly what this particular set would do, but I could look into it for you, if you like?”

      “I’ll find out,” I said quickly. “Thank you.”

      Morgan shrugged. “As I said, when it arrived at the museum, it was covered by a glamour. I don’t believe Mr. Lovitz ever knew its true worth.”

      “This doesn’t look like a religious artifact,” I pointed out. “Why put it in this room?”

      “Because humans like the idea of a Holy Grail, and few of them have any idea what it really looks like,” Morgan said simply. “There’s a reason this is a showpiece. And we are an art museum, not a history museum. We are less restrained by technical accuracy.”

      I held a hand up to the case, then sent a pulse of magic over it, probing with silver tendrils. The magic halted at the edge of the glass, refusing to penetrate any farther. Morgan watched me. She couldn’t see my magic, but she seemed to guess what I’d done.

      “The case is protected,” she said apologetically. “A sort of magical Faraday cage if you will.”

      “Is there any way I could inspect it without the protection?” I asked.

      Morgan winced. “Mother Renard, there are no words to convey my regret over how our previous interaction ended. If I’d known what Flint intended, I never would have allowed you to be put in that situation.”

      I tensed at the mention of Flint’s name. “Don’t—”

      “But despite my desire to help you now, I would need Marilyn’s permission to bypass the cup’s security measures,” Morgan finished. “And I’m afraid the list of people Marilyn trusts to handle her inventory is very short.”

      “Blood and bone.” I rubbed a hand over my face, reaching for a calm I didn’t feel. Suddenly I wanted out of the museum. I wanted to be as far from this place as possible, as far from Marilyn as possible. I didn’t want to see her again, see her smug face as she asked me how my enslavement was going. And I definitely didn’t want to be around Morgan. I didn’t want Andy around Morgan either.

      “Has anyone Other shown any special interest in the cup?” Andy asked. “Someone that knew it wasn’t the Holy Grail, someone who might know its real use?”

      “Strange you should mention that. Alicia Levand was asking about it just a few weeks ago.” Morgan’s tone was mocking now. “She wanted Marilyn to loan her the cup for a display at a ball she was having, a celebration of her niece’s heritage.”

      Andy flipped to a clean page in his notebook. “Her niece?”

      Morgan nodded. “Catherine Emlyn. Her father, Devanos Emlyn, is Unseelie. A high ranking member of his house, I believe. It seems Aunt Alicia is annoyed that Devanos hasn’t introduced his daughter to court, yet. If you ask me, this ‘ball’ she wants to put on is a push to get Devanos to formally claim his daughter and bring her to court.”

      “You said her father hadn’t formerly claimed her as his daughter. I take it Alicia is Catherine’s legal guardian?” I guessed.

      Morgan snorted. “She is. And don’t think she doesn’t have every intention of riding Catherine to court.” She edged closer, and I fought not to take a step back. “Rumor has it, the women in Alicia’s family have a fondness for human men,” she continued in a conspiratorial whisper. “Alicia’s mother, her sister, and her sister’s daughter and granddaughter all married human men. It wasn’t until Catherine’s mother that one of them took a suitable mate—” she stopped and looked at Andy before adding “—suitable in Alicia’s eyes, I mean. Alicia is determined that Catherine will give her an opportunity to be seen at court and a chance at a husband powerful enough to erase the embarrassing memory of human from her bloodline.”

      Morgan tilted her head as if a thought had just occurred to her. “I can’t remove the cup to let you inspect it, but it is possible I may be able to talk Marilyn into letting you inspect the cup in a secure room. Somewhere in the museum, where she could be reassured of her control?”

      I had to wait for the horrified voice in my head to stop screaming “NO!” before I could answer in a normal tone. I had no intention of entering a “secure” room where Marilyn could be “reassured of her control.”

      “No thank you,” I said politely. “I—”

      I didn’t get to finish my sentence. Another familiar face appeared in the room, and suddenly all I could think about was avoiding eye contact. My pulse pounded in my ears, and I struggled to act natural even as I prayed he’d walk right past me.

      “It’s Simon,” Peasblossom hissed.

      Simon. One of the homeless youths that I’d tried and failed to save last April. He’d changed, but only a little. He looked like he’d had steady meals since I’d last seen him, enough food to keep his clothes from hanging on him like a coat on a rack. His limbs were still too long for his body, but he was well on his way to filling out. He’d already lost some of the awkwardness, and now when he strode through the museum, it was with a certain predatory intensity. Not quite grace, but more…purpose. His pale brown hair was still long, but it had been washed recently, so it looked artsy more than unkempt. The sort of bedhead that took half an hour and a small fortune in hair products to attain.

      “I don’t think he’s homeless anymore,” Peasblossom whispered.

      “Stop looking at him. Don’t let him see you.”

      “It won’t matter,” Peasblossom insisted. “The Vanguard wiped his memories. He’s just another human now, he won’t see me. And he won’t recognize you, so stop being so paranoid.”

      Simon walked up to Morgan and stood facing her, acting as though he hadn’t seen me or Andy at all.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Ms. Delaney, but I need to know if there’s anything you want me to highlight at the gala next week?” he asked. “Right now I’m going to spend most of the time talking about the Michaelangelo display. But if there’s something specific you want to get eyes on, I need to know now.”

      “No, Simon, nothing special,” Morgan said, giving him an encouraging smile. “Just be your usual charming, enlightened self.”

      Peasblossom snorted at the word “charming.” I thought Simon tensed, as if he’d heard her, but the moment was gone too fast for me to be sure.

      “Simon, this is Ms. Renard and Mr. Bradford. Simon is a member of our street team. He attends events and talks up the museum to the public and prospective donors.” Morgan beamed. “And he’s a painter himself. And a sculptor soon, if Marilyn has anything to say about it.”

      She elbowed him and Simon’s smile grew strained. “She’s been very kind to me,” he said carefully. He turned to face me as if I were a line of men with guns and orders to fire on seeing the whites of his eyes. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Renard. Mr. Bradford. I’d love to stay and chat, but I have some fliers to print up, and a brochure to design, so I should get going.”

      His gaze met mine for less than a second. Then he was turning around, walking out of the room with the same sense of purpose, the same brisk stride.

      “He recognized me,” I breathed.

      I was already moving, following Simon into a room full of medieval armory. He was moving faster now.

      “Stop!” Peasblossom hissed. “What are you going to do if you catch up to him? You can’t talk to him!”

      “Didn’t you see his eyes?” I snapped, trying to keep my voice down as I wove through a knot of teenagers gawking at one of Raphael’s nudes.

      “What? What about his eyes?”

      “He hates me.”

      I tried to move faster, but I was moving into the more historically significant exhibits—which meant field trips. A teenage boy muttered an obscenity under his breath as I bumped his arm and ruined his selfie.

      I made it to the next room and had to stop. There were two different rooms off of this one, and I didn’t see Simon in either of them.

      He was gone.

      “His memories wouldn’t just come back on their own,” Peasblossom said, frustration tightening her high voice.

      “No, you’re right, someone had to have helped him.” I stopped and leaned against a wall, dragging my hands down my face. My heart pounded, and I was having a hard time keeping the images from the past from drowning out the present. I couldn’t help but see Simon as he’d been, see him ranting and raving as he stood in front of a backdrop of his own original work. All of it painted in blood. All of it violent.

      I needed a soda.

      “What was that, why did you run off like that?” Andy demanded, striding into the room. His shoulders were tense, and he looked around as if he expected to find snipers peering down their gun barrels at him from the corners of the ceiling.

      I gave myself to the count of ten to calm my nerves, then lowered my hands from my face. “That was Simon. Remember him?”

      “Hard to forget a kid that takes blood donations to use to paint pictures of himself standing over slaughtered peers,” Andy muttered.

      “He recognized me. He shouldn’t have been able to, not after they adjusted his memories.”

      “Adjusted,” Andy scoffed, then shook his head. “Maybe he saw you, and you jogged his memory?”

      “The Vanguard doesn’t employ amateurs,” I snapped. “They wouldn’t have wiped me out of his memory, they would have adjusted the memory. Kept me in it but changed the circumstances. And they would have changed the details of my appearance, just enough so seeing me wouldn’t trigger a memory.” I shook my head. “Someone helped him remember.”

      “You think he’s in trouble?”

      I bit my lip. “I think he is trouble. I remember the look on his face, I remember his paintings. He wants to be part of the Otherworld, and when a human has that kind of single-minded drive, when they get a taste of that obsession… It never ends well.”

      “He used to hang around outside Marilyn’s house trying to get in, and now he’s in her museum. Coincidence?”

      I looked up. A door with a plaque that said “Employees Only” caught my eye. “Simon works here, maybe he went through there?”

      “Maybe we should wait and ask Morgan,” Andy said.

      I was already running for the door. I didn’t even know what I was going to say to Simon. He hated me, I could feel how much he hated me. Which meant he had to remember that I’d been the one to stop him. To keep him from rushing headlong onto sidhe property, with his beloved painting splattered in blood, and the pure venom he’d felt toward the artists who’d been chosen over him.

      What if he was the thief?

      My heart tightened, leeching some of the breath from my lungs. Flint had said to look for someone with little or no power who wanted more. I couldn’t think of anyone who fit that description more than Simon.

      I reached the door, opened it, and shoved my way through.

      I didn’t even register the person beyond the door. I had a brief glimpse of a large figure in a uniform, then something closed around my wrist and lifted me off my feet. I drew a breath, but didn’t get a word out before my other wrist was similarly locked, and I was hanging in midair. My shoulders wrenched painfully as they were forced to bear the weight of my swinging body.

      Pale gold eyes with reptilian slits where the pupils should be bored into mine.

      “Thief,” a voice growled.
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      Dragonkin.

      The word echoed in the back of my mind, increasing in volume with each echo until I was almost sure the guard holding me by my wrists would hear it too. He was huge enough that I’d bet he had to angle himself through most doorways, to say nothing of ducking under chandeliers and ceiling fans. His skin was tan with a yellowish undertone that made me think of gold. Or maybe that was the smattering of scales in patches over his face, covering his right cheekbone and over his left eyebrow before skimming down his thick neck. He blinked twice. Not blinked twice as in blinked, then blinked again. Blinked twice as in blinked with one set of eyelids, then another.

      “Let go of my witch!” Peasblossom snarled.

      Another set of blinks. This close, I could see that his tawny gold irises had the texture of boiling oil. Not a comforting comparison.

      “What are you doing here?” he ground out.

      “Easier to talk…if you put me down.”

      He shook me—hard. I clamped my lips shut to keep from crying out as my shoulder joints screamed in pain. Magic writhed inside of me, aching to lash out, to force the giant put me down. But attacking a museum guard, in a museum run by a sidhe who already had a really good reason not to like me, wouldn’t make my life easier by any stretch. Last resort. Violence had to be a last resort.

      My flailing feet failed to find any large cats by my side, and I had the uncharitable thought that this was a fine bloody time for Scath to give me some personal space.

      “What are you doing here?” he repeated.

      “There was a boy. Simon. I need to talk to him.”

      “What do you want with Ssimon?”

      His ‘s’s were more pronounced than they should be now, not quite a lisp but close. That was not a good sign. Dragons, and their descendants, tended to draw out their s’s more the angrier they got. Nature’s built-in warning to potential victims.

      “Vazkasi, it’s all right.”

      I hadn’t heard the door open, but I was ridiculously happy to hear Morgan’s voice.

      She entered my peripheral vision, and calmly crossed her hands over her waist. “Put her down.”

      Vazkasi frowned, but he obeyed. It hurt almost as much to lower my arms as it had to have them wrenched over my head, and it took me a moment to breathe evenly as I rolled my shoulders to get the blood back into my arms.

      “You’ll have to excuse Vazkasi’s enthusiasm,” Morgan said, patting the guard’s shoulder. “He has a soft spot for Simon. And being a guard, it is his job to keep people out of areas they don’t have the clearance to enter.” The corners of her mouth tilted down in disapproval as she flicked her gaze back to the dragon. “You should be wearing your glamour.”

      Vazkasi muttered under his breath, reaching for a small bag tied to his belt. I had just enough time to notice he only had three fingers and a thumb, all tipped by a thick black claw, and then he squeezed the bag. A second later, I was looking at a human hand, albeit a large human hand. The scales I’d seen before were gone, and his pupils were a round human shape. The gold irises had darkened slightly to a pale brown.

      Morgan turned to me. “Is the reason you wish to speak with Simon related to your interest in the chalice?”

      “No,” I answered, smoothing my hands down my black shirt. “I thought Simon looked familiar. It doesn’t matter now.”

      The dragonkin snorted, and I thought I saw a hint of smoke curl out of his nostrils.

      Before he or Morgan could ask anymore about Simon, Andy chimed in. “The chalice is part of a set. Another part, a bowl, was stolen two weeks ago, and the owner was murdered.”

      My neck ached as I stifled the urge to give Andy the incredulous look fighting for control of my face. We weren’t supposed to stop the thief. Warning the museum a theft was coming was definitely contra-indicated.

      Vazkasi growled. This time there was definitely smoke. “You think ssomeone meanss to ssteal the cup? Who? When?”

      “The investigation is in its early stages,” I said quickly. “And I’m afraid we can’t discuss details at this time.”

      The dragon dropped a hand to squeeze the bag tied to his belt. The human glamour melted away, and gold eyes burned as they drilled into mine. He didn’t reach for me, but he didn’t have to. I knew how fast dragonkin moved. “You will tell me everything. No one will ssteal from me.”

      “Vazkasi is in charge of security in the medieval section,” Morgan said lightly. “He is very protective.”

      A dragon in charge of guarding gold. Did Flint know the chalice was under a dragon’s protection?

      “That’s understandable,” I said calmly. Andy took a breath, and I rushed to continue before he could give away more premature information. “Do either of you know what piece would complete the set? As my partner said, a bowl was stolen, and you have the cup. Do you know what the third piece is?”

      I already knew it was a knife, since Flint had included that information in the file, but it wouldn’t hurt to find out how much Vazkasi knew. Racial profiling aside, the stories about dragons’ love for gold were true. And they were very passionate about complete collections.

      “Sets like these varied quite a bit,” Morgan said thoughtfully. “But it is reasonable to assume the third piece is a utensil, a fork or knife, maybe a spoon.”

      “A knife is more ritualistic,” Vazkasi argued. “No one makes a ritual spoon.”

      I relaxed a fraction as I noticed the hiss in Vazkasi’s voice had disappeared. “You’re probably right.”

      “I think I might know someone who can say with more certainty,” Morgan said slowly. “Do you know the wizard Jim Givens?”

      “Name doesn’t ring a bell,” I lied. Jim Givens. The same person Mr. Masters had taken the bowl to. “Do you have his contact information?”

      Morgan opened her jacket and slipped a card and a pen out of her inner pocket. “Yes, I’ll give you his address. He handles analysis and evaluations for Marilyn, and he’s the best researcher I know. If anyone can tell you more about the set, it’s him. And he’s already performed the analysis of the cup, so he should be familiar with the set in part.”

      She handed me the card with the address on it.

      We thanked Morgan and Vazkasi, then said our goodbyes. I breathed easier after I was past the “Employees Only” door, but I couldn’t really relax until we left the museum. I could feel Morgan’s gaze following us as we left. And part of me was positive if I turned around, I’d find her watching Scath. The sidhe had been waiting outside the door to the restricted area. Since we both knew no mere door would stop her, I had to believe she’d chosen to stay out of sight for a reason.

      “I don’t suppose you’d tell me if you recognized Morgan?” I asked Scath as we climbed into the SUV.

      Scath said—nothing. Of course.

      Suddenly I froze, then immediately scrambled to unzip the pouch. “Oh, blessed Goddess, Majesty,” I muttered, only just remembering the kitten I’d stashed there earlier.

      An eruption of brightly colored paper shot out of the pouch like a firework, and Majesty chased the bits of large confetti with the fierce single-mindedness only kittens showed. I froze, my hands hovering outside the pouch as the kitten landed in my lap, then bounded onto the floor of the SUV after the paper.

      Bizbee’s face peered at me from inside the pouch, his tiny features contorted with rage, antennae swaying madly in the air above him. It was only then that I realized what the bits of colored paper were, and what must have happened.

      “You,” Bizbee snarled. “You owe me more Post-its!” He grabbed the flap of the pouch and jerked it closed.

      “Fantastic.” I glared at Majesty. “You turned Morgan blue. You attacked her. If she hadn’t been so distracted by Scath, she could have—”

      Black fur filled my peripheral vision as Scath rose from her reclining position in the backseat. I had a brief glimpse of glittering green eyes. Then they were squeezed shut as her body shuddered, bones sliding beneath her skin, the air filling with sickening, muffled pops, and soft pained whines deep in the sidhe’s throat.

      My stomach rolled, and my own muscles ached in sympathy at the violence of the change. This was nothing like Liam’s smooth shift from beast to man. This was a battle, a human form inside a beast forced to fight its way out. I turned up the AC, hoping the cool air would ease the flush I could feel heating my face, the vague nausea rising inside me. If I felt ill watching her, I could only imagine what she felt. Scath’s shift from human to cat was almost liquid in its ease. Her transition from cat to human was a nightmare.

      “You’ve…been fighting him.” Scath cleared her throat, trying to remove some of the rasp from her voice. “If you would stop trying to…dispel his magic, and start trying to use it…it would be better. For you both.”

      The change had left her winded, but it didn’t dull the glare she leveled on me, the complete and utter disdain that radiated from her. I gritted my teeth.

      “It’s chaos magic. It’s unpredictable. Using it would be like firing a gun that’s just as likely to explode as to shoot my enemy. Why on earth would I risk something like that?”

      The kitten in question abandoned the bits of confetti he’d been chasing, and used me as a springboard to launch himself into Scath’s naked lap. She petted him without breaking eye contact with me.

      “His magic will boil over whether you like it or not,” she said. “You may not be able to control what it does. But you could control when. If you tried.”

      I unzipped my pouch again, easing back the flap to peer inside. “Bizbee, could you make me a list of all the different colors and sizes of Post-its you’d like?” I cleared my throat. “And could I have a change of clothes for Scath, please?”

      “Ye’ll have that list,” Bizbee promised in a scathing tone. “Oh, aye, ye’ll have it.”

      My shoulders dipped in relief when he passed up an extra pair of leggings and a black T-shirt. After a second, he followed them up with a sports bra and an opened pack of underwear with two untouched pairs still neatly folded around cardboard.

      “If you’re going to continue to honor us with your human form, you should get dressed,” I said dryly, handing the clothes to Scath. “We’re roughly the same size, so they should fit—”

      “We are not the same size,” Scath interrupted, giving me a dismissive once over. “Not even close.”

      “But they’re stretchy leggings,” I said, wiggling the pile of clothes. “So they’ll fit anyway.”

      Scath narrowed her eyes. A second later, glamour shivered into place, dressing her in plain black pants and a matching tunic-style shirt that bared her muscular biceps. She gave me a defiant look, and I frowned down at the leather seat.

      “It’s not just about appearances, you know,” I told her. “It’s about hygiene. Common courtesy.” I handed the clothes back into the pouch. “Apologies, Bizbee, but could I have a blanket?”

      This time the grig crawled out of the pouch enough to prop his elbows on the edge of the zipper. Bizbee was only about three quarters of Peasblossom’s height, but he was twice her width. His stocky build, square jaw, and gruff demeanor stood in stark contrast to the fuzzy-tipped antennae that swayed over his head like dandelion seeds.

      “Clothes are the mark of the civilized,” Bizbee informed Scath. He eyed the glamour with a level of disapproval that made me think he saw past it. “It’s rude to put yer bare arse on someone else’s—”

      “Yes, thank you, Bizbee,” I interrupted, “now if I could have something for her to sit on?”

      Bizbee pressed his lips together, but after a disparaging final glance at Scath, disappeared into the pouch to retrieve the requested blanket.

      Scath’s jaw tightened, but she grabbed the offering and spread it over the backseat. Before I could think of anything else to say, Andy spoke up.

      “We’re here.”

      If he had any thoughts about me trying to use Majesty’s magic, or about Scath being in human form, I couldn’t tell. He sat there for a moment with his keys still in the ignition, then looked at me.

      “Why are we going to see this wizard?” Andy asked. “We already know the third part of the set is a knife.”

      “Flint was scant with the details about what these items do.” I shifted uneasily in my seat. “I don’t like the fact that he specified I had to let the thief use the artifacts before I take them back. What if they’re dangerous? He could be asking me to let someone come to harm.”

      Andy continued to stare out the windshield. “You can’t do anything about it anyway, so does it matter?”

      I zipped my pouch closed, taking a minute to compose myself. Andy wasn’t wrong. I didn’t have any choice in whether or not I followed Flint’s orders. But I had to live with anything I did. If the consequences of following Flint’s orders turned out to be unacceptable, I’d find a way around them. Or try. “It matters to me.”

      It might have been my imagination, but I thought I saw Andy’s shoulders relax. “Something tells me Jim Givens is going to be a character,” he observed.

      I frowned, then followed Andy’s nod to the house in front of us. It was only then that I realized the house was a painted lady, a Victorian style home repainted in the 1960’s with three colors designed to accent its architecture. Tremont was one of Cleveland’s oldest neighborhoods and the Queen Anne rising in front of us was at least a century old.

      “Are those stained glass windows?” Andy asked.

      I squinted. “Yes.”

      Peasblossom hopped onto the armrest to get a better look at the house. “If this Givens is such an expert, and people rely on him to evaluate their artifacts, then what’s to stop him from replacing a real artifact with a fake, then telling them they brought him a fake?”

      “That would be a very bad idea considering one of the museum guards is dragonkin,” I pointed out. “How many people do you know who would risk getting on their bad side?”

      “All their sides are bad sides. Which brings me to my next point.” Peasblossom crossed her arms. “Who in their right mind hires a dragonkin for a guard?”

      “Dragonkin make the best guards,” I argued. “No one guards treasure more ferociously than a dragon.”

      “Exactly, and once a dragon has been guarding treasure for so long, he starts to feel possessive. You saw how upset he got. That wasn’t professional, that was personal.”

      I had to stop and think about that. She wasn’t wrong. Dragons—and their kin—did tend to feel possessiveness stronger than most species.

      “Maybe they rotate them.” Andy unfastened his seatbelt. “That’s what I’d do.”

      “Rotate dragonkin guards?” I mused.

      “You think there’s a company of dragonkin who hire themselves out as guards?” Peasblossom scoffed.

      “You just said they make the best guards. If that’s their skill set, then why wouldn’t they use it?”

      “He has a point,” I agreed.

      Peasblossom threw her hands in the air. “No he doesn’t. Dragons hoard treasure, and dragonkin are no different. They don’t have jobs!”

      “How do they build up their treasure if they don’t have jobs to pay for it?” Andy asked.

      “They steal it,” Peasblossom said firmly. “Or demand it as tribute. Nasty thieves and bullies.”

      “Be that as it may,” I said. “We should look into Vazkasi and see if he is part of a bigger company. And we should talk to him again, see if anyone’s been hanging around the cup.”

      “We could have talked to him earlier, but you were in a hurry to leave and talk to the wizard,” Andy muttered.

      I pressed my lips into a thin line and counted to ten before speaking. “I’d rather talk to Vazkasi when Morgan isn’t hanging around.”

      Andy shook his head. “I don’t understand your problem with her. She’s done nothing but try to help, but you’re still convinced she’s a villain. Why? Because she hates Flint?”

      I scoffed. “I hate Flint too. Why would it bother me if she hated him?”

      “Why was it okay to accept help from Flint but not her?” Andy countered.

      “Because I was able to trade one service for another with Flint,” I said, trying to not let defensiveness creep into my voice. “It was an even trade. With Morgan, it would have been a favor. A favor I might have had to pay back.”

      “She didn’t ask for a favor from me,” Andy pointed out.

      “But when I was the one who wanted access, she offered to let me pose as a slave to a friend of hers,” I reminded him. “I had no guarantee that her ‘friend’ wouldn’t take full advantage of that masquerade. I could have ended up in very serious trouble.”

      “And instead you trusted Flint. How’s that working out for you?” He opened his car door and heaved himself out of his seat. “Come on, we need to talk to this guy so we can get back to the museum and ask the questions we didn’t bother to ask earlier.” He slammed the door behind him without waiting for an answer, leaving me and Peasblossom to stare after him.

      “You were right not to trust Morgan,” Scath spoke up.

      I twisted in my seat to look at her, blinking away my shock that she’d decided to contribute to the conversation. “You know Morgan?”

      “Yes. And you shouldn’t ever trust her.”

      My heart pounded so hard it was difficult to breathe. “Why not? What do you know about her?”

      Scath started to say something, but the words came out as a cough instead. She tried again with the same result, then snapped her mouth shut, exhaling sharply through her nose in a huff of frustration. “Just don’t trust her.”

      A sharp sound startled me, and I glanced through the windshield to find Andy standing there knocking on the hood of the SUV. He gestured to the front door, then waved his hand.

      I gritted my teeth and toyed with the idea of staying in the car longer just to annoy him, but then discarded the childish impulse. Pettiness, even deserved, wouldn’t help matters.

      Despite his obvious impatience, Andy didn’t approach the front door to the wizard’s house without me. As he had at the museum, he seemed to remember his manners at the last second, and let me go first.

      As I’d anticipated I could sense the potency of the wizard’s wards at the threshold of his home, like a buzzing electric current.

      I knocked at the door.

      “Who is it?” a cranky female voice demanded.

      “I’m Shade Renard. Mother Renard. I’m here with my partner, Agent Andrew Bradford of the FBI. I’d like to talk to Jim Givens about an evaluation he did for the Cleveland Museum of Art?”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No.” I hesitated. “Could I make one?”

      “It’s all right, Agnes, I can talk.”

      I assumed the male voice was the wizard. The female voice muttered something I couldn’t make out over the sound of a lock disengaging. The door swung open.

      I fought to keep the shock off my face. Agnes was a goblin. Not a creature I would have pegged for a wizard’s companion.

      Agnes lifted her chin, and through some innate gift of confidence, managed to make it look like she was looking down her wrinkled yellow-skinned nose at me despite the two foot height difference in my favor. She spun neatly on one heel and marched into the house with a clipped “Follow me.”

      At least I don’t have to call the Vanguard now, I reminded myself. Talking to a wizard, even one with a disgruntled companion, was better than the Vanguard.

      Mother Hazel would have approved of the wizard’s house. There wasn’t a sliver of wall that wasn’t covered by a thick bookcase, not a speck of empty space on the ceiling or any of the four walls. Books and trinkets, drying herbs, bits of bric-a-brac, potions, precious stones, and bits of metal took up every available surface. The high vaulted ceilings presented a chance for higher bookcases, and each one had a ladder stretching up to the top. The whole house smelled of old paper and cloying herbs.

      “He’s gone into the study,” Agnes said. “He’s busy, so make your questions short and to the point. He doesn’t have time for meandering conversations and small talk.”

      “We’ll be concise,” Andy said seriously.

      “See that you are.”

      I was so busy looking around that I didn’t notice the next room was a step down from my current position. My foot hit empty air and I pitched forward. “Blood and—”

      Two things happened at once. Peasblossom fired her grappling gun, and an invisible force swept up to buffet my body before I could hit the floor. The spell lowered me gently to my feet even as a male voice let out a yelp of surprise.

      “What the—”

      Heart still pounding, I looked toward the cry. A man stood in front of a desk, the chair pushed back as if he’d stood in a rush. Longish brown hair brushed his shoulders in a sort of haphazard manner that made me think he cut his own hair. His face bore five o’clock stubble that added more shadows to a face already dancing with them, given that the wizard stood with his back to an enormous fireplace.

      He wore a necklace with a skeleton key hanging from it. Right now, there was also a pixie hanging from it, via a grappling gun.

      The wizard blinked green eyes at Peasblossom, holding his hands out at his sides in the universal “Is it safe to move?” position that so many people assumed upon first meeting my familiar. The position raised the short brown poncho he wore enough for me to glimpse a small canister tucked into a belt at his waist. Fire-Ade.

      He carries a miniature fire extinguisher?

      I glanced around, noting that there was a fire extinguisher in every corner of the room, and one under the desk.

      Jim followed my gaze. “Fireplace. Lots of books.”

      “I see.” I looked at my familiar. “Peasblossom, are you okay?”

      I stepped forward, moving slowly so as not to startle the wizard, and held out my hand to Peasblossom. The pixie kicked at my hand.

      “I don’t need help, I can do it!”

      Jim let out a strangled sound as Peasblossom pressed the button on the grappling gun to retract the rope. The action jerked at his neck, and a pair of kicking pixie feet hurtled toward his face. His eyes met mine, and I winced.

      “Sorry. That’s my familiar, Peasblossom.”

      “I see.” He cleared his throat. “And how can I help you…?”

      His voice was gruff in a way that suggested he didn’t talk much. Or maybe he was being strangled by the pixie rappelling up his necklace.

      “We’re here to ask you about an artifact that you evaluated for the Cleveland Art Museum,” I said. “It was a chalice.” I unzipped my pouch. “Bizbee, could I have the file, please?”

      Bizbee’s hand stuck out of the pouch, but when I reached down, what I felt was too thin to be a file folder. I winced. It was a shredded green Post-it. “I’ll buy you new Post-its. Please may I have the file?”

      “He needs Post-its?” Agnes spoke up. She sounded perkier than she had when I arrived. “What color and size?”

      Bizbee poked his head out of the pouch, fuzzy antennae bobbing and his beady black eyes bright with excitement. “What have ye got, kind woman?”

      I followed Agnes to another desk set in the corner that I assumed was hers, standing close enough so Bizbee could hop out of the pouch. He dragged the file out with him, hefting it impatiently in my direction before bouncing across the desk. As I accepted the file, I noticed a Post-it on the desk in the top left-hand corner. The Post-it had two names: Agnes Finch and Jim Givens. At the top it read “People I Respect.”

      “Your list of people you respect is a Post-it?” I asked.

      Agnes gave me a stern look over the top of her glasses as she opened a drawer filled from top to bottom with a large variety of colored paper squares. “When I need something bigger, I’ll get something bigger.”

      “Anyway,” I said, turning back to Jim. I opened the folder and pulled out the picture of the cup. “This is the chalice in question.” I took out my cell phone and called up the picture I’d taken earlier. “This is what it would have looked like after the glamour was removed.”

      Jim was still staring at Peasblossom. I winced and reached out to pluck her off his necklace, ignoring her yelp of protest. The wizard gave me a look I couldn’t quite read, then looked at the picture. He frowned, then took the picture closer to the fire, tilting it to get more light. It wasn’t until the glow hit his face that I noticed the scar that went from his right temple down to his jawline. “Oh, I remember this. Unseelie, ritual chalice, part of a set.”

      “Did you sense any magic from the chalice?” I asked.

      Jim shook his head. “That’s not how it works.” He tapped the paper. “This chalice doesn’t have any inherent magic. It would have been used with the rest of the set to conduct magic.”

      “So it would have been used to pass power from one person to another?” Andy asked.

      “Sort of. Basically, this set was designed to make someone part of a family’s bloodline in terms of hereditary power,” Jim clarified.

      “Morgan said it was probably used as part of an adoption ceremony,” I said.

      “It would have been used in the case of adoption, yes. The adopting family would serve the new member a meal using the items. The runes etched into the artifacts would tap into the server’s bloodline, and the magic of that bloodline would infuse the items with all the magic available in the server’s gene pool. After eating and drinking the meal, the one being served would ‘inherit’ some part of the server’s magic, as if they were a blood descendant.”

      “So it doesn’t take magic away from the server?” I asked.

      “No. The server would have as much magic as they did before. And there’s also no means of telling what power from the bloodline the person being served might inherit, though some with a fine understanding of magic and genetics might be able to make an educated guess.”

      I bit my lip. “Another part of the set, a bowl, was stolen. Do you think if Marilyn let you examine the chalice again, you might be able to use it to locate the bowl?”

      “Do you know where the other piece of the set is?” he asked. “Two items would be better than one.”

      I started to answer yes, then stopped. I didn’t know how Flint had found out the locations of the various objects, or if it was common knowledge or not. If the wizard was right, and the artifacts only worked if the set was reunited, it was probably better if no one knew where all of them were.

      “It would have to be done with one,” I said apologetically.

      Jim studied me, his expression unreadable. “What do you want with the bowl?”

      “I’ve been hired to return it to its rightful owner,” I said, relieved I didn’t have to lie.

      “You don’t plan to use it?” Jim pressed. “You have no desire to make use of the bowl, or any other part of the set individually or as a whole? Will you swear it? Swear that you’re not seeking them to use them yourself?”

      My chest tightened. “I swear.”

      Jim nodded slowly. “Good. Because that set? It’s cursed.”
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      “Cursed?” Andy asked sharply.

      My legs shivered as if some of my muscles had been replaced with gelatin. Without a word, Jim grabbed the chair from in front of his desk and tilted it toward me, holding out a hand for support. I didn’t take his hand, but I did wobble forward to sink into the chair.

      “Yes,” he said, angling his body to keep both me and Andy in his line of sight. “I’ve only examined two pieces, but the chalice is cursed, and so is the bowl. There was evidence of another curse that would only be completed if the set were united, but I have no reason to believe the third item wouldn’t also have a curse of its own.”

      “Three curses?” I mumbled. “And a fourth uniting them all?”

      “Exactly,” Jim said grimly.

      “I don’t want you to stop the thefts. Let the thief take them. Let the thief use them. After the ritual is complete, steal the items back.”

      Flint’s voice echoed in my head, and if he’d been standing in the room with me, I’d have punched him in the face and damn the consequences. He must have known about the curses.

      I clasped my shaking hands and raised them to my mouth, pressing my lips against them. “What do the curses do?”

      I didn’t look at Andy. The last thing I needed right now was to see him glaring at me, silently demanding to know if I would allow this to happen. Let someone be cursed because Flint had told me to.

      Ordered me to.

      “The chalice carries the curse of impotence, as far as I can tell,” Jim answered. “The bowl brings nightmares. And if they’re all united, whoever tried to benefit from the exchange of power would be forced to tell the truth.”

      “Telling the truth is a curse?” Andy asked.

      “It is for a sidhe,” I said numbly.

      Jim nodded. “Yes, it is. And the curse doesn’t just demand the truth. They’ll feel compelled to elaborate on the truth until their audience stops them, or until they’ve exhausted the information at their disposal.”

      “That’s a death sentence for anyone who spends time at court,” Peasblossom said uneasily.

      “Is there a way to lift the curse?” Andy asked.

      Jim shrugged. “There’s always a way to lift a curse, but it’s never easy. No matter how skilled the magic user, there’s always a chance of being affected oneself.”

      “So if someone wanted these curses removed, they’d have to find someone who’s not only capable of removing them, but also willing to risk suffering the curses themselves?” Andy asked.

      “Exactly.” Jim considered it for a moment, then added, “It’s possible that one could find a cleric or a paladin willing to risk the truth curse. Perhaps even the impotence. But I can’t say for certain what curses the third item in the set carries. It could be far worse.”

      “Could you locate the bowl using the cup?” I rose from the chair, more steady on my legs now that the worst of my anger had passed.

      “I can try.”

      “Do you think you could do it today?” Andy asked. “We need the information as soon as possible.”

      “He’s not just going to drop everything to work on your problem,” Agnes interrupted slamming her pen down on her desk. “He—”

      “Call Marilyn and have her send it over now,” Jim said calmly. “I’ll get to it as soon as I can.” He glanced at Agnes. “There’s a curse involved, Agnes. If someone stole the bowl, then one of them is active already.”

      “What?” Andy asked sharply.

      “The individual curses are activated if the item is stolen,” Jim explained. “Whoever stole the bowl should be having nightmares.”

      “If you’re fool enough to steal a magic artifact, then you deserve the consequences.” Agnes crossed her arms. “This thief isn’t innocent.”

      “I’m not sure Marilyn will be in a terrible hurry to acquiesce to my request,” I said carefully. “We had a little…misunderstanding, earlier this year.”

      Jim sighed. “I’ll call her.”

      Agnes snatched the Post-it off her desk. Looking Jim in the eye, she ripped the bottom half of the Post-it off—the half with his name on it. She stuck the top half back to the desk, then crumpled up his name and threw it in the trashcan beside her desk.

      I looked at Jim with my eyebrows raised.

      “She does that a lot,” he mumbled. “Sometimes I think she only keeps that Post-it around so she can rip my name off when I annoy her.”

      “I don’t arrange my life around you,” Agnes said primly. She pointed at her desk calendar. “I’m your secretary. I arrange your life. And you don’t have time to do other people’s work, saving thieves from the natural consequences of their life of crime.”

      A new voice came from right behind me. “Why don’t you let me help?”

      It was a voice that inspired images of teeth and unpleasant smiles, and when I turned to face the speaker, I wasn’t disappointed.

      The man standing in the entryway to the study wasn’t as tall as the dragonkin at the museum, but he was a good six-feet and change. His broad shoulders were bared by a black tank top that made it hard to ignore the deathly grey pallor of his skin. Dark eyes glittered in the firelight, and I wasn’t looking forward to the kind of teeth that would be revealed if he opened his mouth.

      “You need me to find the rest of this set, you just say the word,” he told Jim.

      “You still haven’t removed him from the wards,” Agnes accused Jim. “I told you to remove him. He shouldn’t have free rein to come and go as he pleases.”

      Jim didn’t respond to the offer, or Agnes’ protest. Instead, he gave me a strained, polite smile. “Mother Renard, if there’s nothing else?”

      “No, that’s it. Thank you for your help.”

      Agnes crossed her arms. “I don’t suppose any of this work is paid?”

      I flushed. “Of course I’d be willing to pay you for your time.”

      Jim looked embarrassed by Agnes’ interruption, but he didn’t turn down the money. “I’ll call you when I know something.”

      No one had introduced the grinning grey-faced giant, and I couldn’t quite bring myself to ask for his name. I glanced from Jim to the hulking pile of muscle, trying to ask without words if it was all right to leave him alone.

      “I’ll call you later then?” I asked.

      Jim turned back to his desk, putting his back to the rest of the room. “Leave your card. I’ll call you.”

      I cleared my throat and gathered Bizbee from Agnes’ desk. The happy grig had an armful of Post-its and seemed blissfully unaware of the conflict going on around him. He didn’t even seem to notice the new arrival as he leapt back into the pouch. He must have been particularly satisfied with the goblin’s Post-it selection, because he retrieved a business card for me before I even asked.

      I left it on Jim’s desk, trying one more time to make eye contact. He took the card, but still didn’t look at me.

      Andy waited to speak until we’d left the house and were once again safely ensconced in the privacy of his SUV. “Are you going to go through with it?”

      I looked at him, trying to get him to meet my eyes. “You know the answer to that. And you also know I’ll draw the line before anyone is really hurt.”

      “Can you do that?” Andy asked, turning the key in the ignition. He still didn’t look at me as he put the SUV into reverse and backed out of the wizard’s driveway.

      “My contract specifies that he can’t make me kill anyone,” I reminded him stiffly.

      “But this isn’t killing someone. This is not interfering until after something horrible happens to them. Even if the curse would end in their death, you’re not killing them, you’re just not interceding.”

      Nausea rolled through my stomach. He wasn’t wrong.

      “Well, at least the curse should make finding the thief easier,” Andy said finally. “Find the person who’s cursed, and we’ll have the thief.”

      “Not unless she wants to end up cursed herself,” Peasblossom said firmly. “Curses are nasty pieces of work.”

      Andy frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “She means that to see if someone is cursed, I’d have to open my third eye,” I explained. I rolled my shoulders as a shiver ran down my spine at the thought. “Curses aren’t the same as magic, I can’t use a detection spell. And looking at a curse while straddling planes with my third eye open—and no circle to protect me—would be asking for trouble. Peasblossom is right, I could end up cursed myself. Or worse.”

      The light in front of us glowed red, and Andy eased on the brake, his brow furrowed in thought. “You think Flint knew about—”

      “Yes,” I said flatly. “I think he knew.”

      The light turned green, and we eased forward. “So he wants the thief cursed.”

      “Sounds like it.”

      “So…not an accomplice he wants to succeed at using the artifacts.”

      I let my head fall back against the seat, staring out the windshield at the surprisingly fast-moving traffic. “I don’t know what he wants. But I’m going to find out.”

      Andy didn’t say anything for the rest of the drive. By the time we arrived at the townhouse belonging to Catherine Emlyn and her aunt Alicia Levand, it was almost noon. The sunlight poured over the expensive townhouse, drowning the tan brick facade in golden light before flowing through the large glass windows. The townhouse sat at the edge of Lake Erie, a coveted location that, while not as expensive and decadent as Marilyn’s property, was still a sure sign that the residents would have the social pull to make my life miserable if I annoyed them.

      A man dressed in a servant’s uniform answered the door, his cloudy blue gaze immediately falling to my black and blue leggings and the long-sleeved black shirt that reached to mid-thigh. One bushy white eyebrow twitched, but to his credit, he kept his expression serene.

      “How can I help you?” he asked politely.

      “I’m Mother Renard, and this is my partner, Agent Andrew Bradford of the FBI. We would like to speak with Catherine Emlyn. Is she available?” I asked.

      The man gave me a small, tight smile that deepened the lines around his mouth, then stepped back to let us inside. “If you would allow me to escort you to the sitting room?”

      The scent of furniture polish surrounded me as I followed him inside. I wrinkled my nose, trying to hold off a sneeze. If I’d been graceful enough for heels, I’d have been able to enjoy the click of them on the plank hardwood floor of the foyer as we passed through into a small but formal sitting room. As it was, the rubber bottoms of my cheap black slouch boots made almost no sound at all. The butler gestured for us to have a seat, and I hesitated for just a second. The furniture was a beige so pale that I had very real concerns my leggings would leave black and blue stains.

      “Hello.”

      I stopped six inches before my bottom would have hit the overstuffed couch, straightening to find a woman standing in the doorway. It wasn’t Catherine, I knew that from the pictures in the file. Judging by the rose-colored gown with the high lace collar circa the early 1800s, I guessed I was looking at dear Aunt Alicia. She was over two hundred years old, but she didn’t look it. She didn’t have the flawless youth of a sidhe, but the few wrinkles she had were easily muted with makeup, and there wasn’t a single strand of grey to be found on her head. The sunlight beaming in through the windows caught the red highlights in her copper hair, making them glitter as she moved. It reminded me of embers drifting off a bonfire, and I had the ridiculous urge to pat her head to put them out.

      “This is Mother Renard and Agent Bradford of the FBI,” the servant said, stressing my title. “They wish to speak to Miss Catherine.”

      “I’m Catherine’s aunt, Alicia Levand. Catherine isn’t available at the moment. May I ask what this is about?”

      “It would be better if we spoke with Catherine directly,” Andy said politely.

      “Well, then, I’ll say goodbye.” Alicia made no attempt to hide the annoyance in her voice, and she turned with a sharp jerk. “Byron, see them out.”

      The front door chose that moment to open. Byron paused, glancing back at the mistress of the house for instruction. Alicia’s mouth tightened, and she clasped her hands in front of her over her waist. I couldn’t see the new arrivals yet, hidden as they were by the shelf that blocked off the foyer from the sitting room.

      “Catherine, I expected you back an hour ago. I hope you had a good time.” Her tone contradicted her words.

      A young woman came around the corner, smiling and holding a shopping bag in each hand. She wore a light, flowing white pantsuit and a beautiful white silk robe painted with large red roses over top of it. A string of real pearls hung around her neck, and a white hat was pinned on top of her head. It was interesting to note that although her style was significantly more modern than her great-aunt’s, its popularity had still peaked somewhere in the 1920’s.

      “I had a wonderful time, Aunt Alicia. And I’ve brought—” she paused, finally realizing they weren’t alone. “Oh! We have company.” She dropped her bags and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, nestling the curl of auburn amongst the other ringlets falling down her back. “Hello, I’m Catherine. And you are…?”

      “Miss Catherine, this is Mother Renard and Agent Bradford,” Byron said, stepping forward. “They’ve come to speak with you.”

      “With me?” Catherine asked, obviously surprised. “About what?”

      “They refused to say,” Alicia said coldly.

      “Shocking that your pleasant disposition didn’t coax them to open their hearts to you,” a new voice said.

      Alicia’s cheek twitched as a man strode around the corner, passing through the foyer and stopping beside Catherine just outside the sitting room. He looked to be in his late forties or early fifties, with black hair beginning to grey at the temples. His olive-toned skin wrinkled at the corners as he smiled at Andy and me in turn. “Good afternoon. I’m Devanos Emlyn, Catherine’s father.” He held out his hand to Andy.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Andy said, accepting the handshake.

      Devanos held out his hand for mine, and I let him kiss the back of my knuckles. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “He looks wrong,” Peasblossom hissed. “He’s sidhe, but he looks human old.”

      I’d been thinking the same thing. Clearly, Devanos was using glamour to make himself appear older. I wondered why, until I realized some of the tension had seeped out of Andy’s shoulders, and he’d angled his body to face Devanos despite the fact that we’d come to talk to Catherine.

      Peasblossom noticed too. “He’s trying to put Andy at ease by looking like what Andy expects a father with a twenty-year old daughter to look like,” she murmured.

      “Devanos. Is there something wrong with your watch?”

      Devanos turned his attention to Alicia, in the process managing to sweep his dark brown eyes over Scath, up my colorful leggings, and over the bulge in Andy’s suit jacket where his gun lay. His expression remained casual, but I’d be willing to bet he’d already ranked us in terms of how much of a threat we posed to his daughter.

      “Nothing’s wrong with my watch, Alicia. But I didn’t see any reason to rush Catherine when we were having such a good time. Maybe the fact that she bought you an expensive present will soothe your pain at the prolonged separation.”

      I raised my eyebrows. Andy’s gaze bounced back and forth from Devanos to Alicia.

      “Well, now that you’ve seen Catherine safely home, don’t let us keep you,” Alicia said tightly.

      “I think I’ll stay and hear what the FBI and Mother Renard have come to discuss with my daughter.” He looked at Andy. “If that’s all right?”

      Asking permission from human law enforcement. He was definitely angling for Andy’s favor.

      “You are not her guardian, I am,” Alicia said, taking a quick step closer to Catherine. “I will look after her interests.”

      Catherine pressed her lips together, a pained expression on her face as the two adults in her life faced off with her stuck squarely in the middle. She offered me a falsely bright smile and stepped around both of them to come closer to where I stood by the couch.

      “What can I do for you, Mother Renard?” she asked.

      “It would be better if we could speak in private,” I said, avoiding eye contact with Alicia and Devanos. “I—”

      “You will not speak with my niece outside my presence,” Alicia interrupted. “As her guardian it’s my job to see that she’s not manipulated or taken advantage of.”

      She looked at Devanos when she said the last part, and Catherine winced.

      “I’m afraid Aunt Alicia is quite firm once she’s set her mind to something,” she said apologetically. She gestured to the couch. “Please, sit.”

      “All right,” I agreed, taking a seat. “I’d like to talk to you about an heirloom. A knife.”

      Catherine brightened before I could continue. “You mean this?”

      She sat down beside me and lifted her skirt to reveal a blade strapped to her thigh. Alicia rolled her eyes, apparently less than impressed with her niece’s show of skin.

      “May I see it?” I asked.

      “Of course.” Catherine slipped the knife from the sheath and handed it to me, handle first.

      I hesitated, but only for a second. Jim had said the curse was triggered if someone stole the artifact, or tried to use it. Touching the blade shouldn’t be enough to put me at risk.

      The knife was formed from one piece of metal, the blade a long, thin isosceles shaped triangle with rounded bottom edges and a slim handle worn with use. Given its golden appearance, I guessed Catherine had seen through the glamour and dismissed it, as Morgan had.

      “What do you know about this knife?” I asked Catherine.

      “Not much,” she admitted. “It was gifted to my grandfather, and he passed it down to my mother who passed it on to me.”

      Her voice quieted when she mentioned her mother. I put a hand on hers, remembering that the file had listed her mother as deceased. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said softly.

      Catherine brushed her free hand over her skirt, picking at an invisible piece of lint. “Thank you.”

      “So you don’t know anything about the knife’s history?” Andy asked.

      Catherine shook her head. “It’s a family heirloom, but beyond that, I don’t know.” She hesitated, then said, “There was something a little strange about it. My mother’s will specified that I was never to sell it, or give it away, or loan it out to anyone. If I did, then I would relinquish all rights to the knife, and it would be donated to the closest museum until I gave birth. Then the knife would pass to my child, and the same restrictions would apply.”

      “Do you know what it was used for?” I gestured at the blade. “It’s not the most common style.”

      Catherine looked at Devanos. “My father told me it’s a ceremonial piece. It would have belonged to a set, probably a bowl or plate and a cup or jug. He says a lot of Unseelie families used sets like these to welcome children into the family.”

      “Like an adoption?” Andy asked.

      “In some cases.” Devanos stepped closer to the couch where Catherine and I sat. “But they were also used in ceremonies celebrating the birth of a child.”

      Something about his voice made me think he was going to say more, but stopped himself. Alicia straightened her spine and strode past him, moving fast enough that she beat him to the couch. She folded herself onto the cushion beside Catherine with all the ceremony of a queen gracing a throne, her shoulders squared, and her bottom perched close to the edge so she could keep her corseted middle straight.

      “I know all about the begetting of power the artifacts were used for.” She gave Devanos a cool look. “If you’re holding back on my account, you needn’t worry.”

      “It would be foolish of me to assume there is any method of gaining power with which you are not intimately familiar,” Devanos agreed, his tone cutting.

      “I am only thinking of Catherine,” Alicia corrected him. “Court life can be dangerous. I want my Catherine to have every advantage available to her, every chance to not only survive, but succeed.” She put a hand on Catherine’s knee, and her face softened as she looked into her great-grandniece’s eyes. “I promised your mother I would take care of you. I would never abandon you. Just as I know you would never abandon me.”

      Catherine put her hand on top of Alicia’s, but despite the affection in the gesture, I didn’t miss the tension around her eyes from striving to remain pleasant and composed as the two “adults” in her life bickered and tried to make her take a side.

      “Of course if I go to court, I will take you with me,” Catherine assured her.

      Devanos’ hands twitched as if he’d fought not to make a fist.

      “So you have no idea where the other pieces are?” I asked.

      “No,” Devanos said without hesitation. A shadow danced between his brows, and he looked at me with sudden interest. “Do you?”

      “I’m afraid at least one of the pieces was recently stolen,” I said. “I don’t know where it is.”

      “But you’re trying to find it?” Devanos pressed.

      “I am.”

      I watched Alicia out of the corner of my eye. Morgan had said she’d been to the museum, had asked to borrow the chalice under the guise of celebrating Catherine’s heritage. But she showed no inclination to offer up that information. Interesting.

      “It would help my investigation if you could tell me anything you know about the other pieces,” I said, handing the knife back to Catherine.

      “I’ve no idea where to find the knife’s companion pieces,” Devanos said slowly. “But if you do locate them, I would be very interested in speaking to the owners.”

      I looked at Catherine, but she shook her head. “I don’t know anything about the other pieces. As far as I’m concerned, this—” she gestured with the knife—“is just a family heirloom.”

      “I do wish you’d keep it somewhere else,” Alicia said, disapproval in her voice. “It’s not proper for a young lady to flash so much leg, and you’re far too willing to show it off.” She brushed a lock of Catherine’s hair behind her ear. “You want to have a good reputation when you get to court. A husband worth having will have high standards.”

      “She is the one who will need to have high standards,” Devanos said firmly. “Her gifts will make her the envy of the court. She’ll have no shortage of choice in suitors.”

      “Gifts?” Andy repeated.

      Devanos beamed at his daughter with his head held high. “Catherine is a natural-born metal-worker, an artist whose gifts are only beginning to make their full potential known.” He looked at Andy and held out his hand, cupping his palm. “She can hold a piece of gold in her hand, warm it until it’s the texture of clay. Then she can work it without any need of a forge. She manipulates it, smooths it, and creates the most beautiful pieces.”

      “A gift that she inherited from my family,” Alicia broke in. “Her vulcanus roots put that heat in her blood. That is where her talent came from.”

      “It doesn’t matter where it came from, only that it is there.” Devanos’ eyes flashed with satisfaction. “One thing that has not changed about my people is their appreciation for fine art. Everyone will want a custom piece from my Catherine. And I was serious when I said she’d have her choice of suitors.”

      “And when do you plan on introducing her to this plethora of suitors?” Alicia demanded. “She is well past the age when she should have been presented.”

      Devanos didn’t flinch, but it was a close thing. Catherine was looking at him now, and there was no mistaking the hope in her eyes. Aunt Alicia wasn’t the only one waiting desperately for that invitation to court.

      “The time isn’t yet right,” Devanos said finally. “Catherine, you know I want you there with me. But there are considerations.”

      He didn’t look at Alicia, but I thought the older fey took the hint. She narrowed her eyes and took Catherine’s hand in hers, clasping them together with fingers firmly intertwined.

      “We look forward to the happy day you decide we’re worthy,” Alicia said pointedly.

      Devanos’ eyes darkened, but he forced a smile. “I enjoyed our time today, as always. If you’re free tomorrow, Catherine, perhaps we could have lunch?”

      Alicia sighed, and looked down at her lap. I fought the urge to roll my eyes at the blatant guilt trip, but kept my mouth shut when Catherine’s expression turned pained.

      “Perhaps Aunt Alicia could join us tomorrow?” she asked, a plea in her voice.

      Devanos didn’t bother faking a smile this time. “We’ll see. I’ll call you in the morning.” He turned to Andy and me. “May I escort you out?”

      I had the distinct impression he had more to say that he didn’t want to say in front of Alicia and Catherine.

      Andy nodded and removed one of his cards from his pocket. “Catherine, if anyone approaches you about your knife, I’d like you to call me. Could you do that?”

      Catherine’s eyes widened slightly, but she nodded. “Do you think someone’s going to try to steal it?”

      “It’s a possibility.” I paused, then asked, “Just for our records, could all of you tell me where you were the night of August 7th?”

      “I was at home,” Devanos said. “I have servants that can verify that, if you need to speak with them.”

      “Alicia was with me,” Catherine said quickly. She put her hand on her aunt’s shoulder and squeezed.

      Alicia’s expression never changed. “If that’s all?”

      It was not lost on me that none of them had a real alibi. Devanos’ servants would lie if he asked them to—and I was sure he could find a human servant capable of lying for him. And having another suspect as her alibi wouldn’t do Catherine or Alicia any favors.

      Andy asked for everyone’s contact information, and I put their numbers into my phone as well. Then Andy and I said our goodbyes and followed Devanos out of the house. As soon as the front door closed behind us, Devanos turned to me. Tension vibrated from his body, and when he spoke, the heat of his anger throbbed in every word.

      “You need to know that that…woman, would sell Catherine’s soul if it meant getting to court.” He glared back at the house. “She pretends to love her, but it’s a lie.”

      “You sound very certain of that,” Andy said carefully. “Is it possible the two of you are having trouble seeing eye to eye on what’s best for Catherine?”

      “She killed my wife,” Devanos ground out.
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      Peasblossom sucked in a sharp breath. Murder accusations were not uncommon, especially among court fey, but it was very rare for one to be stated so bluntly.

      Andy stepped closer to Devanos. “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t prove it.” Devanos twisted the cuff link on his right jacket sleeve. “But I believe it with every ounce of my being. That woman has always wanted power, but she’s only a half-vulcanus. Genetics weren’t kind to her, and she can do little more than heat her palms.”

      “She’d be mocked at court,” Peasblossom agreed. “Even with a lot of money, she’d have trouble getting respect. Unless she’s particularly clever?”

      “She’s not,” Devanos said flatly. He glanced at the house, then gestured for us to follow him toward a sporty car that looked older than Andy. “In fact,” he said, lowering his voice further. “She’s squandered what money she has been able to save over the years, lost large chunks on bad investments. She lives off Catherine now.”

      “Catherine has money?” I asked.

      Devanos looked at me as if I’d insulted him. “I provide for her, of course, with a generous allowance. I try to keep that money from Alicia, but she’s found another way.”

      His eyes burned with a sudden surge in anger that sent Peasblossom scuttling back under my hair. “Alicia has turned my daughter into a criminal. She’s twisted her gifts, made them into something ugly.”

      Andy’s face went blank, all his emotion carefully tucked behind his FBI mask. “What does she do?”

      “She’s a forger.” Devanos ground his teeth on the last word as though he could chew it up and spit it out. “That woman destroys everything she touches. There’s nothing she won’t do to get ahead. I should have seen it earlier, I should have been able to stop her.” He closed his eyes, shaking his head as if the past were parading itself past his eyelids, taunting him with missed opportunities. “Killing my wife was her ticket into court. She knew that if I took Catherine to court with me, tradition would dictate I must allow her guardian to remain with her as well.”

      “You’re her father. Aren’t you her guardian?” Andy asked.

      “Not formally. Catherine’s mother and I wanted to control her entrance to court life. When Alicia said court life is dangerous, she wasn’t wrong. There was a chance that even with my genetic contribution, Catherine would not inherit enough power to give her a stable position at court. Neither her mother nor I wanted to risk the possibility she would be taken advantage of.”

      “You’re not on her birth certificate,” I guessed.

      “No, I am not. It was the only way to protect her. I did not realize that Ameline—my wife—put her sister in her will as Catherine’s new legal guardian if anything should happen to her. I have no doubt that was all Alicia’s idea. And that wretched woman waited to murder my Ameline until after she’d bonded with Catherine. She made certain her hold on my daughter was strong, and then she…”

      He stopped and shook his head. “I will bring my daughter to court. But I will not let that murderess come with her.”

      “If you could get your hands on the rest of the set, would you use them on Catherine?” Andy asked.

      Devanos considered that. “She isn’t lacking in power. I can’t imagine the benefit of having the complete set at my disposal would be worth the effort it would take to find the other pieces. Especially if one of them was already stolen.” He looked at me. “But I wouldn’t put it past Alicia. When I said I would appreciate it if you could connect me to the owners, should you find the missing pieces, it was to make sure she never gets her hands on them.”

      “It might not be so bad,” Andy said in a low voice. “The artifacts are cursed. If she does use them, she’ll pay the price.”

      There was little doubt in my mind Flint would not approve of Andy’s warning. Telling Devanos—a possible suspect—that the items were cursed would definitely count as discouraging the thief. But the leannan sidhe had failed to forbid it. He couldn’t order Andy around, but he could have offered some threat to me if Andy violated his wishes. He hadn’t. Which, now that I thought about it, was very strange. Perhaps he’d been too distracted by Andy’s loss of temper?

      Devanos frowned. “Cursed? In what way?”

      “The items each carry a curse, in addition to a larger curse that would activate if anyone tried to use them.”

      “Do you know what they do?” Devanos asked. “Specifically?”

      “We can’t say for sure what the details are,” I interrupted. “You know how dangerous curses can be, even to someone looking to study them. But if we have more information to share with you later, we’ll call.”

      Devanos looked at me, and there was no doubt in my mind he knew I was deliberately withholding details. I held his gaze without flinching. Devanos seemed like a good man. A father trying to protect his daughter, who still mourned his wife. But his image was just a little too perfect. I didn’t want to offer more information than we had to. Andy had warned him off with the curses. That was all he needed to know.

      “Does the knife’s curse pose a danger to my daughter?”

      “None of the items pose a threat to their owners, only to the thief or anyone who uses them,” I said. Devanos was playing his “Father of the Year” act well for Andy. For the first time, I held out hope that Andy’s distrust of the Otherworld would win out, would let him see through it.

      “Devanos,” Andy asked suddenly. “You said Catherine can manipulate gold. And Alicia has her creating forgeries?”

      His mouth tightened into a flat line. “Yes.”

      “Does that mean she could make a copy of the artifacts? Could she create her own set? A working set?”

      Devanos paused, considering. “She could create a set that looked like the original, I’m certain. But as to creating a functional set of her own, that is not merely a matter of sculpting the gold properly.”

      “He’s right,” I chimed in. “Creating ritual items is a ritual in and of itself. The person creating it would need to know what phase of the moon to work under, what season to gather the materials. Some rituals require items to be gifted and not purchased.”

      “And that is only a handful of the possible stipulations,” Devanos agreed. “There is a reason such items are prized so highly.”

      “Does your family have a set like the one Catherine’s knife is a part of?” Andy asked.

      “No. Such sets were never common, but they are even more rare now. Rumors started some time ago about such sets, claiming that as the magic of the world grew thinner, the sets no longer duplicated a power from the bloodline, but rather stole it. Someone trying to pass on power using the set would therefore risk giving up their power, or the power of one of their ancestors, to the person being served.”

      Peasblossom snorted. “I can’t imagine that went over well.”

      “It was foolish, of course. If you ask me, the rumors were started by the Seelie Court. They resent the fact that they’ve lost power at a faster rate than our people, so they take any opportunity to sabotage us.”

      That was a tidbit I hadn’t known. Everyone knew that magic today wasn’t what it once was, but mostly that applied to creatures who had been worshiped, or otherwise benefited from the power generated by prayer and belief and offerings. As people had moved into cities, feared the weather and wild animals less, they had strayed from the gods and spirits they’d once relied on for food and safety. But I hadn’t known that the Seelie felt the hit harder than the Unseelie.

      Perhaps because fear didn’t die as easily as faith?

      “Are the sets often broken up like this?” I asked. “Divided among different people?”

      “Never,” Devanos said firmly. “Each piece is worthless without the others. I can’t think of a single reason to break a set up like that. Especially when dealing with individuals with such a long life expectancy, knowing they tend to travel. It would be too easy for a piece to be lost, as was the case with the other pieces that go with Catherine’s knife.”

      Long life expectancy. He was talking about sidhe. But the owners of the artifacts had all been human, except for Catherine. And she’d said she inherited it from her grandfather, who would have been human as well. How had humans—different humans from different families no less—gotten ahold of a priceless Unseelie artifact?

      “I love my daughter, Mother Renard,” Devanos said, breaking into my train of thought. “Tell me the truth. Is this thief a danger to her?”

      Andy answered first. “We have to assume they are, yes. They’ve already killed once.”

      “Definitely keep an eye on your daughter,” I agreed. “Whoever stole the bowl will need her knife. I can’t say if they know she has it yet, but they wouldn’t have stolen the bowl if they didn’t believe they could find the other items.”

      “Perhaps I’ll try to convince Catherine to come stay with me until this threat passes,” Devanos said, half to himself. “The security measures at my house are stronger.” He narrowed his eyes. “And she’s certainly safer with me than that charlatan.”

      “Good idea.” Andy held out his hand. “Good meeting you, you’ve been very helpful.”

      Devanos took the offered handshake. “And you as well, Agent Bradford.” He bowed slightly to me. “And you, Mother Renard.”

      I turned around as he got in his car, and just barely caught a hint of movement out of my peripheral vision. I snapped to attention, staring at the door to Catherine’s townhouse.

      “Peasblossom, did the door just move?” I murmured.

      “I was watching Devanos.”

      I looked down at Scath. “Did you see anyone in the doorway?”

      Scath nodded, a slight bobbing of her head. It looked strange, seeing a German Shepard nod.

      “Was it Alicia?”

      Scath snorted.

      “Catherine?” I asked.

      Another nod.

      “Do you think she overheard us?” Andy asked.

      I motioned for him to follow me, and we both went back to the SUV and climbed inside. Andy pulled into traffic, and I waited to answer him until we were out of sight. “Sidhe have better hearing than humans, but not as keen as shifters. I doubt she could have made out what we were saying, but it’s not impossible.”

      “And there’s always the chance she reads lips,” Peasblossom added. “A lot of court sidhe can, you know. If Devanos is training her to succeed at court…”

      “I didn’t get that impression,” I said thoughtfully. “Devanos doesn’t seem in any hurry. It sounds to me like he spends most of his time dreaming of seeing Alicia pay for the murder of his wife.”

      “Can you blame him?” Andy asked. “He goes out of his way to protect his family, and then Alicia kills his wife and manages to steal his daughter in one move.”

      “We don’t know for sure she killed his wife,” I warned.

      “You said sidhe can’t lie. He said it outright, he accused her of killing Ameline.”

      “If he believes it, then it’s not a lie,” Peasblossom chimed in. “But that doesn’t mean he’s right.”

      Andy glanced down at the gas gauge. “I need to stop for gas. Where are we going now?”

      “I want to talk to the people who worked the antiquities show Mr. Masters took his bowl to,” I said, tapping one finger on the armrest of my door. “I need to know who knew about the bowl. If someone knew about it from working for the show or hanging around the show, then they could have easily followed him home.”

      “I wouldn’t mind knowing if Kathy ever went to Treasure Hoarders to follow up,” Andy added. “She acts like she didn’t believe the bowl was worth anything, but we only have her word for it that everyone told her uncle it was worthless. For all we know, someone at this antique show told him what it really was, maybe offered to buy it. If Kathy found out…”

      “That’s possible,” I said slowly. “There are creatures and magic users who specialize in finding artifacts like this, and they like to hang around the antique shows. I don’t think the Vanguard would have told him it was valuable, not if they knew it was cursed and didn’t want him trying to sell it. But that doesn’t mean no else did.”

      “Do we know where to find the people working this show?” Andy asked.

      I took out my cell phone. “I can find out where it was held when Mr. Masters went for a consultation. We can go to the venue, see if we can convince them to let us see the security footage.”

      Andy pulled into a gas station, and while he refueled, I checked the Treasure Hoarders website. My heart skipped a beat when I found the information I was looking for. On the upside, I knew that particular location had the second best security in Cleveland. However, the proprietor was about as likely to let me see the security footage as Peasblossom was to give up sugar.

      Andy opened the SUV door and slid inside. “Did you find it?”

      I gave him a weak smile. “I did. The day Mr. Masters took the bowl to Treasure Hoarders, the show was being held at a local hotel. Suite Dreams.”

      Andy and I had gone to Suite Dreams before. Back when we’d first met. It hadn’t been my finest hour, and it certainly wasn’t a memory I wanted him dwelling on when our relationship was already…strained. Andy’s silence as he pulled into traffic didn’t make me feel any better.

      “Seems he remembers how to get there,” Peasblossom whispered.

      I watched Andy out of my peripheral vision, noted the way his knuckles had gone white on the steering wheel. He was definitely remembering the same night I was. The night I’d used magic to basically roofie him to keep him away from my murder suspects. Suspects he’d later had to watch walk out of his prison cell when he’d arrested them against my advice.

      I started to say something, then stopped. I’d apologized for my actions that night more than once, and if he wanted to hang onto it, then that was on him.

      Majesty climbed into my lap from the backseat. One look into his innocent blue eyes made my pulse race with a fresh dose of adrenaline. Suddenly my mind was bursting with images of all the different ways that Majesty could wreak havoc on Arianne Monet’s precious hotel. The dream sorceress already hated me. If Majesty caused trouble, it might be enough to motivate her to take action. The kind that could end in my death.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t. Do. Anything.”

      Majesty meowed in protest. When nothing horrible happened, I reached a hand out to pet him. He purred as I brushed my hand from the top of his head, down his back, to his tail. As I did, I called my magic, using warm vibrations to calm the power that always roiled and snapped inside him.

      Please, Goddess, don’t let him cause trouble for Arianne.

      Between the foul turn Andy’s mood had taken and Majesty’s looming presence, I was a nervous wreck by the time we pulled into the hotel parking lot. I figured Scath would insist on bringing Majesty inside, so I figured I might as well cut to the chase and carry him myself. Thanks to constant scratches behind his ears, the kitten was a warm puddle of fuzzy goo in my arms by the time Andy parked. Maybe if I kept him happy, he wouldn’t…go off.

      Or maybe I was petting him to keep from wringing my hands as I worked up the nerve to broach a sensitive subject with Andy.

      “So, you probably remember that Arianne really hates having law enforcement in her hotel.”

      Peasblossom smacked her forehead and I winced. Okay, that hadn’t been the smoothest opening.

      Andy didn’t look at me as he took the keys out of the ignition. “I remember.”

      I waited, but he didn’t add anymore. “Do you think it might be a good idea for you to—”

      “Wait in the car?” Andy finished.

      I studied his expression, trying to tell if he was agreeing with me. His FBI mask was firmly in place, but his eyes betrayed him. He was definitely angry.

      “She’s not going to talk in front of you,” I said quietly. “Not about the Otherworld.”

      “We’re not asking about the Otherworld. We’re asking about an antique show. We’re asking to view security footage. Something I’m more likely to have the authority to do since you have no badge, no professional credentials whatsoever.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to hold back the sharp retort that sprang to mind at that comment. “She hates me, but she’s not afraid of me. And she might even have warmed to me after our last conversation.”

      “That would be during the month you ignored my calls.”

      This time I bit too hard. I tasted blood, and had to concentrate to ground myself before I snapped at him. “Yes. The point is, if you come inside, Arianne’s sole purpose for the entirety of the conversation will be to get you out of her hotel. She won’t listen, she won’t think about it, she won’t consider any request we make. She’ll only care about getting the FBI as far away from her and her business as possible.”

      The muscle in Andy’s jaw tightened. “You think she’ll kick me out.”

      “I think she’ll be polite about it, but yes.”

      “But you don’t think she’ll throw you out.”

      “She’ll try,” I admitted. “But she won’t be polite about it. And there’s always more to learn from someone being rude than someone being polite.”

      Andy fell silent, and I dared to hope I was getting through to him. Peasblossom gave me an encouraging pat on the neck, and I let out a deep breath.

      “Andy, if you want to come in, I won’t stop you. I think you know what the smart course of action is. It’s up to you.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      My lips parted in shock as he exited the car, not so much as glancing in my direction. He didn’t start for the entrance without me, just stood outside the SUV. Waiting.

      Majesty mewled, and I realized I was holding him too tightly. I was almost grateful to have something else to concentrate on as I got out of the vehicle and headed for the hotel. Nothing like a ticking time bomb to take your mind off interpersonal conflict.

      I braced myself for the scent of lavender, a fragrance I’d enjoyed before I’d come to associate it with the dream sorceress and her enchanted hotel. As always when entering Suite Dreams, there was a moment when I had the urge to flop down in one of the lobby’s overstuffed chairs and fall asleep. The enchantments infused in the decor brushed over my senses, coaxed me to sleep. Sleep so the dream sorceress who owned the place could rifle through my memories.

      “Agent Bradford. Mother Renard. What an unexpected surprise.”

      Arianne’s voice was not nearly as comforting as her magic. It was cold and hard, and just the slap in the face I’d needed to shake off thoughts of dreamland.

      I whirled to face her, forcing my mouth into a smile that wouldn’t fool either of us. “Arianne. How nice to see you again. I was wondering—”

      “And to what do I owe the honor of this visit?” Arianne interrupted, addressing her question to Andy. “I hope there’s not a problem?”

      “There doesn’t have to be.” Andy inclined his head toward one of the cameras overlooking the lobby. “On August 2nd, the show Treasure Hoarders filmed here. I’d like to see your security tapes for that night.”

      Arianne’s expression of polite but distant regard didn’t waver. “Do you have a warrant?”

      The vein in Andy’s temple swelled. “I know how eager you are to cooperate with authorities. I came here in good faith, assuming I wouldn’t need one.”

      Arianne looked at Andy. “Are you here in an official capacity then?”

      The vein pulsed. Andy smoothed his hands down his jacket, tugged on his sleeves. “I’m looking for a murderer. I believe they may have chosen their victim here.”

      “That’s good,” Peasblossom whispered. “He’s not answering directly. He’s really getting the hang of it.”

      I didn’t think that was any reason to celebrate, but I didn’t comment.

      “Agent Bradford, as much as I would like to help, I have to tell you that I consider Ms. Renard a threat to my security. As such, I’m sure you can understand why I don’t want to make her privy to any information that could compromise my hotel.”

      Andy shot me a look, but I ignored him.

      “You thought I was a threat the last time we spoke,” I pointed out, unable to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “You were wrong then.”

      “We remember that situation very differently,” Arianne murmured. She smiled at Andy. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”

      “Would you be willing to review the tapes yourself?” I suggested. “We’re looking for anyone who interacted with Mr. Jay Masters. He was murdered August 7th, over a bowl—”

      “Goodbye, Mother Renard.”

      I clenched my teeth, scratching Majesty a little harder behind the ears as I watched the dream sorceress retreat behind the front desk. Stubborn woman.

      “Still think I’m the reason she wouldn’t talk?” Andy asked under his breath.

      I stared at him, my hand on Majesty going still. “Leave, and I’ll find out for sure.”

      Andy pressed his lips into a thin line. He turned to face me, and there was a tension in that movement that made me take a step back. Something about Andy’s energy throbbed with the potential for violence. I thought he was going to erupt, lash out physically and finally give voice to everything that had been building inside him.

      Majesty sneezed.
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      “This is why I don’t take him anywhere.”

      I pressed my back against the seat and stared over the city skyline back in the direction of Suite Dreams. Thanks to Andy’s impressive driving skills, and the fact that we both knew when to run, we were tucked away in a grocery store parking lot at least six blocks from the hotel. Still, I couldn’t help but feel like Arianne’s furious stare was still upon me. In my lap, Majesty gave another pathetic meow.

      Scath leaned forward to brace her elbow on the edge of the driver’s seat. “You’re overreacting. No one was hurt.”

      “He called a bolt of lightning. If I hadn’t rushed him outside the hotel in time, it would have happened indoors. Do you understand how difficult it would be to explain lightning indoors?”

      “Arianne would have said a light bulb exploded,” Scath said dismissively. “Bright flash, not really lightning.”

      “Well, that’s not the point, is it?” I muttered. “That trashcan exploded. Flinging garbage all over the hotel’s front doors. I think one of the lights around the hotel’s sign cracked. Blood and bone, Arianne is going to have my hide.” I glanced back and rolled my eyes. “If you won’t get dressed, at least sit on the blanket.”

      Scath made a face, but she did rise up off the seat enough so she could tug the blanket back into place.

      I remembered our earlier conversation, and tried to keep my voice calm even as I resisted the urge to twist in my seat to face Scath. “You said Dubheasa did this to him. Did she mean for him to end up with me? Is she trying to…help me?” Or hurt me?

      The sidhe’s eyebrows dropped into a scowl and she leaned back. I was sure she was going to retake her feline form, but at the last moment, she seemed to change her mind. She took a deep breath, and when she spoke, she didn’t sound defiant, or annoyed. She sounded…tired. “I would tell you if I could. But there are events I’m forbidden to speak of.”

      “Of course.” Majesty voiced his displeasure as I tightened my grip on him, and I forced myself to relax. It wasn’t his fault. He was a tool, a means to an end. It wasn’t his fault the sidhe were secretive, manipulative, plotting, cat’s paw-loving pains in my—

      “Getting back to the case at hand,” Andy said, interrupting my train of thought, “I still don’t understand Devanos’ refusal to take Catherine to court. Can’t he just do that without her guardian? She’s his daughter, and she’s obviously over eighteen.”

      “Court can be complicated,” I said. “It’s all about ceremony and tradition. It’s formal, and titles matter—all titles. It would be considered a very serious insult not to invite her legal guardian.”

      “I can’t see that insulting Alicia would be a problem for Devanos,” Andy pointed out. “Seems like he would want to insult her.”

      “But Catherine wouldn’t. If her father rejected her aunt, then Alicia would be disgraced. And without giving a reason for it, there would inevitably be gossip about why he excluded her, and some of that could bleed over onto Catherine.”

      “And even if it didn’t, Catherine seems to care for her aunt,” Peasblossom added. “Or if she doesn’t care for her, she’s at least easily manipulated by her. Either way, she wouldn’t take her aunt’s snubbed status well.”

      “If Alicia had the artifacts, would that help her get to court?” Andy asked. “I mean, on her own?”

      “Maybe. There are three things the Unseelie Court value above all else. Bloodlines, power, and talent. Alicia doesn’t have the bloodline, and she doesn’t appear to have any talent to brag about. But if she could get someone powerful enough to agree to help her use the artifacts, then she might get the power.”

      “Or the bloodline,” Peasblossom pointed out. “Remember, the original point of the set wasn’t just about granting magic. It was about creating a family bond. If Alicia could get Devanos to serve her with the set, that would be more than a ceremonial adoption, it would be as good as making her his daughter.”

      “I don’t think it was Alicia,” I said. “Why risk getting caught stealing when all she has to do is keep feeding Catherine’s desire to be part of the court and wait for Devanos to give in and bring them both?”

      “So who’s your favorite suspect?” Andy asked.

      “Simon.”

      Andy’s brow furrowed. “The kid?”

      I stared out the windshield at a group of kids pouring out of a grocery store, laughing and shoving each other, several of them shaking soda bottles and threatening to unleash a geyser at their companions. I watched them and remembered a different bunch of kids.

      “He definitely wants to be part of the Otherworld. I can believe he’d kill for a chance.”

      “You said he wouldn’t remember anything, not after that…woman wiped his memories.”

      I got out my cell phone and stared at it, my thumb hovering over the screen. “That’s right, he shouldn’t remember me. But he did. What if he remembers the rest?”

      “You’re going to call Gertrude?” Peasblossom asked.

      “I want to talk to the piorum that wiped Simon’s memories.”

      Peasblossom shifted uneasily. “She was creepy. You know how I feel about piorums.”

      I did know. Mostly because everyone felt that way about them. There was something deeply unsettling about a being that could eat the emotions from your memories and—if they were really hungry—the memory itself.

      “You think whatever she did failed?” Andy asked.

      “As a general rule, the Vanguard don’t have their people destroy memories unless it’s absolutely unavoidable. Humans rarely remember experiences that had no emotional context anyway, so eating the emotion is generally enough. But if that’s what Crystal did, then Simon’s memories are still there. Someone could have reminded him.”

      “If you’re sure he remembered you, it seems obvious that’s all she did,” Andy pointed out.

      “No, it’s also possible that someone could have told Simon lies about me, accused me of something I never did, just to turn him against me.”

      Andy drummed his fingers on the steering wheel before glancing at me. “I think you’re making this personal. Don’t let your feelings about what happened before cloud your judgment.”

      “I need to know.” I dialed the Vanguard’s number again, careful to add Gertrude’s extension. I was fairly certain I was allowed to have the information I was about to ask for, but I liked to keep my interactions with the Vanguard to a minimum. Old habits.

      “Hi, Gertrude? It’s Sh—Mother Renard.”

      “Mother Renard, how lovely to hear from you again. And here I was worried you might hesitate to call after the…unpleasantness.”

      I winced. For such a tiny creature, the talking flea’s voice could carry a large load of disappointment. “I’m sorry I left the crime scene. But it couldn’t be helped.”

      “Character is what we do under less than ideal circumstances,” Gertrude chastised me. “If you’re going to insert yourself into legal matters, then you’d best stay on the Vanguard’s good side. Leaving the scene of a murder was a most unwise decision.”

      “You’re right, of course, and I’ll strive to do better. Always room for improvement, yes?”

      “I’d say so.” She paused. “I supposed you have a reason for calling?”

      “I need to talk to Crystal. The piorum who helped me last April when I found that elfstruck boy.”

      “Shade,” Gertrude said sternly, “you know you can’t be in communication with someone who’s had their memory adjusted.”

      “Because seeing me might bring it all back?”

      Gertrude huffed. “Crystal is very good at what she does, so getting a look at your face isn’t going to undo all her hard work. That being said, it’s always best not to tempt fate. If you want to avoid having the child become elfstruck all over again, then he needs to stay away from the Otherworld as much as possible. Which means not having a witch poke her nose into his affairs prematurely.”

      “I didn’t go looking for him. I was working a case, and he showed up.” I bit my lip. “I think he recognized me.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.” There was a pause, then a tiny huff of resignation. “Fine. I’ll contact Crystal and have her meet you at Goodfellows. Be ready for her text.”

      “I will, thank you, Gertrude.” I ended the call and turned to Andy. “Do you remember the cafe where we first met Simon?” I asked.

      “Shannon’s Diner?”

      I nodded and put my cell phone away in the side pocket of my waist pouch. “That’s the one.”

      “You think Simon went back there?” Andy started the SUV and checked his mirrors before reversing out of his parking space.

      “He was selling his paintings to Shannon before he encountered the Otherworld. After he forgot about the Otherworld—if he did—then maybe he went back to his old patterns.”

      “You think whoever jogged his memory might have approached him there,” Andy guessed.

      “Exactly.” I stared out the window, watching a river of people stream through a crosswalk. “The question is, why would someone want to do that?”

      Neither of us seemed to have an answer. I turned the question over and over in my mind as we drove. What would motivate someone to risk the Vanguard’s wrath, just to return memories to a human boy? A human boy who, as far as I could tell, had no connections, no innate power—and, if I were honest, an unpleasant personality.

      It was a short drive to Shannon’s Diner. As we walked inside I was enveloped in the dusty scent of napkins and the sharp aroma of silverware. I couldn’t help but stare at the art on the walls and remember the angry young man who’d come here to sell his work. Back then, Simon had been replicating the old masters, turning out reproductions of Monet’s Water Lilies and Van Gogh’s Starry Night.

      There were no such replicas now, but it didn’t take long for me to work out that it was Simon all the same. I tapped Andy on the arm and gestured at a painting in the back corner. The artwork depicted a slender man with pointed ears, smooth pale skin, and long silver hair.

      “That’s Oisean,” Andy said under his breath.

      I nodded, unable to stifle a surge of hatred. Oisean had been Marilyn’s scout, roaming around local homeless shelters during their art shows, picking out the talented young artists he deemed ripe for Marilyn’s slave auctions. It was impossible not to think of a terrified Grayson hours after he’d been sold to the kelpies. Or Matthew lying dead in the morgue. Or Lindsay…

      A lump rose in my throat, and I watched mutely as a woman came out from the door behind the front desk. She smiled when she saw Andy and me and reached up to tuck a strand of silver-laced black hair behind her ear, leaving a trail of flour like a highlight in its wake.

      “Ms. Renard and Agent Bradford,” she said, speaking slowly as if uncertain.

      I smiled as much as I could, but knew I’d failed when Shannon’s smile wilted. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Andy pointed at the paintings on the walls. “Have you seen Simon recently?”

      Shannon stared at Andy, and I had the sudden impression she was trying very hard not to look at me. “Not recently. He stopped selling me art about a month ago. Why?”

      “How would you describe his…attitude?” I asked. “The last time you saw him? And do you know why he stopped coming?”

      Shannon cleared her throat. She looked around the cafe, but there were only two occupied tables, and they were both eating and chatting away. No one needed her attention. No excuse to walk away. Finally, she forced herself to look at me.

      “Simon’s subject matter…changed. He started doing all original art.” She looked up at the painting of Oisean. “At first the pieces were beautiful, as if he were having the most lovely dreams and remembering them long enough to get them down on canvas.” She brought her hands together and fiddled with the top of her brick red apron.

      She was back to avoiding my gaze. My chest tightened. “How did it change?”

      “His themes turned violent,” she said quietly. “I have three sons, and I know emotional lashing out when I see it. If you ask me, Simon was devastated down to his soul, enraged and hurt. And he put it all on canvas.” She squared her shoulders and forced herself to look at me. “He painted you. And I have to tell you, Ms. Renard, you should stay away from him. I don’t know what happened between you two, but…”

      She trailed off. “I rejected it,” she said finally. “I told him I loved his work, but I couldn’t put something like that on the wall.” She paused, then looked toward the window.

      “What is it?” I asked, following her gaze.

      She hesitated. “It’s just… Now that I’m thinking about it, after I told Simon I wouldn’t buy the painting with you in it, he called someone. He stood just inside the door, there.” She pointed. “Then he waited, like he was meeting someone. About a half hour later, a man showed up.”

      “What did he look like?” Andy asked.

      “Handsome, probably in his mid-twenties, maybe early thirties. Blond, with bright blue eyes. He didn’t come inside. But I remember being worried about Simon—you know, after what happened to the other kids from Constellation House. So I went to the window to watch. Simon showed him the painting, and the man just smiled.” She shivered. “It was not a pleasant smile. He handed it back to Simon, then handed him a card. Then he walked away.”

      “Do you have security cameras?” Andy asked. “Anything that might have caught an image of the man Simon talked to?”

      Shannon wrung her hands, then caught herself and stopped. “No, I don’t. Did something happen to Simon? I haven’t seen him around since…”

      “He’s fine,” I assured her. “I just saw him this morning, and he has a new job.”

      The cafe owner’s shoulders drooped, and she groped for the back of the chair at the table beside her. “Oh, thank God. I was worried, but I didn’t know where to find him, or how to check on him. And I didn’t know if I could even call the police, since I had no way to prove he’d been hurt or was missing…”

      I nodded sympathetically. “He’s all right. I just want to make sure no one is giving him…undue attention. You’re right, he’s going through something right now, and you know how emotional boys can get at his age.”

      Shannon nodded. “I remember going through things like that with my boys—and that’s with a stable home. I can’t imagine how Simon…”

      “We’re going to make sure he’s all right,” Andy promised. “Thank you for talking to us.”

      “Stop in anytime.” Shannon hesitated, then added, “In fact, if you wouldn’t mind stopping by and letting me know how things turn out?”

      I gave her a smile that I didn’t feel. “I will.”

      Peasblossom blessedly waited for us to get out of the cafe before speaking up. “What are you going to tell her if things go sideways?” she demanded.

      I winced. “I’ll lie like a rug.”

      “Sometimes it’s the nicest thing you can do for someone.” Andy opened the driver’s side door. “If there’s nothing she can do about it, then telling her doesn’t serve a purpose.”

      My phone chirped with a text message alert. “That’s Crystal. She’s waiting for us at Goodfellows.”

      Andy nodded and waited for me to climb into my seat before starting the SUV. I tapped a finger on my cell phone screen, staring out the windshield without really seeing anything.

      “What if the man he was talking to wasn’t human?” I asked. “What if he was Other?”

      “I think that’s a safe assumption at this point,” Andy agreed. Suddenly his voice tightened, and he stared at the road with enough intensity I half expected the asphalt to melt into a puddle. “You think the stranger was Oisean?”

      “Could have been. Simon has always been talented, but Oisean ignored him because his art lacked passion. They were all just copies, imitation art. But based on Shannon’s reaction, the painting of me had plenty of passion. Then there was the art we saw last time we found him. Can’t say there wasn’t plenty of passion in that bloody mess.” I took a deep breath. “Either way, we need to talk to Simon again. After we talk to Crystal.”

      It was only a little after one o’ clock by the time we reached Goodfellows, and Peasblossom was hopping on my shoulder as Andy pulled into the parking lot—probably already thinking of the feast of honey to come. Scath showed a distinct lack of excitement, but she ambled out of the SUV with Majesty clinging to her back like some sort of chaos possum. I didn’t even notice she dropped her dog glamour once we were inside until I heard an angry female voice.

      “I was told you wanted to speak to me about the human boy. She was not part of the deal.”

      I halted near the first booth, staring ahead a few seats to where a woman stood. She was average height, with light brown hair that brushed her shoulders. She wore plain blue jeans and a T-shirt with a large graphic of a rose on it.

      She looked pissed.

      “Crystal?” I asked carefully.

      She nodded, once. “Yes. And I don’t appreciate being brought here under false pretenses. Do I need to remind you that this is a safe—”

      “There’s been a misunderstanding,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m here to ask you about Simon. The boy whose memories you…adjusted. That’s it.”

      Crystal narrowed her eyes. The blue color leeched from her irises, flashing a pearlescent white with a hint of other colors dancing over them like the memory of a rainbow. I forced myself not to tense up. She was brushing her mind over mine—I knew it. Fighting it wouldn’t do any good, it would only make her more suspicious. She frowned.

      “Your mind is…a mess.”

      I sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I could have explained why my mind was a mess. Spending the majority of your life in a house that existed on more than one plane, in more than one world, did tend to mess with one’s concept of time—and hence, one’s organization of memories. But that wasn’t the point of this visit, and if Crystal was already willing to sit down and talk, then I wasn’t offering more information than I had to.

      “We just want to talk about Simon,” Andy said, reinforcing my assertion. “Please.”

      Crystal still didn’t look happy, but she resumed her seat at the booth. Alexandra was there in seconds, ramiken of honey in one hand and a Coke in the other. She set them on the table, then looked at Andy. “Anything for you?”

      Andy hesitated.

      “It’s a safe place,” I reminded him. “No obligations attached.”

      “Water will be fine,” he said finally.

      I took three long sips of Coke before facing Crystal. It said a lot about how nervous I was that it didn’t even bother me when Peasblossom’s hair fell into her honey and she scowled and started wringing it out—into the bowl.

      “I ran into Simon earlier,” I said, getting straight to the point.

      “So Gertrude said. That shouldn’t be a problem. I ate the emotions from his memories of you, and I twisted what remained. The image of you he has in his head is three inches taller, with light brown hair and green eyes.”

      “He recognized me,” I said firmly. “Not only did he recognize me, he hates me.”

      Crystal leaned forward. “Hates you? You’re certain?”

      “I’m positive. And he ran from me.”

      The piorum’s eyes glittered, and her mouth tightened into a flat line. “I am certain I adjusted his memories of you and of the fey he encountered. Even if he had pictures of you—which he did not—or if someone reminded him of you, or told him his memories were wrong, it should not have mattered. Even if he remembered you as you really were, the emotions should be gone. I didn’t simply adjust his emotions, I ate them.”

      “If there’s no way for him to remember on his own, then someone had to spend time and effort to remind him,” Andy said grimly. “And from what you said, whoever did that also made sure he hated you all over again,” he added, looking at me.

      “Someone is using Simon.” I groped for my soda and took another long gulp.

      “Not just using him,” Andy pointed out, “using him against you. But why?”

      Crystal frowned. “An individual who is elfstruck is more likely to become elfstruck a second time. Not only because they were previously exposed, but because some people are simply more vulnerable to the yearning for the Otherworld. But your partner is right. If Simon hates you, then someone fed him that hate.”

      “No one goes to that much trouble for no reason,” Andy said grimly. “But who would benefit from something like that? You haven’t even seen him since the day Crystal met with him, so it’s not like whoever did this is sending him after you. What’s the plan?”

      “I don’t appreciate people undoing my work,” Crystal said flatly.

      “Does that mean you’ll investigate?” I asked hopefully.

      She tilted her head, considering. “Is he a danger to himself or others?”

      “It sounds like he might be a danger to me,” I said bitterly.

      “You’re a witch and he’s a human, I’m not worried about you. You saw him. Does he seem to be suffering?” Crystal pressed.

      I started to say he was working for Marilyn, so if he wasn’t suffering now, he would be. But then I thought of how he’d looked. Clean. Well fed. And he was employed. “He seems fine. For now,” I admitted.

      “Then he is not a priority. But I will look in on him. If I believe his situation warrants my intervention, then I will take care of it.” She paused, then added, “In the meantime, I’d suggest you find out which of your enemies may have decided to use Simon against you. And why.”

      Without any further ado, the piorum stood. She gave me a final nod in farewell, then left without so much as a backward glance. I slumped down in the booth.

      “Isn’t it against some sort of Vanguard law to undo her work like that?” Andy asked. “I mean, if it took as much effort as she said for someone to remind Simon of you, then they had to know how much effort she put into erasing you. Can people just get away with that?”

      I sighed. “You heard Crystal. She wanted to know first and foremost if Simon was in trouble. If I wanted whoever did this punished, I’d have to prove they did it, then prove that it caused damage when they did.”

      Andy’s face darkened. “So it’s not a crime. The big, bad law enforcement agency you’re always so afraid of is just going to sit there and take it?”

      I rubbed my fingers into my temples, trying to ease the headache I could feel forming. “That big, bad law enforcement agency doesn’t step in for every little violation. They’re there to make sure Otherworlders don’t set themselves up as gods, end civilizations, start religions. Simon was elfstruck, and he was in a bad way, so they sent someone to help him. Now someone undid it, but then apparently took steps to make sure he was all right. The Vanguard wouldn’t be happy—as you saw Crystal wasn’t—but they have a huge caseload, and this is just not going to be a high priority.”

      Andy didn’t say anything more, but he looked pissed. I didn’t know if it was professional consideration—as an FBI agent, he didn’t like someone skirting the law like that—or if he was thinking of Simon.

      “Everything all right?” Alexandra asked, approaching the table with the caution of someone afraid of interrupting.

      I tried to smile, and failed. “Could I get a refill on my Coke, please?”

      “Of course.”

      A thought occurred to me, and I sat up straighter. “Alexandra, do you know an Unseelie sidhe named Morgan? Works at the museum? Black hair, bird eyes?”

      Andy looked at me, but I kept my attention on Alexandra. I knew he thought Morgan was harmless, but I disagreed. And she was one of the few who knew about Simon and about Marilyn’s auctions. I wasn’t sure if she knew about my relationship with Simon, but it was possible. If she had, then I was adding her to my suspect list.

      Alexandra shifted her weight to her other foot and gave me an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, I can’t talk about our other patrons. Neutrality and all. Can’t take sides, can’t gossip.” She looked around, then leaned closer. “After all, if I started gossiping and throwing information around, then we’d be no better than Nightcap.”

      Nightcap was another establishment in Cleveland that catered to Otherworlders. But where Goodfellows was an established neutral space, protected from conflict, and a dedicated sanctuary, Nightcap was…not. It wasn’t the sort of place nice witches went. And it wasn’t a place nice humans left.

      “I understand,” I said, finishing off my Coke.

      “You know how it is there,” Alexandra added.

      I half-expected her to waggle her eyebrows. She was being weird. “I don’t go—”

      “Nothing but gossip, gossip, gossip,” Alexandra pressed. “With the right offer, you could find out anything about anyone. And they’d just tell you. Right there.”

      Understanding finally dawned. “I see.”

      “’Bout time,” Peasblossom muttered. “Thought she was going to have to spell it out for you.”

      My phone rang, and I abandoned my withering glare at her to answer. “Hello?”

      “Shade?”

      It was Morgan. I couldn’t help but look around, half-expecting the sidhe woman to be sitting at a table right beside me. It could have been a coincidence, but it was unnerving to get a call from the Unseelie right after asking about her. I gripped the phone tighter. “Yes?”

      “It’s the cup, the one you were asking about.” Morgan took a deep breath. “It’s been stolen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      “You!” Vazkasi snarled.

      I screeched to an abrupt halt at the entrance to the section of the Cleveland Art Museum labeled “Heaven’s Treasures,” and Peasblossom squeaked as she almost fell off my shoulders. Vazkasi glared at me, eyes burning a deep gold reminiscent of pirate treasure seen by firelight. The entire section had been shut down, and without any patrons passing by, the dragon had opted to forgo his glamour. The light from the various displays made the scaly patches on his face and neck glow as he stormed toward me, black-clawed hand outstretched.

      Andy rushed to put himself in front of me when Vazkasi charged. The gesture caught me by surprise. Andy was usually careful to stand beside me, supportive, but not overprotective. This was new.

      I stepped to the side, refusing to hide behind him. I could handle Vazkasi if I had to. But I didn’t think I would.

      “Vazkasi!” Morgan said sharply. “Control yourself, or I’ll have to tell Marilyn you’re no longer suited to working in public areas.”

      The dragon didn’t slow down, but when he reached me, he halted, glowering without laying a hand on me. “She’ss working with the wizard. She did thiss!”

      “Calm. Down.” Morgan skirted around the dragon, giving me a tense but apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Mother Renard. Vazkasi is—”

      “Do not apologize for me,” the dragon growled. “Never in my life hass a thief made off with treasure in my possession. Not in sseven hundred yearss!”

      Andy smoothed his hands down his suit jacket, tugging at the bottom to smooth the lines and then touching his pocket where his notepad and pen rested. By the time he spoke, he sounded like his old self.

      “Tell me exactly what happened.” He slipped the notebook out of his pocket and opened it with an expert flick of his wrist. “Start from when we left this morning.”

      “An hour after you left, I received a call from Marilyn,” Morgan spoke up. “She told me Jim Givens called her and asked to inspect the cup a second time. He said he’d gotten new information, and he wanted to reevaluate the piece.”

      “If he learned anything new, it was from you,” Vazkasi accused. “What did you tell him that made him assk for the cup? Did you promisse to share the profit after you ssold it? Did you threaten him?”

      “I went to see Jim because I hoped he could use the cup to locate the stolen bowl,” I said calmly. “He said he would try. That was the extent of our interaction.”

      Andy paused with his pen hovering over his notepad. “Jim said he would call Marilyn to see the cup again.”

      “And she agreed,” Morgan confirmed. “So I brought Vazkasi in here with me, and I removed the warding on the cup. I passed it over to him, then escorted him to one of our armored trucks. He left for Jim’s.”

      “You have armored trucks?” I asked, surprised.

      “No, she doessn’t. The truck belongs to my company. The museum has usse of it while I am on duty, it’ss part of our ssecurity package.”

      “You have your own company?” Andy wrote that down, then looked to Marilyn when he jabbed his pen at Vazkasi. “So he’s not a permanent employee, he’s freelance?”

      “That’s right,” Morgan confirmed.

      “Did anyone besides the two of you touch the cup?” I asked. “Was anyone else in the room when you removed it from the case?”

      “There were a few patrons,” Morgan said. “As I mentioned earlier, this is one of our most popular exhibits. But no one was close enough to touch the cup, or steal it.”

      “Was Simon in the room?” I asked.

      Vazkasi took a step closer, and his large shadow fell over me like a storm cloud. “Why do you assk about Ssimon? Why are you sso interessted in him?”

      “Vazkasi, I’m sure Mother Renard has reasons for her questions,” Morgan said sharply. “Now please, do not interrupt again.” She looked back at me. “No, Simon was not in the room.”

      Andy nodded and made a note. I thought he underlined it a little enthusiastically, and I felt a flash of annoyance at the pettiness of it.

      “All right, so you took it to Jim’s,” I said to the dragon. “What happened then?”

      “I left it with the wizard,” Vazkasi growled. “Then I came back here. I’d barely had time to park the truck when he called to tell me he’d finished the analyssiss. I drove back and assked for the report. The little coward gave me the cup, but told me he needed to finalize hiss report before he could ssend it, and ssaid he’d call when he was ready to fax it over.”

      “Did you meet him when he came back with the cup?” Andy asked Morgan.

      Morgan wrung her hands. “I met him when he returned, but he didn’t have the cup. Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean, not exactly?” Andy asked.

      “The cup I returned with wass a fake,” Vazkasi seethed. “That wizard called Marilyn while I wass on my way back. She and Morgan met me at the door, and she demanded to ssee the cup. That’ss when she told me the wizard had announced it wass a fake.”

      “She had me put it back,” Morgan said, gesturing behind her at the case with the fake chalice. “Our human patrons won’t know the difference. But she is…upset.”

      “The wizard iss lying,” Vazkasi insisted. “I brought him the real cup. He obvioussly sstole the real one and ssent thiss forgery back insstead.”

      “Why would he tell you it was a fake if he was trying to steal the real one?” Andy asked reasonably.

      I frowned. “It would have been discovered eventually. This way he could pretend he was the one to discover the crime.”

      “He’s also the obvious suspect,” Andy pointed out.

      “I will get the truth,” Vazkasi promised.

      “Is it possible that the chalice was stolen before today?” Andy asked. “Could the chalice we were looking at earlier have been fake?”

      “I couldn’t swear to it one way or the other,” Morgan admitted. “Even if I could sense magic, the artifacts themselves didn’t have any that we knew of. Nothing intrinsic anyway.”

      “No thief could have gotten passt me,” Vazkasi interjected. “I am telling you, the wizard sswitched the artifactss. He iss the thief!”

      “May I see the fake chalice?” I asked Morgan.

      I thought she’d say no, but Morgan surprised me by walking over and lifting the glass case. She set it on the floor and gestured to the golden cup. “Be my guest.”

      I stepped forward, flexing my magic as I did so. No answering flicker of magic met the silver tendrils of energy I sent out. It was just a hunk of gold.

      “I’ll need to dust for fingerprints.” I looked at Morgan. “I’ll need yours. For elimination purposes.”

      “Absolutely.” Morgan gave the dragon a stern look. “Vazkasi, they’ll need yours as well.”

      The dragon made a sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, but he didn’t argue.

      “My fingerprints and Vazkasi’s are both on file,” Morgan rushed to add.

      “Email them to this address,” Andy said, pulling a card from the small case he kept in one of his inner jacket pockets and scribbling an email address on the back.

      Morgan accepted the card. “I’ll send them now.”

      “Do you have Simon’s prints too?” I asked.

      Vazkasi glared at me, but Morgan just shook her head.

      “Since his job doesn’t involve secure areas, we don’t require his fingerprints for employment. The only way he could touch any of the displays would be with Marilyn’s permission.”

      “I’ll still need his prints,” I said seriously.

      Morgan nodded. “He should return later this evening. I can call you when he arrives?”

      “Thank you.”

      I looked back at the chalice, studying it. I wasn’t ready to touch it, not yet. Jim hadn’t seemed like the sort of vigilante wizard that went around killing humans to obtain objects he knew were cursed, but I wasn’t ready to bet my life on it. If Jim was that sort, then he could have put any number of nasty spells on this chalice. He’d have to know I’d be examining it, that I might touch it. My detection spell hadn’t picked anything up, but if Jim was as powerful as his wards suggested, he could have hidden a spell from me. Or a curse requiring a different detection method altogether.

      Andy took a step back, angling his body so both Morgan and Vazkasi were in his line of sight. “You said Jim did a complete evaluation of the chalice before.”

      “Yes,” Morgan said carefully.

      “Was Marilyn the only one privy to his results, or did she share that information with you?”

      “Marilyn only shares information she believes I need to know to do my job,” Morgan answered. “As I’ve mentioned, our relationship is not overflowing with trust.”

      Vazkasi was frowning too. He rolled his neck, tendons popping as they released pent up stress. When he spoke, his voice didn’t hold the same angry sibilance. “As it is with me. Marilyn trusts me to protect her inventory, but there is no love lost between her kind and mine.”

      Andy’s gaze sharpened. I realized a split second too late what was coming next.

      “Did either of you know the chalice was cursed?”

      Morgan didn’t react, but Vazkasi’s golden eyes bulged. “Curssed?” he roared.

      And the sibilance was back. I winced and looked behind us, hoping none of the patrons passing by had heard the bellowing reptile.

      “Arrogant fey,” he snarled, smoke curling from his nostrils. He snorted and hurled himself into violent pacing. “She would withhold ssuch information. No wonder the wizard sstole it.” He flung a hand in the direction of the display case. “We never had the real cup after that firsst evaluation. I’ll bet that coward sstole it back then. Probably never ssent the real one back, kept it locked away ‘for the greater good.’”

      He came to an abrupt halt and jabbed a finger at Morgan. “That’ss why he wass sso keen to help the witch. All thiss time he musst have known we would disscover hiss theft, and now he hass the perfect patssy. I’ll have hiss hide for thiss!” He hurled himself toward the room’s only exit.

      “Glamour!” Morgan shouted.

      The dragon muttered under his breath, but he dropped a hand to the hex bag tied to his belt. By the time he crossed the threshold, he looked human again.

      A large, angry human.

      “Well, that went well.” Morgan sighed and rubbed her temples.

      I stared after the dragon. I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d stormed off because he was angry at the wizard, or if he wanted to get away from me and Andy. Anger was often a grand mask for guilt.

      “I’m going to go get those files for you,” Morgan told Andy. “Is there anything else I can do to be of help?”

      She swayed forward as she spoke, not quite getting into Andy’s personal space, but getting close enough to draw his gaze to hers. His eyes snapped up as if they’d been drawn by magnets, and his pen stopped its scribbling.

      “No, thank you,” I said, my voice louder than I’d intended. “We need to follow a few more leads, and we really should try to find Jim before Vazkasi does. But we’ll be in touch.”

      Morgan stared at me as if I’d sprouted horns. “Find him? But—”

      “Thank you for your time,” I interrupted, giving her one last, big smile before dragging Andy out of the room. “Scath, come on. Majesty looks like he’s getting…tired.”

      Morgan tensed, and she jumped nearly a foot in the air when the large black cat slunk past her to leave the room. I was willing to bet she hadn’t seen Scath enter since the sidhe had decided to creep in while Morgan was talking to Andy. I didn’t know why Scath was toying with Morgan.

      But I was fine with it.

      It was obvious from the pulsing vein in his temple that Andy had some thoughts about being evicted from the museum before he was ready. But he was kind enough to wait until we’d reached the parking lot before he said anything.

      “I don’t understand why you won’t accept her help,” he said, ripping his car keys out of his pocket. “She’s been nothing but helpful.”

      “You obviously don’t notice the way she stares at Scath,” I retorted.

      “She didn’t even notice her until we left.”

      “I mean before.”

      I glanced down at the sidhe woman as she launched her huge feline form into Andy’s backseat. Scath didn’t look at me, just flopped down onto her side, dropping Majesty into the footwell.

      “She looked like she was trying to figure out how to dissect her,” I finished uneasily.

      “She looks at Scath the same way you do,” Andy argued. “You’re always going on about how scared you are that there’s some dark reason for why she’s following you around. But you always excuse it because she saved your life. Well, Morgan tried to save your life, but you decided being Flint’s slave was the better option.”

      I stopped with my hand on the door handle. “That is not how it happened. I wouldn’t have been in that auction at all if Morgan hadn’t pressed it as an option. And if you’ll remember correctly, she intended to win that auction, and she didn’t. That’s how I ended up with Flint.”

      Andy shook his head and climbed behind the wheel. “It just seems like you don’t have a very organized method or criteria for determining who to trust and who not trust. It’s all about who you think is more trustworthy.”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t rely on instinct sometimes.” I snatched up my seatbelt and fumbled to find the other end to fasten it.

      “A gut feeling is fine for a starting point, but it’s not enough to make decisions on,” Andy said quietly. “If it was, then you and I wouldn’t be working together.”

      That hurt. I hadn’t known Andy had a bad feeling about me. He’d been disturbed, yes, but most humans were when they first found out about the Otherworld. Andy had handled it better than most. Then again, considering how that case had ended…

      I fastened my seatbelt and folded my hands in my lap, staring at my fingers as Andy pulled into traffic. Neither of us said anything for a few blocks, then Andy’s phone beeped. “That’ll be Morgan’s email with the fingerprint records.”

      He paused at a stoplight and pulled his phone out. “I’m forwarding the results to you. We can split up. You can look for the wizard, and I’ll call Devanos and arrange to speak with that group again.”

      I stared at him like he’d lost his mind, but he didn’t notice my expression until we’d started moving again.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Split up?” I echoed.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Yes, split up. It’s how more work gets done. Look, all we need are fingerprints, it’s not something that requires both of us.”

      I closed my eyes, then forced them open, trying to be reasonable. “We already know Jim touched it, there’s no reason to fingerprint him.”

      “We need his prints for elimination,” Andy said calmly.

      “Then we can go together,” I argued.

      “There’s no reason for us to both go,” Andy reiterated, exasperated.

      “You can’t go to see a house full of fey by yourself,” I said incredulously. “Andy, even if they agreed to let you take their fingerprints, they all have glamour. It would be nothing for them to glamour up one of their servants and send them out to be fingerprinted in their place.”

      Andy jerked the wheel, sending the SUV careening into the parking lot of a large gas station. My heart leapt into my throat, choking off whatever I might have said as he ripped his door open and got out before slamming it behind him.

      “What was that about?” Peasblossom demanded.

      I shook my head, speechless. Heart pounding, I stared out the windshield as Andy made a phone call. He looked pissed. “I have no idea.”

      The call didn’t last long, maybe thirty seconds. Finally, he shoved his cell phone back into his pocket and got back in the SUV, still seething. I waited for him to say something, but he was silent as he pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Who did you call?” I asked finally, more than a little irritated with the silent treatment.

      “Liam.”

      My heart stopped. This time, it was a combination of anger and shock that kept me silent. I’d never told Andy about the conversation I’d had with Liam after our last case. About why it was better if we didn’t interact with one another while we were both under contract, as it were. And I hadn’t told him about Flint’s impression of Liam’s attraction to me, his smug satisfaction that the two of us wouldn’t stay apart for long.

      But Andy had been in my apartment this morning when I’d given Flint attitude, when I’d straight out accused him of dangling me in front of Liam’s nose like some sort of werewolf squeak toy.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I said quietly.

      “Why?” Andy demanded. “That’s who you need, isn’t it? An Otherworld cop? Because I’m too human to be of any help? I can’t even be trusted to fingerprint a handful of suspects?”

      “Where is this coming from?” I asked, genuinely bewildered. “Andy, you and I started working together because I told you some cases need someone Other, that you needed someone Other to help with the non-human aspects. Why are you getting so upset when I point that out now?” I almost added that I’d agreed to help with his cases, tell him if something supernatural was going on. Almost pointed out this was my case, and no one had invited him.

      He wouldn’t look at me, just kept glaring at the road. “I think you’d prefer it if I weren’t human.”

      “That is not true,” I said sharply.

      Andy shook his head. “Tell me I wouldn’t be more helpful to you if I was Other. Tell me you wouldn’t stop looking at me as such a liability.”

      “The only thing making you a liability right now is your temper.” I forced myself to stop and take a deep breath, trying to keep from saying something I’d regret. “I don’t want to see you get hurt,” I said calmly. “But I do value your input. The entire reason I wanted this partnership is because I thought we both had something to teach each other. I can teach you about the Otherworld, and you can teach me about investigating.”

      “Seems like you already feel you know everything,” he muttered. “What with your ‘gut’ and all.”

      I swallowed the hot retort that roared to the tip of my tongue. “Maybe you’re right. And if so, then that’s just a prime example of why I need you. The old you.” I tried to keep my voice gentle, but this needed to be said. Had needed to be said for some time. “Andy, when I met you, the first thing I noticed and respected about you was your self-control. You analyzed everything, made calm, rational decisions, even when anyone else would have let themselves be pushed into taking a rash action.”

      “Like shooting the kelpie?”

      He was speeding now. The SUV lurched from lane to lane as Andy fought to keep driving like a madman despite an abundance of other drivers on the road. More than one of them laid on their horns as he zipped by.

      Suddenly, Andy ground to a halt at a red light. I could feel his anger rolling off him in suffocating waves, and he wouldn’t look at me. I jerked my car door open, unfastening my seatbelt with my free hand. I lurched out of the car, standing there with my door open.

      “I’m not getting back in the car until you get a grip,” I said, my knees shaking from the sudden adrenaline rush. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but you’re going to get us killed.”

      Andy stared at me, and there was so much anger in his eyes, that it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. He leaned closer, and I held my breath.

      He grabbed my door handle and jerked it closed. Too late, I noticed the light had turned green, and the cars were moving again. Andy slammed on the gas and shot forward, darting around the car in front of him with inches to spare.

      A second later, he was gone.
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      “What just happened?”

      Peasblossom’s voice sounded like it was coming from far away, even though she was sitting on my shoulder. Andy’s taillights lingered in my vision like angry red eyes. A voice in the back of my mind told me something didn’t look right. Something about the SUV.

      “Didn’t he used to have a government plate?” I asked dumbly.

      “He probably crashed it and had to get a new one, the way he’s driving,” Peasblossom said vehemently.

      “Scath is still in his backseat,” I said suddenly.

      “No, she isn’t.”

      I blinked, only a little surprised to find Scath standing on the sidewalk beside me. Majesty sat on her back, his little face peering at me, waiting for me to do something interesting. Scath’s green eyes met mine.

      “Right.” I nodded and tugged at the hem of my long-sleeved black shirt that was really too hot for August, despite the relatively cool seventy degree day. “We’ll need a cab, then.”

      “Where are we going?” Peasblossom asked warily. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course. I’m fine, why wouldn’t I be fine?” I ignored the hint of hysteria creeping into my voice. “Liam owes Flint a favor because of me, and because of that, he won’t see me, and Flint is getting his kicks bandying me about the forest under Liam’s nose—and now my partner, who was already on the fence about whether I can be trusted, is convinced I’m going to throw him over for Liam, and has called Liam to come help me in what will be an annoyance for Liam, an amusement for Flint, and an embarrassment for me. I’m fine.”

      Peasblossom cleared her throat. “I’m glad you’re fine.”

      I dug my cell phone out of the side pocket of my waist pouch and dialed Devanos’ number. He answered after the first ring.

      “Mother Renard. Is everything all right?”

      “There’s been another theft. I’m worried about Catherine, and I need to speak with both of you. And Alicia, if that’s possible.” I didn’t know for sure if his concern for his daughter was genuine or just part of the facade he put on for Andy, but if there was any chance it was real, I might as well use it to arrange a meeting.

      “Catherine and I are out right now,” Devanos said apologetically. “But we’ll be at the opera tonight, if you could meet us there?”

      I sighed. “Yes, I suppose so. What about Alicia?”

      “She will be at the opera as well,” Devanos said, his tone souring. “If you need to speak with her sooner, she mentioned an errand but said she’d be home by three-thirty.”

      I checked the time on my phone before putting it back to my ear. That gave me a half hour to kill. “All right, I’ll see you tonight then.”

      “Until tonight.”

      I got off the phone and put it away. Peasblossom was staring at me like I was the last leaf of fall, wavering in a stiff breeze. Part of me wanted to reassure her, tell her I really was fine, but I couldn’t force the words out. I was torn between cutting Andy out of my life completely until he got over whatever was eating at him, and chasing down his SUV like a mad witch from a fairy tale, magic at the ready to pin him down and drag the secrets out of him.

      I held up a hand to flag down a taxi. Two cabs passed me without stopping. Two empty cabs. “Why aren’t they stopping?”

      “It’s the animals,” Peasblossom guessed. “No one wants a mess in their cab.”

      I was not in the mood. Peasblossom squeaked as I jerked closer to the curb, hurling a hand out to the next cab to come down the street. Purple energy shot from my fingertips, striking the driver with just enough force to make him turn to face me. I locked my gaze with his.

      “Stop.”

      It wasn’t a spell exactly, so much as a little oomph in my request and a healthy dose of the witchy look. The driver wrinkled his nose when I opened the door to let Scath in first. Peasblossom tucked herself under my hair, but when she heard me give the driver the address, she hissed.

      Goosebumps flowed down my back from her little puff of air.

      “Nightcap?” Peasblossom snapped. “We’re going to Nightcap?”

      I retrieved my cell phone and put it to my ear so I could talk without making the driver nervous. “Hi, I’m on my way to the club. I need to meet with someone, and I might as well do it before we have to meet up with Andy later. Clubs really aren’t his style.”

      “I’ll say,” Peasblossom muttered. “And it’s not your style either.” She squirmed around on my shoulder, her bony knees and elbows jabbing at me as she tried to get comfortable. “I don’t like it. We don’t need to go to that place. Who cares what Morgan is up to? We’re not going to fall for it, so it doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, I talked to Morgan earlier,” I said, still holding a pretend phone conversation. “She’s definitely interested in Andy.”

      “Andy’s being stupid, but he’s not that stupid,” Peasblossom remarked. “He’ll see through her soon enough.”

      “I’ll talk to you later.” I put my phone away again. A lump was forming in my throat, and I didn’t feel like talking past it anymore. The fact of the matter was, I didn’t know why Morgan bothered me so much. If I were honest, she hadn’t offered me any direct harm. But last spring she had seemed like she was goading Andy into fighting with the kelpies. And I wasn’t entirely sure that if she’d won the auction my life wouldn’t be worse than it was now. And I just…I just had a bad feeling about her. If I could get some answers at Nightcap, then I was going to Nightcap.

      Majesty curled up in my lap, pushing his head against my palm until I petted him. I looked down at his cute little face, eyes squeezed shut as he soaked in the attention. The Queen of the Unseelie Court. The Queen of Air and Darkness herself had done this to him. Maybe it was a coincidence he’d ended up with me, but I doubted it. I wondered if Nightcap would hold any answers about him as well?

      Nightcap had all the charm of an abandoned railway car. It wasn’t that the place was run down. Quite the contrary, the cement walls were chip free, the glass windows polished and gleaming in the sun, and the garbage dumpster was neatly tucked behind a freshly painted fence. The air around the building smelled clean, like a summer breeze over new grass.

      But then, the creatures who inhabited this particular club didn’t want people on their guard when they entered. And most of the humans who saw the sign out front just laughed, thinking it was a joke.

      “Come on in. You’re not our guest.”

      “Nice sign,” Peasblossom commented as we passed. “Just in case there was any doubt this place was trouble.”

      Andy wouldn’t have liked that sign. He’d understand that the owner of the club—whoever that was—wanted to be clear that whatever happened inside was not their fault.

      “First impressions are everything.” I glanced down at Scath. “Can you look scary enough to compensate for the kitten?”

      Scath’s body shivered. I don’t know how she did it, but somehow she managed to look like someone had ripped a hole in the universe, a deep tear where the sunlight couldn’t reach, and any beam that tried was immediately swallowed, adding to the darkness instead of chasing it away. She looked up at me and her green eyes stole my breath, swirling in constant movements of brackish green water. Her mouth opened slightly, and the teeth I glimpsed in her large maw were sharp and uneven. The stuff of nightmares.

      “That’ll work,” Peasblossom muttered.

      The inside of the bar was dark. Artificially lit like a strip club, or some other place that wanted you to lose track of what time of day it was. The carpet was blood red—literally. I tried to ignore the suspicion that they’d chosen the color specifically to hide old bloodstains, but one sniff was enough to tell me someone had bled here recently.

      Or maybe they spritzed it around like perfume.

      The booths were all smooth black leather, and each one had a privacy curtain. I sent out a few tendrils of magic, unsurprised when a flare of purple light winked back at me. Unease crawled down my spine on spindly legs. The curtains were spelled to hide noise, turning the booths into soundproof areas where no one outside would hear you talking.

      Or screaming.

      “First time here?”

      I jumped. I realized the mistake as soon as I did it, even before I turned to find the man watching me. He’d been sitting at the table right beside the door, a spot that let him see new arrivals upon entry without being seen by them. He had sandy blond hair, and he wore beat up denim jeans, a faded white T-shirt, and a varsity jacket that attempted to label him as twenty-two. One look at his genuine blue eyes, and I knew the jacket lied.

      By at least a century.

      He leaned closer, giving me a hint of his crisp aftershave, and letting his blue eyes sparkle in the muted light from the bar.

      “Sorry if I scared you. My name’s Harley.” He gestured with one thumb to the rest of the room. “This isn’t a safe place. Trust me, you don’t want to be here.”

      “Your warning is duly noted. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

      I turned, but he slid in front of me again, somehow managing to make the movement endearingly clumsy. He rubbed the back of his head in a way that suggested he’d be using words like “gosh” or “gee.”

      He tilted his head. “Usually when people like you come here, it’s because they need help. Or they’re looking for something. Or someone. What are you looking for?”

      He pushed me. Not physically. Mentally. A desire to open up to him, to trust him, welled up inside me. I knew deep down in my bones that this man could help me. Whatever I wanted, whatever I needed, he could provide it. All I had to do was ask.

      “I’ve had a rough day,” I said tiredly. “And you did startle me when I came in. My mind was elsewhere. Shame on me, I should have been more vigilant. But please don’t mistake that for vulnerability. I have business to attend to, and it does not involve you. So if you’ll excuse me…”

      He got in front of me again. This time, my temper flared. His smile spread, the corners of his mouth sliding upward. The push against me was stronger now, and I realized with some surprise that he’d really been holding back. The sensation of power flowing over my skin in wave after wave reminded me of a flower opening, petals unfurling in layers, building anticipation for the moment the bloom would reveal its full glory.

      “Tell me what you want,” he whispered.

      It would have worked, if not for Peasblossom. Harley was obviously operating under the strategy of control the woman, control her pet, so Scath wasn’t frightening him. He was that confident he could roll my mind, pluck my desires from my subconscious and use them to lead me by the nose. But he didn’t know I was a witch. He didn’t know I had a familiar.

      Peasblossom crouched behind my neck, her palm on my skin. I could feel her heartbeat through our bond, and thanks to her, there was a hiccup in the circuit of energy Harley was trying to create between us. I could feel what he was doing, but I wasn’t lost to it.

      We were drawing an audience. No one had approached, but I felt at least four of the other patrons staring at us, watching to see what would happen. I sighed. Reputation was everything in a place like this. A point had to be made.

      “Summonitores,” I said, flicking my fingers at the air over his head. “Aquila.”

      Harley’s smile faltered. He took a quick step back, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t that fast.

      Two eagles appeared over his head, ruffled brown feathers betraying their agitation, piercing eyes darting about for prey. It took seconds for them to shake off the disorientation from the summoning, and they looked to me, the one who’d called them. I flicked a finger in Harley’s direction. And smiled.

      The eagles let out shrieks of rage and dove for him, stretching out feet tipped with curved black talons.

      I watched as those talons found purchase in his flesh, forcing a cry of pain from Harley’s perfect lips. He didn’t use magic to defend himself, didn’t change form to escape. His feathered attackers drove him to the floor, and he tried to keep his face and neck covered, protecting important veins and arteries.

      “A fey who wants to help, pulls at inner desires, and has no defensive magic.” I snorted. “And he called himself Harley. A bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

      “And I thought harlequins were supposed to be clever.” Peasblossom scoffed. “He’s rubbish, isn’t he? Someone should tell him to go find a crossroads to sit at and wait for someone stupid enough to make a deal.”

      “Don’t encourage him. I’m sure he makes enough deals right here.”

      I headed for a table in the corner where I could sit with my back to the wall and have a good view of the whole room. The bartender hadn’t stopped drying the glass in her hand as she watched the showdown between Harley and me, and she still looked vaguely bored. The handful of people in the room watched with varying levels of amusement as the blond crawled under a chair, trying to find protection from the furious birds. The spell wouldn’t last long, but if the harlequin had any sense at all, he’d leave before his bloody wounds attracted something worse.

      A waiter skirted around Harley, giving him enough berth not to become the eagles’ next target. He stopped at my table, and I noted with relief that he stood a little farther back than usual, giving me plenty of personal space.

      “Would you like to see a menu?” he asked.

      My phone chose that moment to ring, and I glanced down as I pulled it out. My stomach tightened when I recognized the number flashing across the screen. Detective Blake Giles.

      The waiter twitched as if ready to leave me to my phone call, but he didn’t walk away. Based on the glance he shot toward the circling eagles, I was guessing he’d wait until I told him he could go.

      I swiped my thumb over my screen to answer Blake’s call with one hand and shooed the waiter away with the other. He fled without a sound.

      “Hi, Blake” I said, pleased when my voice came out normal.

      “Hi, Shade.” There was a short, awkward pause. “Agent Bradford left a voicemail for Liam and he mentioned you needed some help. Liam isn’t available right now, but he asked me to call and see what you needed?”

      I’d have bet chocolate that Liam was in the room with Blake right now, listening to the call. My cheeks heated, and I silently cursed Andy for putting me in this situation. “I’m sorry, that was a misunderstanding,” I lied. “I’m fine, no worries.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Another pause. I imagined Blake looking to Liam for instruction. The alpha werewolf was probably standing behind his desk chair, gripping the back of it as he leaned forward, focusing on the call. Liam was as nosy as any other werewolf—more so because he was their leader, responsible for their safety. He wasn’t going to let it go without some details.

      “Doesn’t seem like Agent Bradford to overreact,” Blake said finally.

      I sighed. “No, it isn’t.”

      This time when Blake fell silent, I had to dig my fingernails into my palm to keep from snapping at him to just put Liam on the damn phone. I knew he was listening, and it felt childish to keep playing telephone like this.

      I was still battling my temper when Blake spoke again.

      “Call if you need police assistance. Okay?”

      Police assistance. Not pack assistance. A very important distinction.

      “I will,” I promised, hoping the strain in my voice wasn’t as apparent to Blake.

      I ended the call and let the phone clatter onto the tabletop. Remembering where I was, I let my irritation show on my face, slammed one hand down on the table for good measure. No one messed with an irritated witch.

      I flung my hand up, signaling to the waiter that I was ready for him. He pivoted away from the bar and headed straight for my booth, polite smile pinned in place, back ramrod straight. I was so pleased with his efficiency that I almost didn’t notice the reptilian shape of his pupils.

      Almost.

      There were a lot of creatures with serpent blood, so the eyes alone didn’t tell me anything. It did, however, remind me that I didn’t move very fast, and I was downright sluggish compared to anything with reptile blood. I pressed my palm against the table, letting a spell hum between my skin and the hard wood. Better ready than dead.

      “I’m looking for information,” I told the waiter without preamble. “A woman named Morgan. Unseelie, black hair, pale skin, works at the Cleveland Art Museum.”

      The waiter nodded. “She comes here a lot. Doesn’t talk to me, but the oracle could tell you more about her.”

      He inclined his head toward the corner of the bar opposite me. The curtain was pulled back just far enough to cast the occupant of the booth in shadows, but open enough for them to see the rest of the bar. I thought I caught a hint of shining silver eyes.

      “Thank you. That will be all for now.”

      Relief washed over his face and he used some of his reptilian speed to return to the bar. His intense look at the bored bartender made me think he was bursting with the need to tell her who I’d asked about, but he resisted.

      I addressed Scath where she sat in front of the table, like a stone lion guarding a massive library. “Show time.”

      I held the energy I’d gathered in my hand, cupping my palm around it as I slid out of the booth and stalked across the room. As a general rule, I tended to slouch more than I should. It gave the impression I was even shorter than I was, and had the benefit of adding to the dramatic effect when I straightened up and leveled the witchy look on someone. I strode across the room to the oracle, walking with the confidence of someone who could bring the place down if provoked.

      Which in my current mood, I very well could.

      When I reached the table, I inclined my head to the older woman sitting there. I could barely make out flowing grey hair made dull by the silver shine of her eyes, the lavender shawl that had seen better days wrapped around her body. I caught a hint of a faded Alice Cooper shirt under the shawl, and fought not to let my eyebrows quirk at the observation.

      “I’m looking for information on—”

      “I know,” the woman interrupted, smirking as she nodded at the booth. A faint Boston accent colored her words. “Sit down.”

      “Oracles,” Peasblossom grumbled. “Bunch of show-offs.”

      “Does your master know you’re here?” the oracle asked.

      I narrowed my eyes as I lowered myself into the booth, keeping my back to the cushion and my body angled toward the rest of the room. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re here for gossip, and your master rarely misses a chance for a good dish. A real good-time Charley, that one. Such a flirt.”

      “He’s not here,” I said shortly. “And you seem to know what I want already.”

      She leaned closer and her shawl gapped. Definitely an old Alice Cooper shirt. From the album “Killer” if I wasn’t mistaken. Hard to forget an image of the shock rock singer with his head in a hangman’s noose.

      “I wouldn’t be a very good oracle if I didn’t, now would I? And as I can also tell you’re very busy, I’ll get right to the matter of payment.” The smile fell from her face. “I don’t accept money. I trade information for information.”

      “What do you want information on?” I asked warily.

      The oracle looked at Scath. Her silver eyes pulsed with light, and a flood of images swarmed her irises, forcing me to look away before I fell into those twin mirrors. “Her.”

      “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

      “Then it’s fortunate that what I want to know is how much you know.” She nodded toward Scath again. “What do you know about her? And don’t hold back. I’ll know if you try to cheat me.”

      “I have no reason to lie,” I said, bristling at the accusation. “I know she’s Unseelie sidhe, and she’s stubborn. She’s saved my life, but she seems to have no warm feelings toward me beyond not wanting me dead.”

      “And what abilities does she possess?” the oracle pressed.

      I shrugged. “Shapeshifting, though I’ve only seen her in feline form and human form, so I don’t know if she has other shapes beyond those. She appears out of nowhere, so I think she can teleport.” I shrugged again. “There could be more, but that’s all I can swear to.”

      “That’s an interesting combination of powers,” the oracle said casually. “Where does she get her abilities from?”

      I paused. Now that was an interesting question. It wasn’t unusual for a sidhe to have multiple abilities, and neither shapeshifting nor teleporting were that uncommon. There was no reason for the oracle to think Scath hadn’t been born with both. Which meant the oracle believed Scath’s abilities were not inborn. Either she knew Scath had come by them some other way, and she wanted to know how—or she knew how, and she wanted me to wonder.

      “I don’t know,” I said finally.

      The oracle nodded, apparently satisfied. “Morgan used to come in once a month. Since the beginning of this year, she’s been in at least once a week, usually more. Always coming to me with the same questions.” She nodded to Scath. “About her. And you.”

      “What does she want to know?” I asked.

      “Everything. Where did you come from, what are you doing. What is your relationship like.” The oracle tapped a long fingernail on the table. “She won’t tell me why she wants to know so badly.”

      I leaned forward. “What have you told her?”

      “Nothing,” the oracle said simply. She crossed her arms and leaned back in the booth. “Morgan can be very convincing when she puts her mind to it, but there’s nothing she can offer me, and nothing she can do to me, that would make it worth the risk of upsetting the Queen of Air and Darkness.”

      My stomach bottomed out, and I gripped the edge of the table to keep from swaying. The Queen of Air and Darkness. That was the second time today I’d discovered a link to the ruler of the Unseelie Court. I wanted to ask for more information, but I didn’t want to say her name out loud, not sitting here in the shadows. The shadows knew the queen, and they would carry the mention of her name to her court.

      “Why would she care about me?” I fumbled one hand toward Scath. “Or her?”

      The oracle shook her head. “I can’t tell you any more than I could tell Morgan.” She paused, then leaned closer. “But I’m not the only source of information open to you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

      Her face grew serious, absent of all amusement, all condescension. “Ask Baba Yaga.”
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      I burst out of Nightcap’s front doors into sunlight that sent shards of pain into my eyes. My heart was pounding so hard it was difficult to breathe, and my fight-or-flight instinct urged me to break into a run just to burn off the adrenaline.

      Scath paced beside me, Majesty running between her legs underneath her. She didn’t even look at me.

      “Shade,” Peasblossom started.

      I came to an abrupt halt, shoving a hand through my hair. I couldn’t hold still, so I paced in a tiny path back and forth in the alley. My foot brushed a crumpled beer can. I should have picked it up, dropped it in the recycling bin that wasn’t twenty feet away. Instead, I kicked it, sending the aluminum sailing through the air to make a less than satisfying thunk on the dumpster’s privacy fence.

      “The Queen of Air and Darkness, Peasblossom,” I whispered, wincing at the name even though I was standing in full sunlight. “The Queen of Air and bloody Darkness.”

      “Ask Baba Yaga.”

      The oracle’s words rang in my ears. There were few things as scary as the Queen of Air and Darkness. And one of them was my mentor. Neither of them was going to give me an answer. And compared to them, Scath just wasn’t scary. Not at all.

      I jabbed a finger at Scath, simultaneously bringing to bear the harshest witchy look I could manage. “You knew Majesty came from the queen. She did that to him. Did she intend for Mrs. Harvesty to bring him to me?”

      Scath stared at me. She blinked once.

      “I’m not kidding,” I said quietly. “I have questions, and you’re going to answer them now. Or I will do everything in my power to get away from you. Whatever that takes.”

      I had no idea if I could follow through on that threat. But I was serious that I would try. Dubheasa had two connections to my life now, and I wanted to know if there were more. I wanted to know why she was toying with me.

      Scath seemed to sense that I meant what I said. Black fur receded, and bones snapped and moved. As was her pattern, the shift from cat to human was the opposite of the smooth flow from human to cat. It took longer, looked more painful. If I weren’t so terrified, I might have felt bad for making her change.

      Might have.

      When she got her breath back, she stood, wobbling a little as she regained her balance on two legs instead of four. “I told you,” she said. Her voice held a rasp that could have been residual pain from the shift, or anger with me for putting my foot down. “He is a gift.”

      “From the Queen of Air and Darkness.”

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t offer more of an explanation, but I hadn’t expected her to. “What about you? Did she send you to me as well?”

      “No.”

      She answered too quickly. Sidhe couldn’t lie, but anytime they answered that quickly, that simply, it usually meant they’d latched onto a technicality, and one they’d planned to rely on when the question came up. I gritted my teeth.

      “Is she…invested, in our continued relationship?”

      Scath crossed her arms. “It is not my place to speculate on the queen’s investments. I mean you no harm. I will not hurt you. And when I am around, I will not let others hurt you. You have my word.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, there was a yellowish tint to her green eyes. Definitely anger. “And if that isn’t enough for you, then that is your problem. Not mine.”

      Her voice softened when she referenced the queen. Most people, even the queen’s own subjects, spoke of her with some hesitation, some awareness that saying her name could catch her attention. And no one wanted her attention. But Scath didn’t seem afraid.

      “What is your relationship to the Queen of Air and Darkness?” I asked.

      “Private.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If she asked you to hurt me, would you?”

      The question had popped into my head at the last second, and I asked it without thinking. It must have been a good one, because Scath’s brows furrowed and she looked down, her head tilting as if the question had caught her off guard. Her eyes twitched from side to side, indicating she was putting significantly more thought into the question than I’d expected her to. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the question had upset her.

      “I can’t say,” she said finally.

      “Why not?”

      The emotion drained from her face. Sounding tired, she repeated, “I can’t say.”

      “Well, that is just so terribly helpful. Thank you so much.”

      I started pacing again. Scath watched me, a hint of curiosity creeping into her expression. “Why do you want me to go away? I’ve been helpful, haven’t I?”

      “Yes, you have, and don’t pretend you don’t know why that’s terrifying.” I shook my head. “You keep helping me, but you never ask for anything in return. Name one time a fey has ever helped someone—on the level that you’ve helped me—and asked for nothing in return?”

      “You saved my life,” Scath pointed out.

      “After you saved mine.”

      She fell silent for a moment, the only sound in the alley the shuffle of my boots over the asphalt. “I’m asking to stay with you,” she said finally. “Does that count?”

      I stopped, just before lashing out with my boot at a convenient pebble. “So you’re saying that you want…my company? Shelter? And in exchange, you’ll act as a sort of bodyguard?”

      Scath considered that. It took her a long time, but that wasn’t unusual. Fey seldom agreed to an exchange without giving it a lot of thought, looking at it from several different vantage points. It actually made me feel better that she was taking the time to think it through.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “You let me stay with you, come along with you on cases. And I will be your…bodyguard.” She paused then added, “And we will verbally renegotiate if either of us wishes to make a change.”

      “Yes,” I said quickly, beyond grateful that she seemed willing to talk more.

      After a moment, she sighed. “Is there anything else? It’s easier for me to protect you in my other form.”

      I hesitated. “You favor your other form period, don’t you? I can tell you’re more comfortable in animal form.”

      She nodded, once.

      “Not just physically more comfortable either,” I suggested. “Right?”

      I didn’t expect her to answer. It was a personal question.

      “Less to think about,” she said finally, her voice so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. “An animal’s mind is…simpler.”

      I wanted to thank her for answering me, but I knew that would only make her more uncomfortable. So I just nodded.

      A second later, she was in beast form again, looking so much more at ease I relaxed too just looking at her. I was still unnerved by the idea that the Queen of Air and Darkness was involved with my life somehow. And annoyed that my mentor knew that and had never told me. And of course I wasn’t thrilled that Morgan seemed to have taken a vested interest either. But I was making progress with Scath—sort of. And that was something.

      I checked the time and realized that Alicia should be home by now. “All right, we need to go. We’ll get Alicia’s fingerprints now, then we’ll get Catherine’s and Devanos’ at the opera tonight.”

      “What about the wizard?” Peasblossom asked.

      “We’ll look for him after we talk to Alicia,” I said, raising my arm to hail a cab. “We know where Alicia is, so it’s better to get that out of the way. Besides, I want to talk about her plans for that celebration of Catherine’s heritage that Morgan mentioned.”

      This time, I had no problem getting a cab. Partially because Scath and Majesty stayed out of sight in the recess of a nearby building’s doorway until the cab pulled up. I opened the door and held it while I called them back, ignoring the dirty look the driver shot me.

      Alicia’s butler looked less happy to see me this time, but he let me in without an argument. I followed him to the same sitting room as before and waited there while he retrieved the woman of the house. It took longer than I expected for Alicia to make her appearance, and I wondered if I’d managed to interrupt something. When she finally appeared in the doorway, she seemed distracted.

      “Mother Renard,” she said politely. “To what do I owe this second visit?”

      She stepped into the room, but I noticed her body kept angling toward the doorway. She was in a hurry to get rid of me. Interesting.

      “There’s been another theft,” I said, unzipping my waist pouch. “Another piece of the set your niece’s knife belongs to was stolen from the Cleveland Art Museum.”

      Alicia put a hand to her chest, her fingertips brushing the lace of the high collar. “That’s horrible. Poor Marilyn, I shall have to call her.”

      “Oh, boy,” Peasblossom muttered.

      “It’s my understanding that you expressed an interest in this piece.” I looked into the pouch until I found Bizbee’s beady-eyed gaze. “Bizbee, could you hand me my fingerprinting kit?”

      “Fingerprinting kit?” Alicia echoed.

      Bizbee handed me the requested set, and I smiled at the bright yellow Post-it that read “Finger ink.”

      “The piece that was stolen was a gold chalice. You spoke to Marilyn about possibly displaying it in your home for a time?”

      Alicia smoothed a hand over her auburn hair. “I did, yes. As you no doubt recall from your first visit this morning, my niece’s father has been woefully neglectful in allowing Catherine to experience all the pleasures of court life she is entitled to.”

      She walked over to the wall and drew a gloved fingertip over the frame as if looking for dust. “Catherine is understandably upset. She’s convinced herself that he’s ashamed of her, and she tries so hard to please him, working night and day on endless gold pieces, hoping that the next one will be the one that convinces him she’s worthy.”

      I tried to look sympathetic. “It must be hard on you. Seeing her so upset, I mean.”

      “It truly is. That’s why I wanted to borrow the piece. Catherine’s heirloom is a rarity, something that even the lords and ladies of the Unseelie Court would come to see. I had hoped that if I could assemble the entire set, I might draw a crowd that would force Devanos to stop his endless cruelty, and let Catherine have the life she wants so desperately.”

      “Catherine wants court life that badly?” I asked.

      Alicia frowned and lowered her hand from the painting. “You surprise me, Mother Renard. I would have expected a witch trained by a mentor such as yours to see through Devanos’ self-serving portrayal of me as some sort of crown-chaser. Yes, I would welcome the opportunity to be a part of court life, but my first duty is to my niece, and her happiness is my happiness.”

      “But Marilyn said no,” I reminded her.

      “She did. But she assured me that it was no reflection on Catherine, only a technicality that came with the museum’s receipt of the chalice. We were discussing a way around it. Having the celebration at the museum itself, for example.”

      “You said you wanted to gather the full set. Do you know where the third piece is?”

      “It was stolen, according to you, so how would I know where it is?”

      I smiled. “Of course, I meant did you know where it was before—”

      She waved a hand and cut me off. “Mother Renard, you cannot think I’m a suspect. Even if I were a thief—which I am not—you can hardly think I’d go to all that trouble for something as simple as a display?”

      “You made it sound very important to you,” I countered. “The display was the key to securing Catherine’s happiness—and her happiness is your happiness. Or perhaps you intended to use the set for its true purpose?”

      Another hand wave. “Even if I did wish to use the artifacts, I would need someone powerful to serve me.” She snorted. “And I think we both know Devanos would rather swallow his own tongue than serve me a fried egg, let alone a helping of his own bloodline.”

      “Your niece would serve you,” I pointed out. “She’s very obedient.”

      Alicia’s eyes flashed, and for just a second, I was reminded of what she was. A vulcanus. Even a half-blooded vulcanus would have a heated core. She’d be able to turn her body into a red-hot instrument of torture if it pleased her to do so. If Devanos was correct in his estimation of her power, she couldn’t throw fire, but that didn’t make her any less dangerous.

      “My niece loves me. And I don’t care if you believe that. But to answer your question, no, having Catherine serve me would not be worthwhile. My niece has talent, yes, but she is not powerful. I would gain little from having her serve me.”

      “Little” was a relative term, and that was the only thing keeping her statement from sounding like an outright lie. Catherine was half-sidhe. Even gaining only some of her power would be better than nothing.

      I opened the fingerprint kit. “Whoever stole the cup left a forgery behind. I lifted a few sets of prints from the forgery, and I’d like—”

      “You want my fingerprints.” Alicia smiled and raised a hand, slowly pulling the silk glove free. “Of course.”

      Something about the smug look on her face made me think gloves were a daily addition to Alicia’s wardrobe. Even if she was the thief, she’d likely been wearing gloves when she handled the forgery. But, I had to fingerprint her anyway. There was always a chance.

      Alicia watched me with a strange expression. Fey were usually predatory, and nearly always condescending. But Alicia was watching me with the one emotion I hated to see on a fey’s face.

      Curiosity.

      I’d suddenly become interesting, and I didn’t know why. I held out the ink pad and Alicia delicately placed each finger on the soft black material, then pressed them to the card in the indicated spots. I held out my hand over hers. “I can remove the ink? It can be stubborn.”

      “No, thank you,” Alicia said, pulling her hand back. “I’ll wash it off.”

      She rose and I sent a flicker of magic out over the card. The card with the prints from the chalice glowed blue. Alicia’s prints glowed green. No match.

      I looked up to see Alicia already leaving the room, ostensibly to wash her hands. Peasblossom slid down my arm and onto the table, glaring at the two cards.

      “I wanted it to be her,” she muttered. “I don’t like her. She’s using Catherine.”

      I picked the cards up and labeled the one with Alicia’s prints before tucking them into the box I kept. “She is. And this doesn’t clear her. She could have worn her gloves.”

      “If it was her, then who do you think she’s planning to be served by?” Peasblossom asked. “She’s right, Devanos wouldn’t throw a grape at her, let alone serve her on ceremonial plates. And Catherine is talented, and that is some magic, but it’s not enough to risk getting caught stealing from a sidhe for.”

      She crossed her arms and kicked the toe of one pink-slippered foot on the table. “I feel bad for Catherine. Even if her dad brings her to court, she’s never going to be free of her aunt. And then Alicia and Devanos will just keep sniping at each other, and she’ll always be stuck between them.”

      “I’m not sure that’s how it will go,” I said thoughtfully. “Court life has a way of sharpening a person. No one stays sweet, not if they want to survive.” I zipped up the pouch. “Even if Devanos tries to protect her, show off her skills and let that make her a darling of the court, he can’t stop her from being influenced. As soon as she has their attention, they’ll all try to get a piece of her.” I sighed. “She’ll learn. And when she does, the shoe will be on the other foot for Alicia.”

      “And Devanos,” Peasblossom added.

      I sat back in my seat. “We might need to have a chat with Catherine. We can’t keep her safe, but I’d like to at least forewarn her about what she’s walking into.”

      Peasblossom shook her head, but she didn’t argue. She climbed back up my arm, stopping to glare at Majesty before hiding under my hair again. Majesty was lying on Scath’s back, but he raised his head to watch the pixie. His tail lashed from side to side.

      “Majesty,” I said in warning. “This is not the time.”

      I looked around to see if Alicia was coming back, but I didn’t even hear her footsteps. I narrowed my eyes and rose from the chair. Scath’s ears flicked forward. She rose, and my heart rose with her. It looked like she’d heard something I hadn’t. She crept out of the room, and I followed her, only to be stopped by the sudden appearance of the butler in the doorway.

      “Can I help you, Mother Renard?” he asked.

      I started to answer him, but something by the door caught my attention. A familiar green coat hanging from a hook.

      Alicia came down the stairs, and I met her eyes. She slowed and stopped before she reached the bottom. “What is it?” she asked, keeping her tone light.

      I gestured to the coat. “Having some work done?”

      Alicia followed my gesture to Kathy’s coat. “I am, actually. Why, are you looking for a recommendation for a handyman? Handywoman, I should say,” she amended.

      “Quite a coincidence,” I said, walking to the foot of the stairs so I had a better view of the upper hallway. “I just met Kathy this morning.”

      Alicia folded her hands over her waist. We stared at one another, each of us waiting for the other to break the silence. I wasn’t worried in this particular situation. If there was one thing a witch learned early on, it was the value of silence. People hated silence.

      And so did the fey.

      “Mother Renard, you’re acting like Kathy’s presence here is some ominous proof of wrongdoing on my part. But as I’ve said many times, my interest in the artifacts extends only to my ability to display them at a party for my niece.” She spread her hands out as she lifted her arms, the epitome of harmlessness. “There is nothing illegal about that.”

      “So you know that Kathy owns one of the artifacts.”

      The smile on Alicia’s face turned brittle. “Yes.”

      “And this party for Catherine,” I mused, “if you were to gather the entire collection, I suppose a lot of powerful people would show up?”

      Alicia tensed, then forced herself to relax. “I suppose. If the invitations are well-received. Of course I hope that I can bring in the creme de la creme—for Catherine’s benefit.”

      “Kathy, you can come downstairs now,” I called up.

      The handywoman clomped down the stairs in her heavy work boots, wearing the same collared pink shirt and forest green vest she’d worn earlier. She nodded at me, and there was an uncertainty in her eyes that belied Alicia’s protests of innocence. I was guessing Kathy was not a practiced liar.

      “How did you two meet?” I asked Kathy.

      Kathy opened her mouth to answer, but Alicia spoke over her.

      “I ran into Kathy today at the museum. Morgan introduced us, and I offered her my condolences for the loss of her uncle, and for the theft her family suffered.”

      “And to make sure she kept you in mind if the bowl was returned,” I added.

      Alicia lifted one pale shoulder. “So?”

      I looked at Kathy. “You went to the museum today?”

      A flush crept over Kathy’s cheeks. “I figured if the FBI was looking into the theft of Uncle Jay’s treasure, then it must be worth something. So I went to the museum to talk to the person my uncle spoke with before.” She shrugged. “I thought maybe my uncle lied when he told me it wasn’t worth anything.”

      “Why would he lie?” I asked. “You said it was very important to him that other people were as in awe of the bowl as he was.”

      “He was also very insulting to me and my family,” Kathy said, bitterness thick in her voice. “He thought being less well off financially made us more inclined to criminal activity. It wouldn’t surprise me if he hid the bowl’s true value from me because he was worried I—”

      She stopped, snapping her mouth shut with the suddenness of someone who’d said too much.

      “He was worried you’d kill him to get your inheritance faster?” I finished softly.

      “I didn’t kill him,” Kathy said flatly. “I don’t need his money, or his treasure.” She crossed her arms. “But like it or not, I’m the rightful owner now. And if the FBI does find it, then I’m certainly not adverse to letting Alicia rent it.”

      “Even though you would forfeit the bowl if you did?” I asked.

      “Like I said, I’m not sentimental.”

      Her body language was closed off, from the jut of her chin to the way she kept her arms folded. She was hiding something.

      “Where were you the night your uncle was killed?” I asked.

      Kathy narrowed her eyes. “Home. With my wife and kids. Ask them if you don’t believe me.”

      “And Catherine already told you we were together that night,” Alicia added.

      I unzipped my waist pouch. “I’d like to get your fingerprints, Kathy, if you don’t mind. For elimination purposes when I find the bowl.”

      I was careful to say “when” I find the bowl. Word choice is important.

      Kathy looked uncomfortable, but she nodded. I reached into the pouch for the fingerprint kit so Bizbee wouldn’t be visible to the other woman, and turned my back to lead her into the sitting room so she couldn’t look inside the pouch. She let me take her fingerprints, and I put them away to examine with my spell after I was out of sight.

      “Thank you both for your cooperation,” I said, zipping my pouch up as I stood to leave. “I’ll be in touch.”
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      “You’ve reached Andrew Bradford. Leave a message.”

      Frustrated, I hit the end call button and shoved my cell phone back into my pouch.

      “His voicemail is as stiff as his starched shirts,” Peasblossom commented. “He needs to relax.”

      “He’s not answering his cell phone or his house phone,” I said, half to myself. I tripped over a spot of uneven sidewalk and cursed, barely regaining my balance and nearly twisting my ankle in the process. I winced and hobbled over to the nearest building to get out of the flow of pedestrian traffic and rub my sore ankle. “You don’t think something horrible happened to him?” I asked. “He was driving like a maniac, he could have gotten into an accident.”

      “I think that way lies madness,” Peasblossom answered honestly. “It won’t do you any good to think that way. Give him some time to cool off.”

      The throbbing in my ankle eased, and I let my foot fall back to the pavement. “And then?”

      “And then we panic,” Peasblossom said reasonably.

      I huffed out a breath and slumped against the rough brick of the shop behind me, ignoring the way it snagged my shirt and caught on my hair. “I need to talk to law enforcement. Our friend Silence isn’t answering my texts, and I can’t access Alicia’s phone records by myself.”

      “You really think Alicia was talking to Kathy before today?” Peasblossom asked.

      “I think someone told Kathy to get rid of that carpet and start cleaning as soon as the scene was released. And so far, Alicia is the one who knew who owned the bowl, and has a strong motive for wanting to get her hands on that set. If I could see her phone records, maybe they’d show that she and Kathy communicated before Kathy destroyed evidence. Or maybe even before the murder.”

      Peasblossom swung her feet, kicking my shoulder with tiny taps. “Well,” she drawled, “Andy isn’t the only cop willing to help you.”

      An image of Liam rose in my mind, and I shook it off as quickly as it came to me. “I can’t call Liam.”

      “You can call Blake. He already offered to help.”

      I started to argue that calling Blake was the same thing as calling Liam, since I was sure the werewolf would pass on anything I said to his alpha. Then I stopped. Who cared if he told Liam? It hadn’t been my idea to cut off all contact. I thought it was stupid, since Flint obviously seemed to view Liam’s distance as a challenge and an amusement. If he wanted to spy on me through Blake, let him. I grabbed my cell phone and dialed Blake’s number.

      “Shade.”

      Blake sounded like a man expecting bad news. Or a man expecting to have to deliver bad news.

      “Hi, Blake, I was wondering if your offer of help still stands?”

      “What do you need?”

      Smart man, getting the details before agreeing. “Nothing strenuous. Just some phone records. I need to know if there have been any calls between Alicia Levand and Kathy Franklin.”

      “Do you have their phone numbers?”

      “Yes.” I read him the numbers I had for both women.

      “I’ll get back to you,” Blake promised.

      He sounded hopeful, like he felt the phone call coming to an end, and was starting to believe I really just wanted information. The idea struck me to ask him about Yvette. Or Sonar, as I was supposed to know her. But I didn’t know if my desire to continue the conversation was really concern for the undercover shifter, or if I was just hoping we would eventually steer back to Liam. I needed to know how he was doing. How he was handling owing a favor to the leannan sidhe. Whether he was angry with me for my part in the whole situation.

      But that was a longer conversation. One I wanted to have in person with Liam, not like a child sending notes via proxy on the playground. When we did have that conversation, it would be when we had time to talk, not in stolen moments during a case.

      “Thanks, Blake,” I said weakly. “Bye.”

      “Talk to you later.”

      He ended the call almost before he got the last syllable out. I sighed and stared at my cell phone for a moment before putting it back in the pouch.

      “All right, Peasblossom, let’s get those opera tickets,” I said finally, heading toward the street to flag down a taxi.

      “We don’t need tickets,” Peasblossom pointed out. “We can just talk to them outside.”

      “I’m trying to get their fingerprints,” I reminded her. “Call me paranoid, but if one of them is the guilty party, then I don’t want to risk having to stand outside for two or more hours because they ran and hid inside to avoid me.”

      “That does sound paranoid. And it’s a little late for tickets, isn’t it?” Peasblossom asked doubtfully.

      “Not for the special showing. The opera house has a show at nine-thirty for Otherworlders who prefer not to be out in daylight. I doubt there are enough opera-loving monsters in Cleveland to use up every single ticket.”

      Half an hour later, I learned that there were, in fact, enough opera-loving monsters in Cleveland to use up every single ticket. Not only was the show sold out, but the waiting list was full as well. Apparently, a big name was starring in tonight’s show, and everyone wanted a peek.

      I stared at the woman in the ticket booth, my brain desperately searching for some way to get around the words “sold out.” Her smile had faded a few minutes ago, shifting from friendly to “waiting for customer to have a meltdown” and “anticipating a call to the manager.”

      She was human, but that didn’t do me any good. This wasn’t a matter of using magic to convince her to move me up a list. If I tried to take someone else’s ticket, or even their spot on the waiting list, then I would be looking at an angry monster.

      I didn’t need more enemies.

      Oh, blood and bone, I forgot about Arianne. I need to send another apology gift.

      I stepped out of the line to do just that, giving the poor ticket girl a break from my desperation. She eyed me uneasily as I remained near her, probably anticipating a round two. I swiped at my phone, hoping that if I got the ball rolling on Arianne’s next apology gift, at least I’d feel some sense of accomplishment. I needed a win today, even a small one.

      “Shade? Shade Renard?”

      The woman’s voice came from behind me, but I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. There weren’t many people in Cleveland, Ohio with a Dacian accent—thankfully. Which meant the woman talking to me was…

      Vera Winters beamed at me as she approached, her light dress flaring around her knees in a white rush of silk covered in large black polka dots. The black bodice was snug, and the off-the-shoulder cut hugged her shoulders. Like me, Vera had plenty of soft, full curves, and the dress flattered them all. The black of the bodice showed her pale skin off to perfection, but it was hard not to be reminded of who her husband was.

      Anton Winters.

      Vampire.

      “Mrs. Winters,” I said. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Vera waved at the girl at the ticket counter, and the nice young lady was kind enough not to let out an audible sigh of relief. I tried to pin a smile to my face as Vera led me away from the ticket booth and further into the opera house.

      “How are you, Shade? And Peasblossom, where is she?”

      Peasblossom poked her head out from under my hair. “Hi, Vera!”

      Vera grinned. “Hello, Peasblossom.” Her smile faltered. “Oh, my. What’s happened to your wings?”

      Peasblossom was not one to let an opportunity for sympathy go by. She hopped out onto my shoulder and pivoted to show Vera her back.

      “A nasty telekinetic squished them,” she said, her voice tinier and much more pitiful than it had been a second ago.

      Vera frowned and gestured for us to follow her. It was five o’ clock, and the first show of the evening wasn’t due to start for another two hours. Guests wouldn’t be arriving for another hour, but the staff were already preparing the food stations. Vera led us to a tea cart and plucked a packet of honey off the tray. She tore off the corner and handed it to Peasblossom.

      “I could ask Illyana to have a look,” Vera offered. “She’s very adept at healing.”

      The mention of the vampire’s resident sorceress did not have the comforting effect that Vera seemed to think it would. I remembered Illyana, with her long white hair and stern features. You didn’t get to be the staff sorceress of the vampiric crime boss of Cleveland without being powerful.

      And morally flexible.

      “That’s all right,” I said quickly. “She’s already been looked at by the Vanguard. And besides, she’s so strong…”

      Peasblossom bobbed her head happily, but didn’t take her mouth from the honey packet.

      “What brings you here?” Vera asked, making herself a cup of tea.

      “Nothing—”

      “We were trying to get tickets to the opera tonight.” Honey drizzled out of the corner of Peasblossom’s mouth, and she stuck out her tongue to lap it up. “We need to talk to some people who are going to be here.”

      “But we can talk to them after,” I said quickly. “Or before. We’ll just wait outside—”

      Majesty chose that moment to leap onto Scath’s head, separating himself from her glamour. Vera’s eyebrows shot up, and her lips parted. I froze, my attention zeroing in on Vera, studying that expression. Most people smiled when they saw a kitten. And that was all Majesty was. Vera was looking at him differently, and I knew that look.

      Recognition.

      I started to ask how she knew Majesty, but Vera spoke first.

      “Your service animal. He—or she?—is wearing a glamour?” She indicated Scath.

      I didn’t even consider lying. There was no point. “Yes.”

      “May I?” Vera asked softly.

      I started to say no, to make up some excuse why that would be a bad idea. But Scath had other ideas. She dropped her glamour.

      I had a moment, a small moment, where I fondly remembered the days when she didn’t react to anything, or exert herself for anyone beyond stepping in to prevent certain death. But the way she acquiesced to Vera’s request so suddenly, so completely, as if it never occurred to her to refuse… That was new.

      Vera’s lips parted slightly. She went still, not the way her undead husband could, but disturbingly, hauntingly close. Finally, she stepped closer, held out one hand. She put her palm on Scath’s huge black head, stroked her the way a mother would touch a sick child. Gentle. Comforting.

      “You will be my guest tonight,” Vera said suddenly, looking up at me.

      I fought not to take a physical step back. “I couldn’t—”

      “I swear on my marriage that I will expect no payment of any kind in exchange for this favor,” Vera promised. “You will be my guest at the opera tonight, and when it’s over, you will be free to go as you please. This is nothing but an offer of an evening of magical music.”

      However nice her offer, I wasn’t fooled. Vera was a passionate philanthropist, and back in the five kingdoms, she was loved by everyone I’d ever met—human and Other. But you didn’t marry someone like Anton Winters if you were squeamish. And Vera was not a woman to remain ignorant of her husband’s activities, wasn’t the sort to pretend she didn’t notice. No, in some ways, Vera was as ambitious as her husband.

      And I knew in my bones she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      “What time should I be here?” I asked, trying to keep the strain out of my voice.

      “Eight-thirty. I’ll see you then.”

      She gave me another brilliant smile, then hurried off with the gait of someone with news to deliver. My stomach churned. I suspected I knew who she was excited to see. There was little point hurrying. He’d be dead until sunset.

      “He could be awake now,” Peasblossom said, reading my mind. “He’s bonded with his wife. It’s not unusual for a powerful vampire to wake early when bonded to a living spouse.”

      “What a delightful bit of information, I feel so much better.”

      Peasblossom slumped back against my neck, hugging her empty honey packet to her chest. “You’re in a mood.”

      “Oh, I’m in a mood.” I nodded, kept nodding as I left the opera house. The girl behind the ticket counter gave me that uneasy look people gave to strangers who muttered to themselves on public transportation. I didn’t care. I had bigger things to worry about than whether she thought I was crazy.

      Much bigger things.

      “All right, let’s think about this,” I muttered. “Whoever the thief is, they had to know where to find each object. The cup was displayed in the museum, anyone could have known about that. The knife hasn’t been stolen yet, so maybe they’re still looking for it. So who knew about the bowl?”

      “Kathy,” Peasblossom said.

      “A human who has no reason to know what the set is capable of. Unless someone told her.”

      “Maybe the same someone who asked her to destroy the evidence?” Peasblossom suggested.

      “If someone asked her to destroy it.” I bit my lip. “Marilyn knew about it.”

      “Marilyn has no need for more power,” Peasblossom argued. She paused. “But if she knew about it, then Morgan could have known.”

      “So could Vazkasi,” I pointed out. “Or Simon.”

      “All right, so everyone at the museum.” Peasblossom crawled onto my shoulder, still staying in the shadow of my hair. “And since Alicia is there all the time, sucking up to Marilyn, she could have known.”

      “And if she knew, then she might have mentioned it to Catherine.” I sighed. “And if Catherine knew, then she certainly would have told Devanos.” I shook my head. “It’s all speculation though. We have no proof that anyone but Kathy and Marilyn knew about the bowl, for certain.”

      “And the wizard. Out of all of them, he’s the one who knew what they really were. What they did,” Peasblossom said, idly poking one of her small fingers through the weave of my shirt.

      I patted her hand gently with one finger to make her stop. “Did Jim Givens strike you as a thief?”

      Peasblossom snorted. “I wouldn’t put anything past anyone who works with his ‘associate.’” She shivered. “That guy gave me the creeps.”

      I shifted uneasily. I hadn’t liked the grey man either. Something about him made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “We should find Jim now. I need his prints for elimination. And we should probably print his associate too.”

      “And Simon,” Peasblossom reminded me. “Didn’t Morgan say she’d call when Simon came back?”

      “Yes, she did,” I said, pulling my cell phone out. “Let me call her and see if Simon is in. We can swing by there before we go hunting for our wizard.”

      Morgan answered on the first ring. “Mother Renard. Have you found anything?”

      “The investigation is ongoing,” I said. “I was just calling to see if Simon had returned yet? I still need his fingerprints.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I forgot to call you. Simon isn’t coming back in. He had more work to do, he said, so he won’t be back in until tomorrow.”

      I cursed under my breath. “Do you have his address? I really need to get his prints as soon as possible.”

      There was a long pause. With every second it continued, my stomach tightened further and further, until I was worried I’d be sick from the anticipation alone.

      “Morgan?” I said finally.

      “I’m here. It’s just… I thought you knew.”

      “Knew what?” I demanded past the lump in my throat.

      “Simon lives with Marilyn,” Morgan said carefully. “She’s his patron.”
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      I stopped so suddenly that the woman walking behind me didn’t have time to avoid me. She collided with my back, spewing a generous helping of swear words that would have raised eyebrows even in the bowels of a submarine.

      I ignored the language, and the glare she shot me as she skirted around me, adjusting her Bob’s Burgers T-shirt and shoving her purse strap back up her shoulder.

      “Patron?” I said hoarsely.

      “I’m so sorry,” Morgan said. “I assumed you knew.”

      Chaos sent my thoughts spinning, and I struggled to push away the fear and horror rising inside me, fought to keep my thoughts in order. “I don’t think it would be a good idea for me to go back to Marilyn’s,” I said, half to myself. “Could you call Simon, ask him to come to the museum?”

      “You wouldn’t have to go to Marilyn’s,” Morgan said, sounding suddenly more upbeat. “They’ll be in town tonight. At the opera.”

      My jaw dropped, and without meaning to, I looked around. I didn’t know what I expected to find. It’s not like the gods, or the Fates, would be standing where I could see them, smirking at the way they’d toyed with my life. I hated coincidences.

      Mostly because I didn’t believe in them.

      “The opera is sold out, I’m afraid,” Morgan was saying. “But I can get you in. If you’ll accept my help?”

      “I have tickets,” I mumbled.

      “You do?” Morgan sounded shocked. “I don’t mean to be insulting, but how did you manage that? This show has been sold out for months. And I didn’t think you were an opera fan.” She paused. “I hope Flint won’t be there. He and Marilyn are not…on the best of terms.”

      “No, I don’t think he’ll be there.” I stopped, then added, “At least he hasn’t said anything to me.” For all I knew, Flint would be there, on the arm of some rich woman whose beneficence allowed him to rent an apartment for the witch he’d enslaved. Somehow I didn’t think Flint had a day job. I didn’t care, not right now.

      “I’m sorry, Morgan, I have to go. Thank you for the…information.”

      I ended the call, only half-aware I was being rude.

      “Simon belongs to Marilyn,” Peasblossom whispered. “How?”

      I thought of the stranger Shannon had mentioned, the one Simon had called when she’d refused the painting she’d thought was too violent for her diner. The one that featured me. She’d told me and Andy that the stranger had examined Simon’s painting and then given him a card.

      “This is bad.” I covered my face with my hands, blocking out the stares I was getting from the people passing me, barely registering the complaints about my interference with foot traffic. “Blood and bone, Peasblossom, what else could go wr—”

      My cell phone rang. Instantly I regretted my choice of words. I said a small prayer, lips moving as I lowered my hands and retrieved my cell phone. Stomach in knots, I stared at the unfamiliar number for a few seconds before getting up the nerve to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Mother Renard?”

      I recognized Jim Givens’ voice. My shoulders tightened, and the ache in the back of my head worsened. I’d nearly forgotten about the wizard. The one who’d known the true purpose of the artifacts. The one who’d known where to find at least two of them. The one who’d claimed the chalice in the museum had been fake.

      “Yes. Is this Jim? I’m glad you called, I—”

      “I need to talk to you. Now. It’s important.”

      “Sure, of course. We could meet—”

      “Do you know the speakeasy on the north side?” he interrupted.

      He sounded tense. But then, there was an angry dragon after him. I’d be tense too. “I’m afraid I don’t.”

      “It’s called Nottingham.”

      I pulled my phone away from my ear to stare at it, as if I could see Jim through the line. “Seriously?”

      “There’s more than one entrance,” Jim continued. “The property has an old red phone booth. Go there and wait inside. Text me when you get there, and I’ll call you on that phone and tell you where to go.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Why all the—”

      “This line isn’t secure, and I don’t want any uninvited guests showing up at our meeting. Just text me when you’re in the booth.”

      He hung up without waiting for a response.

      “Doesn’t like to let anyone else get a word in, does he?” Peasblossom asked.

      I hated being interrupted, but now wasn’t the time for lessons in good manners. I hailed a cab and was relieved to find the driver knew the place I was talking about. The red phone booth was hard to miss, but I was dismayed to find it was a tight squeeze.

      “Even with the windows, this is a claustrophobic person’s nightmare,” I muttered, wrenching open the door and wedging myself inside. I was short, but I wasn’t small. I texted Jim, hoping he’d call soon so I could get out of the cheery little closet. A second later, the phone rang.

      “Thank goodness—”

      The floor vanished out from under me. The sudden drop made me feel as though I’d left my heart and my stomach up in the phone booth. A scream built in my throat, but didn’t have time to escape before I hit solid ground.

      I let my legs fold and tried to turn my landing into a roll, but I’ve never been the world’s most graceful witch. As it was, I counted it a win that I didn’t break any bones when I hit bottom. Pain exploded in my elbows and knees, each jolt to my limbs sending a ricochet of pain through my body.

      My first thought after I hit the ground was Peasblossom. Her wings still wouldn’t lift her, and fighting her instinct to fly after a fall like that would be hard. My heart pounded as I held very still, waiting to feel the tell-tale sign of a pixie regaining her bearings.

      “Peasblossom?” I hissed.

      It appeared I’d fallen into a cave of some sort. The stone walls and ceiling were dark and looked all the more so for the fact that the only light came from a small fire pit five feet away. I had better than human darkvision, and as I searched for my familiar, I noticed that I’d landed in the center of a circle of rocks. As soon as my brain registered the circle, I became aware of a humming in the base of my skull, an ache in my teeth. The circle was magic. And active.

      I was trapped.

      “Peasblossom, please answer me.”

      “I’m here.”

      I whirled around, then froze, scared to death I’d step on her. I scanned the ground, and spotted Peasblossom laying a foot away from my right leg. I crawled forward and scooped her up, the lump in my throat making it hard to get any words out.

      “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.” Peasblossom sat in my palm and crossed her arms, glaring around as she searched for whoever had dropped us in here. “I was holding onto your hair, and I let go just before you touched ground. But I hit my elbow!”

      She held up her arm to point said injured elbow in my direction. I laughed, a choked sound that might have been a sob. “I’m sorry. Let’s get you some honey.”

      Peasblossom got to her knees, holding on to my hand. I could see her expression, and my forced cheer wasn’t fooling her. Nor was the promise of honey distracting her. She knew danger when she felt it. Her gaze landed on the circle.

      “Who’s there?” she called out.

      A figure stepped out of the shadows at the far end of the chamber and let the firelight illuminate his features. His mouth was drawn in a tight line, his shoulders squared like a man facing an unpleasant task, determined to get it over with.

      “Jim.” I slowly rose to my feet, careful not to make any sudden moves. I couldn’t work any magic in this circle, and I didn’t like the expression on the wizard’s face. No reason to startle him into acting prematurely. “What’s going on?”

      He closed his hands into fists, then visibly forced himself to relax. “I don’t like being used.”

      “I didn’t use you,” I corrected him. “I asked for your help. You were recommended to me. I hired you to—”

      “You put a forgery in my hands,” Jim snapped. “You put an artifact that the owner didn’t know was a forgery into my hands.” He flung an arm out toward the shadows. “There’s a dragon out there who wants my blood, thanks to you.”

      “Not thanks to me,” I shot back. “Thanks to whoever stole the chalice. The real chalice.”

      Jim pinched the bridge of his nose. “You still think I’m stupid. You’re still trying to get away with it.” He stared at me, and I wasn’t sure if the disgust I read in his eyes was for me or himself. “You’re going to give back the chalice. The real one. And you’re going to tell Marilyn and her pet dragon that I had nothing to do with it.”

      He scoffed. “Not that it’s going to change anything. Part of them will always suspect me, always think I forced you to claim responsibility.” He started pacing, but his legs were too long and the space too narrow. He stopped and shoved a hand through his hair. When he looked at me again, there was a grim set to his jaw that made my stomach drop.

      “Examples must be made,” he said quietly.

      “Wait,” I blurted out. “Just…wait. This is all a huge misunderstanding. Think about it. Even if I wanted the artifacts, even if I planned to use them. You told me they were cursed. Why would I have gone through with any plans after I learned that?”

      “People have risked worse things for power,” Jim said simply.

      “I don’t want more power—I don’t need more power. I told you, I’m working a case. Someone stole the bowl, and I was hired to find the thief. That’s why I came to you for help.”

      “You’re lying,” Jim said softly.

      “I’m not—”

      “You weren’t ‘hired.’ You were ordered. Ordered to find all three artifacts by your sidhe master.”

      I snapped my mouth shut. Was he guessing, or—

      “Flint Valencia?” Jim asked.

      Oh, that was bad. That was really bad. Jim read my expression, saw the question before I asked it.

      “I spend a lot of time researching online auctions,” he said dryly. “Making sure some idiot doesn’t buy a real monkey’s paw or something equally destructive. I saw you for sale.” He tilted his head. “The auction was canceled before it ended, but it didn’t take much research to find out whoever put you up for sale didn’t have the right. You’d already been purchased.”

      “I don’t like being talked about like I’m a lamp, or some other object to—” I started.

      “Then stop selling yourself like one.”

      My temper flared. The frenzied magic inside me had nowhere to go. Not when I was well and truly trapped. I lifted Peasblossom to my shoulder, taking the time to make sure she was settled while I wrestled my anger under control.

      “You don’t know me.” My voice came out low, almost a whisper. It was the loudest I could manage without my voice breaking.

      “Don’t I? Let’s review.” He held up a finger. “You have a small fortune in your bank account. A small fortune that was put there by Anton Winters, a known criminal and a vampire.”

      My blood ran cold. How had he known about that?

      “Nothing to say?” he asked.

      “I worked one job for him. And it wasn’t anything I wasn’t already doing for the FBI.”

      “So your FBI partner knows all about it?” he asked. “Does Agent Bradford know that during that case, you were providing all that intel to the vampire?”

      I dug my fingernails into my palms. “It wasn’t safe for him to know that. He’s human. You know what Anton would do if he found out Andy knew what he was.”

      “The thief in that case, the one the vampire wanted you to find. What happened to them?”

      I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to, because I could see that he already knew.

      “Anton Winters has done a very good job of keeping his true nature from humans,” Jim said calmly. “But there is no Otherworlder that doesn’t know him. Doesn’t fear him. You can’t feign ignorance on this. You knew he was a criminal—a murderer. And you worked for him anyway. You have blood on your hands.”

      “No,” I bit out. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “And then there’s the fated auction,” he continued. “While you were there, you pursued a human child. She killed herself to get away from you.”

      “No,” I said sharply, stepping forward without meaning to. The energy of the circle snapped tight, stinging my skin and reminding me of my limitations. “If you knew anything about what was going on at Marilyn’s, then you’d know why she really killed herself,” I said quietly. “And you’d feel like a monster for laying the blame at my feet. I tried to save her, just like I tried to save them all.” My throat constricted, but I forced myself to keep talking. “I didn’t fail all of them. I saved everyone I could.”

      Jim stared at me. “You really believe that.”

      “Yes,” I said vehemently.

      “You see yourself as one of the good guys.”

      He sounded almost bewildered. It wasn’t until that moment that it hit me. That looming sense of dread that usually only Flint could bring out. I studied Jim, searched his face for some sign he was toying with me, being deliberately cruel.

      “Are you telling me,” I started slowly. “That you think I’m…” I couldn’t even say it.

      “Ruthless? Corrupt?” Again, he looked at me like he couldn’t believe I hadn’t dropped the act yet. “Yes.”

      I closed my eyes, then forced them open again. “The research you mentioned, about me.”

      “I talked to people,” he said carefully.

      My legs trembled with the need to sit down, but I locked them to keep myself upright. “Then others see me as…”

      “A bad guy.” He frowned. “You’re really surprised.”

      Tears burned my eyes, and that just made me angry. Angrier. I gritted my teeth. I would not cry in front of this jerk. I would not.

      “How are you surprised?” he demanded incredulously. “You worked for the vampire.”

      “I was working that case for the FBI. They were in no position to deal with the thief, and Anton was.”

      “And is meeting him at the opera tonight—joining him and his wife in their private box—also part of your work for the FBI?”

      “You’ve been following me?” I sounded as horrified as I felt.

      He didn’t answer that. “And then there’s the fact that you’re working for Flint Valencia.”

      “Because I sold myself to him to save those kids,” I snapped. “Are you conveniently forgetting that part? Grayson—”

      “Grayson was saved when your FBI partner shot the kelpie who owned him,” Jim interrupted.

      My face flushed. “And he’d have been killed if Marilyn hadn’t agreed to obey the human interpretation of the contracts. I did that. If I hadn’t put myself up for auction, then Andy never would have convinced the Vanguard to void the contracts. I changed the case law. I didn’t just save those kids, I saved all the kids that would have been next.”

      “All the underage kids,” Jim agreed. “But like you said, that was to save your partner. And he is useful to you, isn’t he? FBI access? I’d imagine both the vampire and Flint can appreciate that.”

      I pressed my lips together and squeezed my eyes shut. I was going to throw up. Or explode. I was so sick and tired of people twisting things around, taking my successes and making them into something horrible. If I were half the villain he thought I was, he’d be afraid for his life right now—I’d make him afraid for his life.

      “This can’t come as a shock to you,” Jim said, a hint of frustration creeping into his voice. “I’m not a fool. I know the artifacts belong to Flint’s bloodline. I know he wants them for himself.”

      My eyes flew open. “What did you say?”

      Jim’s face darkened. “No. No, don’t try to tell me you didn’t know the artifacts belonged to his family. Next you’re going to tell me you didn’t know that once the items are stolen from their original owners, the curses on the individual items are void until they’re returned to their owners? So technically, if one thief stole the items from the rightful owners, they would suffer the curses, but someone stealing the items from the thief wouldn’t suffer them? You can’t tell me your master doesn’t know that.”

      “He told me to find the bowl that was stolen,” I said, the wheels in my brain spinning with the new information. “He said find the thief. Return all the items to their owners.”

      “Riiight,” Jim said slowly. “So the artifacts that should have gone to him, the ones that he was robbed of over a century ago. He wants you to find them and just…give them back to the humans? You realize your master has a habit of…well, for lack of a better word, eating wizards? You realize he’ll do anything for more power?”

      I heard him moving around the circle, giving in to the need to pace and needing the entire room for his long strides.

      Peasblossom cuddled close to my ear. “Don’t let him get in your head,” she whispered. “He doesn’t know you like I do.”

      “Oh, he’s not in my head,” I promised her. “He has no right to judge me, and I don’t give a flying grig what he thinks.”

      “Well, what would you think?” Jim demanded. “Be honest. Say a witch comes to you for help. She says she wants you to help locate a stolen bowl. It turns out the bowl was part of a set that belonged to her master. She knows the location of every artifact, except the one that was stolen.”

      I stiffened. I’d never told him I knew where the other artifacts were.

      “This witch asks you to talk to a powerful sidhe that she has a bad history with. You agree, and then find yourself on the run because you’re being blamed for the theft of that object. Accused of replacing it with a fake. You do a little research.”

      He jabbed a finger at me. “You find out she worked for a criminal. A vampire who pretty much owns the city. Someone responsible for so many deaths…” He trailed off. “And as for your master, you can’t believe he has no designs on using the artifacts? I mean, you’re the one who helped him take out Underhill, you have to realize he’s planning something big.”

      He paused. “Or do you not ask those questions?”

      Oh, I was going to ask questions. I had a whole list of questions for my “master.”

      Jim snorted. “Then there’s the matter of your mentor. You didn’t exactly start with a clean reputation. Being trained by a cannibalistic witch who many believe is actually a…” He stopped, then looked around, shifting uneasily as if just noticing he was speaking into shadows. “You know.”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear,” I said sharply. “She’s not a monster.”

      “Don’t believe only what it’s pleasant to believe,” Jim countered. “She’s not a saint, either. And you haven’t answered my question. If our situations were reversed. Would you believe you?”

      “Yes,” I said simply.

      Jim frowned. “You didn’t even think about it. Is this a joke to you?”

      For just a moment, all the tension left my body. I stared the wizard down, let the derision I felt for him—and his accusations—fill my eyes. “I don’t have to think about it now, because I think about it all the time. Do you think you’re the only one to question my choices? The only one to wonder if I crossed a line?” I snorted. “You have no idea. I made those choices, and I live with them. And every time I have another choice to make, I drag out my past and force myself to look at it, to try not to make the same mistakes over and over again.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’ve made mistakes. And it’s because I’ve made mistakes that I can say, quickly and without thinking, that I wouldn’t judge someone without giving them a chance to explain.”

      Jim nodded. “All right. So let’s say I believe you. You’re not a villain. Your intention is to find the thief and return the items to their rightful—human—owners. You won’t use the items. You won’t let anyone else use the items. And you give me your word on this?”

      My heart fell. If he’d phrased it any other way…

      His jaw tightened. “You do plan to use them.”

      “I have to let the thief use them,” I said quietly.

      “Who’s the thief?”

      “I don’t know.” I let my gaze fall to the floor in shame, simultaneously sweeping my gaze over the circle. There had to be some way to get out of here. Something caught my attention. Symbols carved into the floor beneath me. I let my magic breathe, just enough to swell over the floor and touch the symbols. They glowed a bright blue.

      A teleportation spell.

      It was a trap. One that had held a lot of people before me, I guessed. Teleportation spells were time consuming and complex. A circle with the runes pre-carved would make it faster. I closed my hands into fists, frustrated. But there was no way for me to activate it. Not when Jim had control of the circle.

      “So you never intended to stop the thief,” Jim said flatly. “You just need to find out who it is, so you can steal the artifacts from them. After you let them use them.” Anger darkened his face. “Because you need them to suffer the final curse. Your master wants to make an example out of them. Teach the world what happens to someone that steals what’s rightfully his?”

      “If Flint wanted them, he could take them himself,” I reminded him. “All the owners are human. And like you said, he has a habit of eating wizards. He could remove the curses.”

      “You and I both know he’d never risk a truth curse. It would be the end of him,” Jim countered. “Sounds like he hasn’t thought of a way around the curses yet, and he doesn’t want them stolen until he does.”

      A shadow passed over his face, and my stomach dropped. I’d seen that look before. I’d worn that look before. More and more frequently as of late. He was bracing himself for something terrible he didn’t want to do, but had to.

      “Just to be clear,” he said quietly, “you intend to let the thief be cursed.”

      My magic roiled inside me like a pot left to boil for too long, but there was nowhere for it to go, nothing for it to do. I couldn’t affect anything outside my circle.

      “I don’t have a choice,” I said, my voice strained.

      Jim nodded. “Then neither do I.”

      I felt the circle flex. I felt him pour magic into it.

      “Wait!” I shouted.

      The magic didn’t stop, but Jim met my eyes. “What?”

      I pointed to my pouch. “Bizbee hasn’t done anything. And neither has Peasblossom.” My chest tightened. “Let them out. They don’t deserve to die for this.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Peasblossom snarled, hugging my neck. “I’m never leaving you.”

      The magic kept building. Jim shook his head. “I—”

      He stepped back while he spoke, subconsciously distancing himself from what he was about to do. A sound somewhere between a growl and a scream split the air, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Jim’s eyes flew wide and he jerked his foot up, toppling backward as something darted around his feet. I stared in shock as he hit the floor, his head striking hard. Majesty bolted forward, his fur standing straight up as he made a beeline for the circle. A sharp pop of pressure drilled into my ears.

      There was no time to wonder how the kitten had gotten here. I scooped him up and ran, heading toward the shadows behind Jim, hoping that was where the mouth of the cave was. I had no idea where I was, how far from Cleveland—

      I hit a wall. My skull threatened to split, and I was vaguely aware of Peasblossom clinging to my head, her magic pulsing against my scalp as she used her power to keep me conscious. Stars exploded in my vision and I became aware of two things at once.

      One, I was not in a cave. The wall I’d hit had a hollow sound, as if I’d run into a door and there was a room beyond. My lips parted in shock. It was a glamour.

      Second, Jim had recovered.

      I forced myself forward again, groping at the wall, looking for a doorknob. Jim’s hand closed around my arm like warm iron, and he dragged me off balance. I flailed around as he lifted me off my feet and hurled me back into the circle. I did my best to shield Majesty with my body as I hit the ground and the air whooshed out of my lungs. I kicked out as hard as I could, sending one of the stones skittering across the floor.

      Jim growled, and I felt magic swell around me.

      I thrust a hand at the smooth section of flooring near his feet, desperation giving me the edge to be faster, my magic already begging to be set free. “Excavare!”

      I’d never tried that particular spell in a house before. The floor under Jim’s feet exploded, wood and insulation and concrete flying into the air, destroying the illusion of a cave floor. Jim shouted as debris battered him, keeping him from getting his bearings. I got one look at his enraged face as he plummeted into the room below.

      “Hurry!” Peasblossom screamed.

      I dropped to my knees and put my hand on the symbols etched into the floor. “Transveho!”

      My magic thrust into the symbols, and I lost my breath. The magic flowed through the circle, filling the symbols like water seeping into pores in the ground. It was smooth and effortless, my magic herded seamlessly by the wizard’s careful carvings. I wanted to go home, wanted the safety of familiar surroundings, but Scath didn’t know where I was. She could probably find me, but we didn’t have time to waste. I had to go back to the speakeasy.

      Magic cracked in the air around me. My heart pounded as I saw Jim rising through the hole in the floor, his face twisted with fury.

      The circle flared to life and I vanished just as he threw the spell…
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      I landed on top of Scath.

      The sidhe let out a sound that no mundane feline had ever made, not in several thousand years, at least. She bolted out of the booth with me still on her back. I released Majesty and flailed my limbs out instinctively, and was rewarded with the harsh collision of both hands and my right knee slamming into the sides of the phone booth. I fell off and scuttled the rest of the way onto the sidewalk, desperate to get off the teleportation circle.

      I lay there on the ground, regaining my breath, my nerves spasming as an image of the wizard’s rage-filled face hovered in my mind’s eye. Majesty walked up and down my body, claws out, stabbing through my clothes.

      “Bad,” I croaked. “So bad.”

      I rolled onto my side, then forced myself to continue moving, getting to my feet. Everything hurt. I’d be lucky if I hadn’t chipped a bone in my elbow, and my right knee threatened to give out when I tried to stand on it. I looked around wildly, my brain hyper-focused. Jim had been following me. Or having me followed. I thought of the huge grey-skinned man standing in his house.

      I was so mad, I almost wished he’d jump out, attack me here and now.

      “Bloody arrogant wizard,” I seethed. “Bloody arrogant, judgmental wizard.” I rubbed my injured knee, focused on breathing through the pain as I stood up. “We need to get out of here,” I told Scath. “The wizard thinks I’m a bad guy, and he wants me off the case. Permanently.”

      I was already walking, and Scath flowed beside me like a shadow. She didn’t seem overly concerned, but I noticed her ears flicked forward and back, as if she were listening for danger.

      “It might be his associate, or it could be someone he works with that I’ve never met,” I said under my breath, knowing Scath would still hear me. “How am I supposed to lose a tail when I don’t know who it is?”

      “Almost enough to make me wish Andy was here,” Peasblossom spoke up from underneath my hair.

      It would have been nice to have an FBI agent with me. I was willing to bet a lot of his training had involved surveillance and counter-surveillance. He’d probably have all sorts of techniques for losing a tail. Figuring out who it was. Witches didn’t worry about things like that. People were supposed to find us, we were there to help anyone who asked.

      I clenched my hands into fists and gritted my teeth. No. No, I didn’t need him for this. Because the person following me likely wasn’t human. And if they weren’t human, they could have any one of a hundred ways to pursue someone, ways Andy had never heard of, much less learned how to get around. Whereas I knew.

      “Come on,” I murmured.

      I pivoted into the first shop I came to and headed straight for the sign in the corner labeled Restrooms. The room was blessedly empty, and I locked the door to make sure it would stay that way.

      “Would Majesty follow you?” I asked Scath. “Could you make him follow you?” I stopped, then added. “I need you in human form. Please.”

      Scath huffed out a breath, but did as I asked. The change from cat to human form was as rough as always, and I couldn’t help but throw a Cinderella spell at the floor. I couldn’t make her change less painful, but there was no reason for her to catch something because she’d had to writhe around on the floor of a public bathroom.

      When she was finished, she forced herself to her feet without taking the time to catch her breath. “He’ll follow me,” she rasped.

      “All right.” I started to undress. “I need you to put my clothes on.”

      Scath frowned, staring at my shirt as I draped it over her hand. “Why?”

      I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, I need more clothes, please. Something I wouldn’t usually wear.”

      “And why would ye be carryin’ around clothes ye wouldn’t wear?” Bizbee argued.

      I bit my lip, then brightened. “Give me the suit Mrs. Porter gave me for Christmas.”

      I thought I heard the grig snicker as he handed up the suit, but I couldn’t be sure. I winced at the frilly white blouse and peach colored short suit jacket and knee-length skirt. Mrs. Porter had good intentions, but I’d never understand her passion for sherbet colored clothing.

      It wasn’t nearly as comfortable as my leggings and long-sleeved cotton shirt, and I felt my mood souring even more as I touched the soft linen. “Thank you.” I glanced up at Scath as I pulled off my leggings. “I’m going to glamour you to look like me. If you wear my clothes, you’ll smell like me too. Just in case.”

      I nodded at Majesty. “And I’ll glamour him to look like you in the service dog disguise.” I paused and looked up. “How do you always find me? I mean when you just show up, when I didn’t tell you where I’m going?”

      She didn’t answer right away. Frustration burned hot inside me, and I had to press my lips together to keep from shouting at her. Now wasn’t the time for secrets.

      “I can shadow walk,” she said finally.

      Shadow walking was notoriously difficult to do with any sort of accuracy. It involved stepping from the material plane onto the shadow plane. Thanks to the blurry line between the two, an individual walking the shadow plane can’t see details of the material plane, so it’s difficult to tell exactly where one is. The more practiced the shadow walker, the closer it was possible to get to the target location. But stepping off the shadow plane always carried the possibility that you would end up hundreds or even thousands of feet away from your desired goal. Not a big deal if you’re aiming for a city block. Somewhat challenging if you’re trying to get into a specific room.

      Though, if you were four legged and capable of running over seventy-five miles an hour, maybe it didn’t matter.

      “That explains how you travel, but not how you find me,” I pointed out.

      Scath’s face closed down. Even more than before. “Whoever is following you won’t be able to use my method of finding you.”

      I didn’t bother to ask what her method was. She obviously wasn’t going to tell.

      “I want you to go out there as me. Head for Goodfellows. Jim probably already knows where I live, but if not, I don’t want to lead him back to the apartment. Maybe he’ll believe I’m hiding at Goodfellows while I wait for backup.”

      “Where are you going?” Scath asked.

      “Somewhere else. You can find me, right?”

      Scath didn’t look happy about the vagueness of my answer, but she was hardly in a position to comment.

      I started to call my magic, then stopped. “Wait a minute. You’re sidhe.”

      Scath frowned again. “Half.”

      Half. I filed that tidbit away to think about later. “So you can glamour yourself to look like me?”

      A second later, the air in the room shifted, and suddenly I was looking at a mirror image of myself. It was more disorienting than I would have expected.

      “That is…surreal,” Peasblossom said slowly.

      “Bizbee?” I said. “Could I have the glamour spell I used to use on Scath? The braided thread?”

      “Will ye be needin’ anything else?” he asked, sounding somewhat annoyed. “Or do ye want to keep askin’ for things one at a time?”

      I took the circle of thread and winced. “That’s it. Thank you, Bizbee.”

      Majesty continued to wind around my ankles, and I had to grab for him twice before I got a good enough hold to lift him. I doubled up the necklace until it just fit over his tiny head then slipped it over his neck. “Please be good,” I begged.

      The kitten flattened his ears, obviously not thrilled with his new necklace, but Scath scooped him up and nuzzled his head. He tilted his face and purred. When he was happy again, she put him down, then activated the glamour.

      I called my magic, using it to change my own appearance. Nothing intense, just moving my eyes farther apart, giving my nose a more aquiline slope. I couldn’t make myself taller or my suit wouldn’t fit, so I lightened my hair a few shades, then looked at myself in the mirror. It was incredibly strange looking in the mirror and not seeing my true self. I looked at Scath’s reflection, thinking it was mine, but the person moving with me in the mirror was a stranger. The reflection that looked like mine arched an eyebrow.

      “That’s just weird,” Peasblossom muttered.

      “All right, I’m going to leave first,” I told Scath. “You watch from inside the store, make sure no one follows me, then head for Goodfellows.”

      Scath nodded and I unlocked the door and headed out. Blessedly, Majesty seemed content to trot along beside Scath, and he didn’t try to follow me out of the store.

      I tried to look annoyed as I reached the sidewalk, glancing at a watch I’d glamoured onto my wrist as if I were late for something. I hailed a cab—no magic needed without the animals—and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to look out the rear windshield to watch Scath leave.

      “Where to?” the driver asked.

      I froze. I’d forgotten to think of an address. Peasblossom whispered in my ear, and I repeated the address, then cursed as I realized whose it was.

      I had the whole drive to Andy’s house to think about what a bad idea it was for me to just show up like this. By the time the cab pulled into Andy’s driveway, my stomach was twisted into knots, and my hand shook as I retrieved the money to pay the driver.

      Andy’s garage door was closed, so I couldn’t see if he was home or not. I put a hand to my hair, reminding myself I was still wearing the glamour and he wouldn’t recognize me. I could probably drop it now. I doubted anyone had followed me, and Andy’s street was quiet. It was almost eight o’ clock, so it would be dark in half an hour.

      I dropped the glamour, then knocked on the door and waited. No answer. I rose on tiptoe to look through the glass on the door.

      My heart stopped.

      Andy’s house had been ransacked. Furniture was turned over, and broken pieces of Precious Moments figurines lay shattered on the floor. There was a hole in the closet door just inside, the wood splintered and broken.

      I fumbled at my waist pouch, gripping the zipper and tearing it open.

      “Bizbee, I need a credit card!”

      This time the grig offered no snarky comment, handing up the credit card without a word. I tried to pick the lock, but my heart sank as I realized the dead bolt was in place. I pressed my lips together and dropped the card back in the pouch.

      “Use the spell,” Peasblossom urged.

      I eyed the lock. The spell I knew that bypassed locks was a tricky one if you used it on someone’s home. A lock was a physical symbol of the homeowner’s desire to keep people out. It was tied to the threshold, part of the sacredness of the home. Using a lockpicking spell on the front door to a private home always ran the risk that the threshold would react badly to the invasion.

      Sometimes, the lock exploded.

      I took a deep breath and put a hand on the lock. “I’m here as a friend,” I murmured.

      The threshold wasn’t a sentient thing, but magic wasn’t entirely unaware either. Intentions mattered. To varying degrees.

      “Recludo,” I whispered.

      The lock disengaged, and the handle turned. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

      “Someone was looking for something?” Peasblossom wondered aloud.

      I stared at the ruin of the living room. “No. No, the drawers aren’t open, the cushions aren’t cut up. This doesn’t look like someone was searching for something. It looks like someone was…mad.”

      It wasn’t until I’d entered the dining room that I noticed the broken figurines on the table. Beside them were little tubes of super glue. One figurine had been glued back together, and another was partially reassembled. I frowned.

      “He’s been back since this happened. He’s already cleaning up.” I looked up. “Andy? Are you here?”

      Peasblossom leaned closer to my neck. “I don’t like this. It feels different in here. It’s making my wings hurt.”

      “Get in the pouch.” I called my magic and held my hands up, ready to let loose with a spell if anything nasty reared its ugly head. Peasblossom slid down the front of my shirt and crawled over the pouch. Bizbee lifted up one corner, offering her his free hand as he ushered her inside. I started down the stairs to the house’s lower level.

      It wasn’t as bad downstairs. Guilt stabbed me in the gut at the sight of the stacks of files along the bar against the right hand wall. I’d promised to help him with those cases. That had been the plan. I’d help him close cases he couldn’t have closed himself, and in the process, I’d learn how to conduct investigations the same way I’d learned how to be a witch. By working with the best.

      Soon, I promised myself.

      I returned to the living room and faced the broken closet door. There’d be blood left behind. I could find out who did this. I raised my hand.

      A cool puff of air against my left side startled me, breaking my concentration. The spell fizzled out as I spun, and my eyes bulged.

      A ghost stood beside me.

      It was a woman. Her white hair was short and she wore a thin cotton blouse with flowers on it, and plain linen slacks. I took a step back, but quickly realized the woman was standing with her hands clasped in front of her, her face serene. The epitome of calm. She waited for me to recover my composure, then offered me a small smile. “Hello, Shade. May I call you Shade?”

      My brain whirred and clicked. She looked familiar. Familiar because…

      I turned my head to the pictures on the wall. Then I looked back at the ghost. “You’re Andy’s mom.”

      Her smile widened. “I am. And you’re Andy’s partner.”

      I looked around at the destruction that Andy had kept from me. “I want to be.”

      The skin between her brows wrinkled, and she clasped her hands tighter. “You shouldn’t be here. Andy is a very private man. It’s hard for him to trust. If he feels you’ve invaded his privacy…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I jumped as another ghost appeared. A man this time. Andy’s father.

      “She wants to help Andy find out who did this,” Andy’s mom said, gesturing at the door, then the broken figurines and overturned furniture.

      The man’s face betrayed little emotion, but his jaw tightened when he looked at the broken figurines. He didn’t say anything.

      I looked at the door again. Based on the direction of the damage and the size of the hole, I guessed someone had put their fist through it. A thought struck me, and my chest tightened. I stared at Andy’s parents.

      “Did Andy do this?” My lips parted and I looked around the house. Broken figurines, super glue to fix them. “Did he do all of this?”

      Neither of the ghosts answered, but their expressions told me enough.

      “Why was Andy so angry?” Peasblossom whispered.

      I looked down to see her poking her head out of the pouch. The spirits looked at Peasblossom, but neither of them looked surprised.

      “What’s going on with him?” I asked.

      “It’s not our place to discuss Andrew’s business,” his father said firmly.

      I looked at Andy’s mom. “You’re both still here. Why?”

      His mom smiled, but somehow the expression made her look more melancholy. “He still needs us.” She laughed softly. “He’s left our room exactly as it was. He still won’t go in there. But he sits outside our door sometimes, and…” She broke off, her eyes bright with tears.

      The sight of her tears twisted my heart a little more. A lot of people thought ghosts didn’t cry, because they were dead, mere projections of what the person had been in life. But that wasn’t true. Ghosts were souls seen through the veil of death. They could feel pain. And since their bodies were projections, they changed with the will of that soul. Sometimes on purpose, for ghosts who chose to frighten the living. And sometimes subconsciously, as the ghost remembered what it was like to cry.

      The man put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. Then he looked at me. While not unfriendly, his face was serious. “Andrew won’t like it if he finds out you were here. Without him.”

      “I know.” I groped for my phone. “I’ll call him.”

      I dialed Andy’s number, feeling awkward making the call in front of his parents. He hadn’t answered my calls earlier. I didn’t think he’d answer this time, but just before the voicemail would have picked up, he did.

      “Shade?”

      “Hi, yeah, it’s me. I’m—”

      “I’m sorry too. Just forget about it. I have information on Vazkasi.”

      I frowned. “The dragon?”

      “Yeah. Where can I pick you up?”

      Tell him, tell him, tell him. “I’ll meet you somewhere. Name a place. I was being followed earlier, I need to make sure they don’t find me again.” I avoided looking at his parents. “Could we meet at your house?”

      “I don’t want a tail following you to my house,” Andy said, too quickly. “Meet me at Goodfellows?”

      I shook my head, then realized he couldn’t see it. “Not there. How about Alexander’s, down the street from the FBI building?”

      “I know it. I’ll meet you there.”

      I agreed and ended the call. I could feel his parents looking at me, feel the disapproval radiating from them. I forced myself to meet their eyes, each in turn. “I’ll tell him.”

      “It’s very hard to earn his trust,” his mother said sadly. “Very hard.”

      “And if you break it, you can forget about ever getting it back,” his father added.

      “Then I’m afraid it’s too late for me anyway,” I said weakly.

      I turned to leave.

      “Shade!” his mother blurted out.

      I looked over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “Don’t stop trying?”

      My throat constricted, but I managed a smile. “I won’t.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      “The dragon is a thief.”

      Andy pushed a file across the table as I slid into the booth. Alexander’s was a classic bar and grill, and the noise from the wall of televisions was almost enough to block out my chaotic thoughts. I took a deep breath of air that smelled like fried food and beer, and stared at the folder. I could still see his ghostly parents in my mind, could hear the lilt in his mother’s voice as she begged me not to give up on Andy.

      Andy tapped the file. “Vazkasi and his family own an import-export company called King’s Crossings. They specialize in antiquities and expensive art. Not only do they handle the shipping, they provide security. And at the client’s request, they’ll have an evaluation performed before the item is shipped for additional insurance purposes.”

      I flipped open the folder and saw a picture of Vazkasi’s photocopied passport. I knew from one glance that the Vanguard had issued the document. Otherwise it would have been difficult to hide the dragonkin’s scales, and his gold eyes would have shone brighter in the image.

      “King’s Crossings is a shady business?” I asked.

      Andy took a sip of coffee, then set his mug down carefully away from the files. “Yes, but we can’t prove it.”

      I turned a page in the file, running my gaze over the list of names. Nothing was jumping out at me. “So what’s the crime? Theft? Forgery?”

      “Forgery. And murder.”

      I jerked my head up. “Murder?”

      Andy nodded. “That file is from the Art Crime Team. Two years ago, someone accused King’s Crossings of replacing their shipment with a forgery. The man who filed the complaint claimed that someone at the company paid off the man in charge of the evaluation. According to him, the artifact he delivered to King’s Crossings for shipping was genuine, hence his willingness to have the company’s evaluator look at it so it would qualify for extra insurance. When the evaluator claimed the artifact was a forgery, the client lost his mind. Tried to take the whole company to court.”

      “You said they couldn’t prove anything,” I said, scanning the file. “There wasn’t any evidence?”

      “They never made it that far. The day after the initial filing, the irate client died in an accident at sea.”

      “Suspicious circumstances?”

      Andy shook his head, but his mouth tightened into a grim line. “A perfectly innocent accident. Heart attack while he was out on his yacht.” He leaned back in his seat. “Don’t suppose you know of anything that can mimic a heart attack?”

      Peasblossom snorted. “There are plenty of creatures that could cause a heart attack.”

      “That’s what I figured. I talked to the agent who would have been in charge of the investigation. He said he tried to speak with some of King’s Crossings’ other clients, but no one would talk to him.”

      “No one wants to risk their treasures being labeled forgeries,” I guessed.

      “Right.”

      I frowned. “I can understand dragons specializing in high end art and antiquities. That would be the perfect cover for treasure hunting. They just sit back and wait for rich people to pay them to ship their treasure, and if they see something they want—”

      “Then they replace it with a forgery,” Andy finished. “That’s my thought.”

      “But it makes no sense to steal from the museum,” I said doubtfully. “It’s too risky. A piece of gold isn’t worth getting on the bad side of any fey, let alone a sidhe as powerful—and influential—as Marilyn. Make her mad and they risk losing access to the entirety of Cleveland’s art scene.”

      “It’s true,” Peasblossom agreed. “Dragons don’t want power, they want gold. So the magic capabilities of the set wouldn’t be enough motivation to steal from Marilyn.”

      “It would be tough to prove it even if he is involved,” Andy pointed out. “He has a reason for his prints to be on the forgery since he’s the one that delivered it.”

      “Speaking of prints,” I said. “Alicia’s didn’t match. But she was wearing gloves both times I saw her, so if that’s a habit of hers then she probably wouldn’t have left prints.” I leaned in. “But one thing that was interesting—Kathy was at her house. Her prints didn’t match either, but I don’t like coincidences.”

      “Yeah, she mentioned you might have got the wrong impression,” Andy said.

      I froze. “She mentioned it? To you? When?”

      Andy grabbed his coffee. “I didn’t call her, and I didn’t try to go behind your back. She called me. From what she said, it sounds like she called me as soon as you left her. She said she hoped she’d put your suspicions to rest about her being involved in the thefts when she let you take her prints and they didn’t match. But then you saw Kathy, and she thought you misread the situation.”

      “I’ll bet,” Peasblossom scoffed.

      Andy ignored her. “She wanted to assure me there was no collusion between her and Kathy. Obviously, I took everything she said with a grain of salt.” He glanced at Peasblossom. “I’m not an idiot.”

      “You did talk to a fey—” Peasblossom started to argue.

      I tapped her on the head, and she scowled and smacked my finger.

      “Anyway,” Andy continued, “she asked a lot of questions about the case. I got the impression she doesn’t know where the bowl or the chalice is, but she is looking for them.”

      “So either she’s the thief and she’s putting on a show, or we’re not the only ones planning to steal them back from the thief after the ritual.”

      “You haven’t told me about the person that followed you,” Andy said after taking a sip of his coffee. “Do you know who it was?”

      The mention of the tail sent a shiver down my spine, and I couldn’t help but look around as though the grey hulking man would appear out of nowhere. Keeping my voice low, I told Andy about Jim’s call, and everything that followed. I left out the part about Jim knowing I’d worked for Anton Winters. Andy didn’t know Anton was a vampire, but as an FBI agent, I had to assume he knew he was a criminal.

      By the time I was done, Andy was seething, the muscle in his jaw twitching in time with his pulse. “I don’t think Mr. Givens has any room to throw stones in this particular glass house.” He grabbed a few pages from the file he’d given me, flipping through them until he found what he was looking for. He jabbed his finger at a name on the sheet of paper. “He’s the evaluator who was accused of falsely identifying the stolen artifact as a forgery.”

      “WHAT?” Peasblossom roared.

      I held a hand up to quiet her. “So Jim doesn’t just work with Marilyn and the museum, he works for Vazkasi’s family and King’s Crossings.” My temper flared, bright and hot. “So all that time he was accusing me of being a criminal, when he’s a suspect in a theft linked to a suspicious death. A little coincidental for him to be accused of switching a real treasure for a forgery twice.”

      “What if this is a common practice for them?” Andy suggested. “The dragons keep an eye out for treasure worth stealing. If they find it, they sell their client on the extra insurance, which requires an evaluation by their wizard. Jim ‘evaluates’ it and declares it a forgery. Meanwhile, he pockets the real thing.”

      “They’d have to be careful,” Peasblossom pointed out. “If they picked on someone who had some means of knowing their artifact was the real deal, then they could be killed. Or worse, reported to the Vanguard.”

      I tapped a finger on the table. “So Jim does the evaluation of the chalice for Marilyn. It’s powerful, but cursed. Also, worthless without the other items. Then Mr. Masters brings in the bowl. Now Jim knows about the bowl and the chalice.”

      “We need to ask Alicia if Catherine ever had her knife evaluated,” Andy said. “If she did, maybe she used Jim too. Then he’d know about the whole set.”

      “There’s still the matter of the curse,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      “She’s right,” I agreed. “Jim knows the items are cursed. He wouldn’t risk that.”

      “He couldn’t remove the curse?” Andy asked.

      “He might be able to, but removing a curse is risky, even for someone who knows what they’re doing,” I reminded him. “If he tried to remove it, he’d risk being cursed anyway.”

      “So he has no motive,” Andy said flatly.

      I leaned back in the booth, grasping the edge of the table with both hands. “He doesn’t need power. And the money wouldn’t make the risk worth it.”

      “Maybe it’s the curse,” Peasblossom suggested. “He certainly enjoys the view from his high horse.”

      “What do you mean?” Andy asked.

      “You think maybe he’s stealing the items so no one else can steal them and use them?” I asked. “You think he’s just getting them out of circulation?”

      “Maybe.” Peasblossom shrugged.

      “It gets more interesting,” Andy said, flipping through the file. “Givens isn’t the only person involved in this case that has a connection to King’s Crossings.”

      I followed his gesture. “Vulcan’s Forge?”

      “It’s another company that works with King’s Crossings,” Andy explained. “Their website says they produce custom art, mostly metalworking. I don’t know what they do for King’s Crossing, but check out who owns Vulcan’s Forge.”

      My lips parted as I read the name. “Alicia Levand?”

      Andy nodded. “I dug a little deeper. According to Vulcan Forge’s bank records, metalworking is a very lucrative business. One that has attracted some very familiar names.”

      “Familiar names?”

      “For me, not you.”

      I frowned, then understanding dawned. “Organized crime?”

      “It would seem Alicia has been farming out Catherine’s skills to a less than savory crowd.”

      “That’s what Devanos meant when he said Alicia turned Catherine into a forger,” I murmured. “But how could that be connected to the thefts?”

      Before Andy could answer, a waitress stopped by the table. She gave me a big smile, but her gaze twitched toward Andy. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “A Coke would be great.”

      She stepped closer to Andy as she wrote down my order. “Anything more for you?”

      “No, I’m fine, thanks.”

      She lingered longer than she had to, but moved on when Andy reached for the file again.

      “All right,” he said, putting his mug down. “Scenario number one. Alicia is the thief. She found out about Masters from someone at the museum. She goes to bargain with him, but he refuses. There’s an altercation, and he dies. She steals the bowl, and later she calls Kathy and pays her to get rid of the evidence after the police release the scene.”

      I nodded. “Alicia knows Vazkasi, they have a business relationship. Maybe she trades one job for another? Promises Catherine will make him forgeries to switch with some of the more expensive gold items he ships, if he’ll take a chalice she made and exchange it for the real one at the museum.”

      “Now all she has to do is get the knife from Catherine. And we know Catherine would just let her use it if she asked. And then all she needs to do is find someone powerful to help her activate the set.”

      Peasblossom slumped against my neck. “That’s easier said than done. You heard Devanos. Rumors are flying that sets like that steal someone’s power. Who’s going to agree to use it for Alicia? She’s not exactly someone people bend over backwards to help.”

      “She could trick someone,” I suggested. “Those sets are rare, so most people don’t think of them anymore. Take them to a dinner party, glamour them to look like the host’s set. No one’s the wiser.”

      “Does it work without intent?” Andy asked.

      “That I don’t know.”

      The waitress dropped off my Coke, somehow managing to set it down without looking at it—her full attention reserved for Andy. Andy didn’t even look up.

      I waited for the disappointed woman to leave. “Scenario number two. Jim is the thief. Not because he wants power, but because he knows the artifacts are cursed, and he doesn’t want anyone using them. He takes the chalice out of play the first time he analyzes it. There are transmutation spells that would let him take a different object and make it look like the chalice, as long as no one looked too close. He thinks he’s done, the rest of the set is harmless without the chalice. Then the bowl is stolen. He starts to worry someone is searching in earnest. He sends out the grey man to retrieve the other pieces, grey man kills Masters in the process.”

      “Which might explain why it looked like an accident,” Andy agreed. “I can see Masters getting scared of a guy like that. Maybe he backed away, lost his balance.”

      “Which means all they need now is the knife. And then there’s scenario number three.”

      “Which is?”

      I dragged my Coke closer to me. “Simon.”

      Andy frowned. “You still think he could have managed all this?”

      “I don’t think it takes someone strong or powerful to kill an old man,” I pointed out. “And he works at the museum. And he’s been studying metalworking. He could have made a fake chalice.”

      “You think that kid started studying metalworking and now all of a sudden he can make an exact replica of a rare sidhe artifact?” Andy asked doubtfully. “And you think being a step above unpaid intern gets him access to the displays to make the switch?”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I put my Coke down without taking a sip. “I forgot to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?” Andy asked sharply.

      “Marilyn is Simon’s patron,” I whispered.

      Blood rushed to Andy’s face, the veins in his temples growing thick as they pulsed beneath his skin. “He’s her slave.”

      “Good as. But that relationship is a strong bond, and I’m not using that word in a symbolic way. Accepting Marilyn as his patron would have dramatically improved his skills. Leannan sidhe specialize in inspiration, in pushing people to reach past their limits, do things they couldn’t do before. With her help, he could have made that forgery. And as her protege, he very well could have had access.”

      Andy downed the rest of his coffee and slammed the mug on the table. The waitress appeared holding the pot, as if she’d been out of sight waiting for this opportunity. She took one look at Andy’s face and her eyes widened. She poured the coffee and fled without a word.

      Andy took a gulp of steaming coffee and I winced. That was going to burn.

      “You think he’d steal from his patron?” Andy asked, his voice hoarse.

      “I don’t know,” I said quietly.

      Andy took another long drink of coffee, then put the mug down with deliberate care. “All right. So all suspects are still on the table.”

      “Alicia will be at the opera tonight,” I said. “If she’s the thief and she’s used the artifacts, I can just ask her.”

      “Benefit of a truth curse,” Peasblossom agreed.

      “And if not, then we stick to Catherine, see who tries to approach her,” Andy spoke up. “Crowded public place like the opera would be the perfect chance for someone to steal the knife.”

      It was a testament to the sort of day I’d had that the critical word in Andy’s assertion didn’t register until it was too late. “We?”

      A shadow fell over Andy’s face, and I could feel his anger like a heatwave as it rolled over the table. “I’m not staying behind this time.”

      I hadn’t thought he would. Which meant he was coming with me.

      To be the guest of Anton Winters.

      The vampire.

      Blood and bone…
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      “You’re going to be covered in cat fur.”

      Andy’s disapproving voice echoed in the parking garage outside the opera house. He touched his own immaculate suit as if just standing near me and my furry dress would contaminate him. Which it would, of course. That was the nature of cat hair.

      I stood beside the SUV in the parking garage, allowing myself a moment to appreciate how nice he looked. It wasn’t a tux, but it was a high quality suit, and the black jacket and pants with the midnight blue shirt looked very nice on him. The dark hues made his hair look lighter by comparison, and somehow the effect softened his features. There was no mistaking the tension in his body, but despite that, he seemed almost more comfortable the more dressed up he was.

      “Better cat fur on my dress than destructive magic in the opera house,” I answered, settling Majesty in my arms.

      “You look like a villain from a movie set,” Peasblossom groused.

      Majesty’s ears perked up, and he squirmed in my arms, trying to follow the pixie’s voice to the source. I scratched him behind the ear, deliberately pushing his face away from my neck, where Peasblossom was hiding underneath my hair.

      “Any sign of the wizard or his friend?” Andy asked under his breath.

      I started to say no, then realized he wasn’t talking to me.

      Scath’s green eyes swept over our surroundings, gleaming when they caught the reflection of the streetlights as we left the garage. The sidhe was back in cat form, as she’d been when I found her waiting for me at my apartment when I’d gone for a change of clothes. She huffed out a short breath that Andy and I took for a no.

      Despite that assurance, my nerves wound tighter with every step, and by the time we entered the opera house, I was sure I was vibrating. As soon as we walked inside, I looked at Andy. He’d seen a lot of the Otherworld, but tonight would still be an eye-opener.

      Harpies perched above us, lighting on decorative bars fastened to the high walls for just such guests. Their human female faces watched the crowds below while feathered bodies shuffled on scaly, taloned feet. They showed particular interest in anyone near the concession stands, but even they knew better than to steal here.

      A cyclops walked by us and his single large eye lingered on Andy. The only human in the opera house. His nostrils flared, but like the harpies, he was on his best behavior. Andy took it all in, his FBI mask firmly in place. Only the flicker of his pulse at his neck told me his heart was beating faster than normal.

      The scents tickled my nose, concession stands and thick curtains mixed with light perfume and the smell of clothes that were only retrieved from the closet for special occasions. Normally I loved the aroma of theaters. Tonight even the familiar aroma couldn’t calm my nerves.

      Not when I’d already spotted the vampire.

      I’d called the Winters building before I arrived, warned Vera that Andy would be accompanying me tonight. My contract with Anton had expressly forbid me from revealing his vampiric nature to law enforcement, and this probably qualified. Given that this performance was specifically for those Otherworlders who couldn’t or wouldn’t go out in daylight, there was little chance Andy wouldn’t notice that the audience was completely Other. And it would be hard to explain Anton and Vera’s presence and maintain Andy’s belief they were both human criminals.

      Vera had assured me her husband was aware of Andy’s partnership with me, and everything would be taken care of.

      I didn’t like the sound of that one bit.

      “Mother Renard, you’ve made it.”

      Vera swept down the large main staircase, her arm laced through her husband’s as she pulled him along with her. They looked like they’d just stepped off the front page of a society rag, her in a crimson evening gown and a light silk scarf in a slightly darker color draped over her pale shoulders. Him with his black suit and starched white shirt that almost made his skin look human by comparison.

      Almost.

      Vera took my hands in hers and leaned in to kiss each of my cheeks in turn. “I’m so pleased to see you.”

      “And you,” I said weakly.

      Andy went rigid beside me. Per Anton’s orders, I hadn’t told him who’d gotten me the tickets. On the upside, it meant I hadn’t lied. On the downside, that meant Anton had no intention of letting him know.

      Which meant…

      Vera stepped to the side, allowing her husband to join us. Anton’s icy blue eyes danced over me and Andy before settling on Scath. Part of me wanted to step between them, block her from his line of sight.

      I didn’t.

      “Mr. Winters, Mrs. Winters,” Andy said. “It was kind of you to invite us.” He managed to keep his tone polite, but his body language betrayed him. And he was looking at Anton very much as though he was picturing him behind bars.

      “Not at all, we are glad to have you.” Anton met Andy’s eyes, and the lights overhead caught a subtle red glow. “I’m pleased you were willing to come and help me with security. I’ve asked the young woman at the ticket booth to provide you with a list of tonight’s guests, as you requested. You will want to check that now, of course?”

      I couldn’t feel Anton using his power, not when it wasn’t directed at me. But I remembered what it felt like. The sensation of falling, the thick fog that made thinking so much harder. And all I could do was stand there as he hypnotized Andy, planted a suggestion in his mind. I thought of the green stone I’d given him. Anton Winters was the perfect example of the stone’s limitations. Pity I couldn’t have told Andy that.

      “Yes, sir,” Andy said. “If you’ll excuse me?”

      Anton watched the FBI agent go for only a second before turning to me. Behind my neck, Peasblossom tucked herself deeper into the neckline of my dress until her feet touched my bra strap.

      “Andy doesn’t know about you,” I said quickly.

      Anton gave me a small smile, not enough to flash fangs. “I see that. After all, you are still alive, are you not?”

      Just a friendly reminder that the contract I’d signed with him would kill me if I squealed. Nice.

      “Mother Renard, I do not intend to puppet your FBI agent for long,” Anton assured me. “I only want him out of the way for now so we might have a little chat.” He nodded at Scath. “What do you know about your feline companion?”

      Hearing the vampire echo the oracle’s question from earlier made me stand straighter. “Why do you ask?”

      I blurted out the question before I remembered who’d asked it. Anton’s eyebrow quirked up. Red specks flickered in his eyes.

      I cleared my throat. “She’s a shapeshifting sidhe. She’s acting as my bodyguard in exchange for shelter and being allowed to come with me when I work a case.”

      Anton absorbed that information. “I see. And what case are you working now?”

      “I can’t talk about—” I started.

      Anton stepped forward. I looked up without meaning to and found my vision full of burning red irises. Anton wasn’t going for subtlety anymore, wasn’t bothering to be gentle. The sensation I’d been remembering only seconds ago overwhelmed me, and my thoughts fell one by one into the thick, roiling fog. When he spoke, it echoed in my ears as if it were coming from inside my head.

      “Tell me what brings you here. Details, please.”

      I told him. I told him about Flint’s assignment, about the thefts. I told him I was here to see Catherine, not to protect her, but to see who would try to claim her knife. I told him I had to steal the items back.

      Anton tilted his head when I specified I had to let someone use the cursed items before I returned them to their human and half-human owners. I almost asked if he knew why Flint would give such an order, but deep down, I knew he wouldn’t tell me.

      “Catherine is here,” Anton said when I’d finished. “She’s brought additional security, so Devanos is obviously taking your concerns seriously.”

      My shoulders dipped in relief at the mention of extra security. I knew I had to let the thief get away with the artifacts, but it was hard. It went against my conscience to let someone take those curses, and it went against my burgeoning PI instincts to let a thief get away with stealing them in the first place. But if Devanos hired his own security, then that was out of my hands.

      “Your partner will return soon,” Anton continued. “When he leaves the building, he will have no memory of seeing me or my wife. If you ever have reason to believe he does remember, you’ll inform me immediately. Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Anton nodded, and put his hand over Vera’s where it rested in the crook of his arm. He started to turn.

      “Why is everyone so interested in Scath?” I blurted out.

      Anton’s gaze locked back onto mine. “Who is interested in Scath?”

      I waved a hand in the air, my gaze darting around the room in an attempt not to make prolonged eye contact. “You. Vera. Morgan. That oracle.”

      “What oracle?”

      Anton’s voice dropped an octave, and I felt a sudden, strong desire to meet his eyes. I stared down at my feet, not caring that I looked ridiculous. I cuddled Majesty, concentrating on his soft fur, the vibration of his body as he purred. Anything to distract me from the vampire. “The creepy one at Nightcap. The one Morgan’s been pumping for information about me. And Scath.” I swallowed hard. “What do you know about Scath?”

      Anton was silent for a long moment. “The show is starting shortly,” he said finally. “We should get inside.”

      If I’d had a better day, I might have had more control over my impulses. I might have let the vampire walk away, accepted that he wasn’t going to tell me anything. As it was, I was tired, and stressed, and in need of a soda. I wasn’t ending the conversation without learning something new.

      Which is why I thrust Majesty at the vampire.

      Anton flinched. He honest-to-Goddess flinched, something I’d never thought to see him do if I lived to be a thousand. He curled his body around Vera, protecting his wife from…what?

      “You recognize him?” I asked. “Do you know what he is?”

      I wiggled Majesty, and the kitten meowed in confusion. He didn’t quit purring though.

      “Don’t shake it,” Anton said calmly. “I’d advise you to put him down.”

      “I think I’ve been very accommodating,” I responded, my voice thinner than I’d have liked. “I’ve shared everything I know. And as much as I appreciate your generous invitation tonight, I think we both know you invited me so you could see her.” I inclined my head at Scath.

      “You feel you’ve given more than you’ve received?”

      Anton’s voice was as even as ever, but he didn’t move from his position in front of his wife. Vera didn’t look the least bit concerned, but she was watching me with a great deal of interest. Which was almost as bad.

      “I think we both know that information is more valuable than an opera ticket,” I said.

      Anton smiled, and this time, I caught the barest hint of fang. “Quite so. Put the cat down, and I will answer three questions. If I can.”

      I eased Majesty down to the floor, and the kitten meowed in protest, putting his tiny front paws on my leg to be picked up again. Scath sat down and fixed me with a death glare. I sighed and retrieved the kitten, settling him back into my arms and scratching behind his ears.

      “Pathetic,” Peasblossom muttered under my dress.

      Anton was watching me with renewed interest, but I ignored the ominous feeling that gave me and faced him with my back straight and my shoulders squared.

      “I’ll call you when I’ve thought of my questions.”

      Vera laughed and clapped her hands. “Well done, Shade,” she said, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

      The corner of Anton’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t laugh. Instead, he gave me a shallow bow. “Until then, Mother Renard.”

      Peasblossom grabbed onto the back of my dress and squirmed her way up my spine. As soon as her head was clear, she hissed against my neck, “Three questions? Why do you think he offered three questions? That’s like a dragon saying ‘keep the change.’”

      “He gave me three,” I said slowly, “because he’s fishing for information too.” I looked down at Scath, then back at the vampire’s retreating form. “Anton Winters is known for knowing everything about everyone, has dealt in information over centuries. He stands to find out a lot about me by what questions I ask. I need to think about what I want to know. And what I want him to know.”

      “Hello, Mother Renard.”

      The sound of Marilyn’s voice spun me around. The leannan sidhe beamed at me as she approached, looking every bit as radiant as I’d expected in a gown so soft it could have been cut from flower petals. Her blue eyes didn’t dance with the same power as the last time I’d seen her. But then again, she wasn’t in her home, surrounded by art and artists under her power. Unfortunately, what she did have was more unsettling.

      Simon stared at me as he approached, and the feral look in his eyes contradicted the formal suit and tie he wore. The suit was expensive, tailored to fit so it smoothed out the awkward lines of his growing body, made him look more grown up. I would have believed he was an intern at a prestigious law firm, with that suit and his hair so carefully styled. I looked closer at his face and realized he was wearing makeup. Not a lot, just enough to even out his skin, give him a little more color. She’d dressed him up as if he were her doll.

      “Good evening, Marilyn. Simon.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s right, you already know Simon, don’t you?” Marilyn said, tapping her lips with one finger. “How did you meet again?”

      My answer was lost when Andy barreled through the crowd, parting the throng of people milling into the theater by force of will. He stared straight at Simon, and Marilyn arched an eyebrow as he came to a halt beside the teenager.

      “Simon, are you all right?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Simon asked, irritation thick in his tone.

      “Agent Bradford,” Marilyn cooed. “How fortuitous. I was just about to tell Shade about Simon’s impressive progress. I had no idea how talented he was. And under my tutelage, he’s truly blossomed, you have no idea.” She looked at me, and her bright gaze suddenly looked predatory. “I suppose I have you to thank. Without you to act as his temporary muse, I don’t think Simon would have connected to his passion the way he has. And as you know, without passion, there can be no art.”

      I resisted the urge to curl my hands into fists. She had to be talking about the painting that featured me. The one too violent for Shannon to hang in her cafe.

      “I’m holding a small private exhibit for him tomorrow night at my house,” Marilyn continued sweetly. “You should come and see for yourself how gifted he is.”

      “Don’t feel pressured to come,” Simon said gruffly. “We all know you have no appreciation for art. Real art.”

      “Actually, I’m very interested in your art,” I said lightly. “In fact, I’d like to talk to you about a piece you did not long ago. But I don’t want to hold you up. Perhaps you could meet me here during intermission?”

      Marilyn laughed. “Mother Renard, if you want to speak to Simon in private, you have only to ask.” She patted Simon’s hand, then tilted her face to let him kiss her cheek. “I’m going to our seats. See that you join me before they close the doors.”

      “I don’t need to speak to her.” Simon glared at Andy. “Or him.”

      “Don’t be rude,” Marilyn said sharply. “Mother Renard is a witch, and Mr. Bradford is an FBI agent.” She gave me and Andy a sweet smile. “Of course you’ll be happy to answer their questions.”

      The smile on her face grated on my nerves. It was the smile of someone who’d done something cruel, but knew there was no way she’d be punished for it. Simon was eighteen. And her protege. And there was nothing we could do about it.

      Simon’s mouth snapped shut, but his eyes continued to burn. He held onto Marilyn’s hand where it rested on his arm, as if he could hold her there and she would protect him. From me.

      Marilyn ignored his obvious distress and pulled her hand free. “I’ll see you later, Mother Renard, Agent Bradford.”

      Andy barely managed to hold his tongue until Marilyn was out of earshot. “Are you really okay?” Andy asked Simon intently.

      Simon ground his teeth. “I’m better than I was when you left me. And I’d rather not stand around while she thinks of some way to take everything away from me—again.”

      “I don’t want to take anything from you,” I corrected him, keeping my voice calm.

      “You’re lying. You want to take me away from the Otherworld. You don’t understand how limiting this world is, how much I need Marilyn to realize my true potential.”

      “She can’t help you do anything you couldn’t do by yourself if you tried, if you dedicated yourself. Inspiration can come from anywhere, you don’t need her. Not like she needs you.” I took a deep breath. “Simon, I know it seems like everything is perfect with her, and I know she acts like she cares for you. But please understand, the sidhe are not what they seem. The day will come when she’s finished with you, and she’ll either drain you dry, or abandon you to pine for her until you die. Literally.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Simon seethed. “We’re bonded. She’s everything to me, and I’m everything to her. Now just go away. Leave me alone.”

      Andy put a hand on his shoulder. Simon tensed, and I had a wild fear that the boy was going to draw a weapon. His body language sang with barely restrained violence, far more intense than the situation warranted. Marilyn had to know he was unstable. She wouldn’t let him have a weapon.

      Would she?

      “Where were you the night of August 7th?” Andy asked.

      Simon jerked away from him. “At Marilyn’s. I have a studio there. I was working.”

      “Can anyone vouch for that?” Andy asked.

      “I work alone most days. But Marilyn might have been there, you’ll have to ask her.” He looked at me. “The sidhe never lie. Unlike some people.”

      Peasblossom poked out from under my hair. “They may not lie outright, but you’d be a fool to believe everything they say.”

      Simon paused when he saw her. For just a second, his fury lifted. He looked at Peasblossom the way any young boy might have, with awe and wonder. Then the anger rushed back and his lip curled.

      “You’re her pet. Of course you’d take her side.”

      “You’ll see,” Peasblossom said sadly. “You’ll see that Marilyn doesn’t care about you. And it will be too late.”

      Simon sneered and turned his back on us, ready to head into the main room of the opera house.

      “Wait,” Andy said quietly.

      Simon turned with a huff and crossed his arms, wrinkling his expensive suit. “What?”

      “You heard about the theft today? The chalice that went missing?”

      Some of the bravado leaked from his face, and Simon nodded. “Yeah. Marilyn was upset about it.”

      “We found a set of fingerprints on the forgery.”

      Simon looked back and forth between us. His brow knitted in confusion, but slowly understanding dawned. “Wait. You think I took it?” He laughed, a sharp burst of sound. “You think I stole it. From Marilyn. My patron. The one who loves me, who gave me a place in her world.” He loomed over me, almost managing to look as tall as Andy. “You want my prints. Fine. But it won’t mean anything. I’m an artist, and I’m Marilyn’s protege. I’ve been working with gold, and she lets me handle some of the exhibits so I can learn. Especially anything created by sidhe.” He sneered. “Not that I expect you to believe me. So go ahead.”

      I settled Majesty in one arm and unzipped the waist pouch. Simon’s eyebrows twitched up at the sight of Bizbee, but he didn’t say anything. I fingerprinted him and compared his prints to the ones I’d lifted from the forgery.

      Perfect match.

      I waved a hand at Simon’s ink-stained fingers, cleaning them so he wouldn’t stain his suit. He glared at me as if I’d offended him.

      “There, you have your elimination prints,” he snapped. “Is there anything else you plan to say before you’ll let me walk away?”

      “Simon, if you ever need help, please call me,” I said quietly, handing him one of my cards. “No matter what.”

      Simon ripped the card in half and shoved it in his pocket. “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” He leaned in, so fast and so close that I jerked back. “Now maybe you can do something for me. Leave me alone. Don’t look at me, don’t talk to me, don’t try to contact me again. I finally have the life I want—the life I deserve. And I’m not going to let some jealous witch take it away from me. Not again.”

      “Simon, I—”

      “You tried to keep this world from me. I don’t know what I ever did to you to deserve that, but I won’t let you sabotage my life again.”

      For an instant his anger fell away, and I saw the pain underneath it. The fear of a small boy who was terrified of being left behind again. A boy who’d convinced himself monsters like Marilyn were his family. That they’d never hurt him.

      “How did you find the fey?” Andy asked. “Who brought you back to Marilyn?”

      “So you can scare him away, like you did with Oisean?” Simon seethed. “No. I’m not telling you anything.” He looked at me again. “If you try to come between me and the Otherworld again, the next canvas I paint will be with your blood.” He stepped back. “Stop by anytime if you feel like donating.”

      He stormed away, and this time, Andy and I let him go.

      “It was him. He took the chalice. He took the bowl.”

      “You don’t believe he handled the chalice during his studies like he claims?” Andy asked.

      I stared after Simon. “Maybe. But I think he’s the thief. You heard him, Andy. He’s so desperate to be part of the Otherworld, and so terrified of losing it. He might act like he has complete faith in Marilyn, but I don’t think he’s capable of real trust. Not this quickly. He’ll be looking for a way to be part of the Otherworld independently and permanently. I can’t think of anyone who’d be more willing to risk a curse for power.”

      Andy shook his head. “No. We can’t let that happen. We—”

      His mouth snapped shut as he caught sight of something behind me. I froze. “What is it?” I winced. “I don’t think I can take any more surprises.”

      Peasblossom stilled. “Um, then don’t turn around.”

      Too late. I turned.

      Alicia, Catherine, and Devanos had just entered the opera house. Beside Catherine, I saw the “extra security” Anton had mentioned.

      Vazkasi.
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      “Still think it was Simon?” Andy muttered under his breath.

      I stared at the dragonkin looming over Catherine. Once he entered the doors of the opera house, he touched the hex bag at his waist, deactivating the glamour. The lights overhead fell over his golden scales, and his pupils elongated to reptilian slits. He yawned, giving everyone in the room a good look at sharp teeth. Unlike everyone else, he wasn’t wearing a suit. Or even a shirt. Instead, the bare-chested lizard strode in behind the half-sidhe and her father wearing nothing but a low-slung pair of leather breeches and heavy boots. His style choice gave me a good look at the larger patches of scales that covered his chest, and I renewed my vow not to make the dragonkin angry.

      “He looks like a pirate,” Peasblossom said, perking up.

      “This doesn’t mean it wasn’t Simon,” I insisted, keeping my voice as low as I could manage. “Vazkasi could be innocent. Maybe he volunteered to guard Catherine because he hopes he’ll get a chance to catch the thief that stole from him.”

      “I’m going to warn Devanos,” Andy said, taking a step forward.

      His movement caught Devanos’ eye, and the sidhe turned to face us. His clothing was more modern than it had been earlier, a dark suit that, while similar to Andy’s, probably cost five times more at least. He’d entered the building wearing his “human dad” glamour, so he’d obviously been expecting Andy to be present.

      When he saw me, his face darkened, and he put his arm around Catherine as if he’d steer her away. Vazkasi quickly angled his body so he was in front of Catherine, his gold eyes sweeping back and forth over their surroundings. He spotted me, and his eyes narrowed.

      “Something isn’t right,” Peasblossom muttered against my neck. “They like you a lot less now.”

      Majesty chose that moment to wriggle out of my arms. I swore as he twisted in mid-air, landed silently on soft paws and took off across the opera house. I took a step to go after him, but Andy cut me off when he strode forward, extending his hand to Devanos.

      Devanos and Vazkasi moved in front of the women. Alicia, wearing a gown that looked like it’d walked off a medieval movie set, took Catherine’s arm and pulled her closer, whispering something in her ear.

      The Unseelie didn’t hesitate to accept Andy’s offered handshake, obviously unwilling to make his relationship with the FBI agent adversarial if he could avoid it. But his expression remained cold and distant when I approached, and he didn’t offer to take my hand the way he had before.

      “Mr. Emlyn, it’s good to see you again. I hope no news is good news?” Andy said.

      Devanos tore his gaze from me long enough to look Andy in the eyes. “Yes, we’ve had no trouble at all.” He glanced at me again before gesturing toward Vazkasi. “Vazkasi told us about the theft at the museum. He kindly offered to act as our escort tonight to make sure this bold thief doesn’t make an attempt on my daughter.”

      He looked right at me when he said ‘thief.’

      I bristled. Devanos hadn’t been suspicious of me when I’d talked to him earlier. What had changed? I looked at Vazkasi.

      The dragon stared back at me, gold eyes unwavering. “Yes, it is very difficult to know who to trust during such times. When it comes to gold, sadly, there are many who are willing to sacrifice their principles for the promise of riches.”

      All right, so both of them had lost faith in me. Fine.

      “He’s not wrong,” I said to Catherine, deliberately turning away from the dragon. “You need to be careful. Is the knife in a safe place?”

      Catherine didn’t respond right away, but her hand fell to brush her skirt, and I noticed she tilted her body to put her right side closer to her aunt.

      Blood and bone, she’s still wearing it in her thigh sheath.

      “It’s safe,” Devanos said flatly.

      “And if the thief makes an attempt, then I will have him,” Vazkasi said, a low satisfied growl in his voice. “I will get back everything that was stolen, and they will be made to pay.”

      Devanos shot Vazkasi a withering look as the dragon basically confirmed that the knife was on Catherine’s person. The dragon didn’t notice.

      “You’re using her as bait?” I asked, horrified.

      Vazkasi frowned. “No. I am merely giving her the security she needs to do as she wishes without worry for what some petty thief will do.”

      Catherine wouldn’t look me in the eye, a sharp contrast to the way her father seemed to think if he stared at me hard enough, all my secrets would come spilling out. I looked at Alicia and found the vulcanus studying me as if she were considering taking me on as a scullery maid and was worried I’d be too lazy for the job.

      I tried to get the half-sidhe to look at me. “Catherine, I—”

      “We should go inside,” Catherine said, looking at her father. “We don’t want to miss the curtain.”

      “Quite right.” Devanos put his arm around Catherine, settling his arm on her waist to guide her out of the room and up the stairs to their seats. Vazkasi and Alicia trailed after them.

      I watched them go, my hands curled into fists.

      “Someone talked to him since the last time we spoke,” I told Andy. “He trusted me before.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m here,” Andy said. “He still seems to trust me.”

      “I doubt it. You’re my partner. If he thinks I’m untrustworthy, then why would he trust anyone with me?” I shook my head. “It’s more likely he’s keeping up a front for the human law enforcement officer.”

      Andy rolled his eyes, but I let that go. It was almost time for the show to start, so we made our way to the Winters’ booth. My heart pounded as we stepped inside, my attention focused on Andy and the vampire.

      As soon as Anton spotted Andy, his eyes flared red. Andy took his seat as if he hadn’t seen the vampire at all, and I sat next to him, putting myself in the middle between Andy and the Winters. Vera smiled at me, but then turned her attention back to the stage. Moments later, the curtain rose.

      I was a fan of opera, and The Magic Flute was one of my favorites. But it was impossible to concentrate on what was going on when I could see Vazkasi standing against the wall at the end of the row of seats near Catherine, his gold eyes glowing softly in the darkness. Was he really watching over Catherine, making sure no one tried to steal the knife right from under her dress? Goddess only knew there were plenty of creatures capable of such a feat. Even those without magic.

      A few rows away from the Emlyns, far too close for my own comfort, Simon sat next to Marilyn. Maybe the dragon was helping Simon. Vazkasi clearly had a fondness for the boy. Perhaps he worried about him too. Stealing the artifacts could be a win for both of them. Vazkasi gets the gold, and Simon gets the power. It certainly seemed as if Vazkasi hadn’t known the artifacts were cursed. He knew now, but would that stop him? Or was it in for a penny, in for a pound?

      I leaned down to whisper in Scath’s ear. “Have a look around. See if the wizard or his friend are here.”

      Scath didn’t respond. I frowned and leaned back to find her staring at the stage. The dark queen was singing, and Scath’s eyes were locked on the soprano as if the woman playing the evil Queen of the Night was singing for her alone. Her green eyes glowed softly, but there was a muted quality to the light. As if a fog sat in front of them.

      “What wizard?” Anton murmured.

      I ignored the question, only brave enough to do so because Andy hadn’t reacted to the vampire’s voice. Or to my failed order to Scath. I looked from my partner to my sidhe bodyguard and panic hummed inside me. I called my magic, sent it out in a soft silver wave through the box.

      The air was filled with purple notes. I could see the soprano’s song. It filled the air like fine dust, but here and there, the trail thickened, looped around one of the listeners and caressed their face, their shoulders.

      A thick tendril caressed Scath, and my heart nearly stopped.

      “What is she doing to them?” I demanded, my voice tight. I looked at the vampire, and even the hint of red shine in his eyes wasn’t enough to deter me. “You invited us here. We’re your guests.”

      “You worry too much,” Vera murmured, not taking her eyes off the singer. “What you’re seeing is Borgia’s gift. It is the reason the waiting list is so long, why tickets sold out so quickly.”

      “Borgia’s mother was a siren, and her father a leannan sidhe,” Anton explained calmly. “Borgia has the gift of song, but also the sensitivity to emotion from her father.”

      “What is she doing to them?” I asked again.

      Vera put a hand over Anton’s and turned to me. “When Borgia sings, she can sense the emotions of others. She can see it, the way an oracle can see glimpses of the future, or some psychics can see auras. Borgia reaches out to those who are struggling to find balance, those who fight within themselves. She uses her voice, her magic, to calm them, help them find peace.”

      “Music soothes the savage beast.” I stared around at the audience, and my thoughts finally clicked.

      That’s why so many of the attendees were from the wilder edge of the Otherworld spectrum. The centaurs, the shifters.

      I looked at Andy, noticed how his face had relaxed, the lines around his eyes and mouth smoothed out. It wasn’t until I really studied him that I realized how long it had been since he’d looked that relaxed. Whatever was going on with him, he didn’t feel it now.

      Vera tapped Scath on the head, then smoothed her hand down her neck. Scath blinked, then looked at her.

      “See?” Vera said. “No harm done.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her, but there was no sense arguing now. “Scath, go see if that grey guy is here,” I told her.

      The sidhe shook herself, as if trying to wake up after too long a nap. She snorted and her coat shivered. She looked at the stage, and this time it was a considering look. A look that said she would remember Borgia. Then she wove her way past our seats and out of the booth.

      I paused, then glanced at Vera. “Borgia. As in…the Borgias?”

      Vera smiled, but shook her head. “Her history is not mine to share.”

      “You asked your companion to look for the wizard,” Anton spoke up, drawing the conversation away from the singer. “What wizard?”

      “It’s part of the case I’m working,” I said carefully. “I don’t—”

      “Mother Renard, shall I ask again?”

      I didn’t look at him. I didn’t have to, I knew what I’d see. Glowing red eyes and a bottomless pit. He wasn’t really asking.

      “Jim Givens,” I said finally. “He and I had a…disagreement earlier.”

      “He knows about the artifacts you’re attempting to find?” Anton asked.

      “He does. And it’s possible he’s involved with the theft of at least one of the items. Andy found a connection between him and the art museum’s dragonkin guard, Vazkasi.”

      “I’m familiar with their connection.” Anton tilted his head. “But you won’t find the wizard here.”

      I hesitated. “Yes, I’d imagine he’d be hesitant to enter a building you own.”

      Vera chuckled. “Certainly he would. But more than that, you won’t find him here because Mr. Givens never leaves his house.”

      I twisted in my seat. “What do you mean?”

      “Jim Givens is acutely agoraphobic,” Anton said. “He does not leave his house. Ever.”

      I stared from one to the other, trying to process that new information. If they were telling the truth—and Vera was fey, so she had to be telling the truth—that meant Jim had teleported me to a room in his own house.

      And it meant he was home now.

      And if the dragonkin had known he was agoraphobic, then he wouldn’t have been “searching” for him as Givens had claimed, he’d have known where he was.

      “He could have hired the dragon to gather the pieces for him,” I said out loud.

      “Indeed. He and the dragonkin often work together.” Anton leaned back in his seat. “But you’ll find that this particular wizard has a rather unfortunate habit of collecting powerful items to lock them away. He doesn’t always…appreciate their potential.”

      The audience erupted in applause. I looked up to find the curtain had closed, signaling intermission. Andy blinked and stretched as if waking up, and when he turned to me, he looked almost…happy.

      “I’m going down to talk to Simon,” he said as he stood.

      I frowned. “He doesn’t want to talk to us. There’s nothing we can say to convince him that Marilyn is bad for him.”

      “I just want to make sure he’s safe. Physically safe.” Andy sighed. “I know it’s pointless. But I’ll sleep better if I try one more time. I just want him to know he has a friend if he needs one. A human friend.”

      “I’m going to try and talk to Catherine,” I said. “Someone tried to poison her against me, and I need to know who it was.”

      Anton and Vera remained silent as Andy and I left the booth. I noticed with unease that Andy never even glanced at Anton. The vampire smiled at me. No fang.

      It wasn’t until I was stepping out of the main stage auditorium that I remembered Majesty had taken off. Every nerve in my body spasmed at imagining the next animal-summoning, lightning calling catastrophe. I searched the lobby, but it was useless. There were too many people off in search of refreshment and the building’s facilities. I thought I caught a hint of grey fur darting between the hooves of a passing centaur, but by the time the very large creature trotted past me, he was gone.

      “I should have sent Scath after him,” I groaned.

      “Never mind him,” Peasblossom said. “He’ll be fine.” She pointed ahead. “There’s Catherine.”

      I followed where she was pointing and saw the half-sidhe standing with her father waiting to get a cup of tea. She saw me approach and stepped closer to her father. Devanos noticed the movement and tensed, searching the room until his gaze fell on me.

      “Peasblossom, I need you to create an opening for me,” I murmured.

      Peasblossom lifted her grappling gun. “Just get me close enough.”

      I approached Catherine with the most sincere smile I could. Alicia was still watching me with that strange contemplative look on her face, but I ignored her.

      “Catherine, could I talk to you for a moment?” I asked.

      Catherine looked up at Devanos. He pulled at her arm, tugging her so she was behind him, but still visible.

      Vazkasi stepped forward as if ready to physically block my approach. “Mother Renard,” he started.

      “It’s not about the case,” I interrupted. I smiled at Catherine. “It’s about your talent. I was wondering…” I trailed off, then looked down at Peasblossom. “Cover your ears.”

      Peasblossom made a show of sulking, but covered her ears.

      Catherine’s suspicion faded under curiosity. “What is it?”

      I leaned closer, lowered my voice to a whisper. “Can you work with very tiny amounts of gold?” I asked, using a twitch of my eyes to indicate Peasblossom.

      Catherine looked from me to the pixie, and a small smile spread over her lips. “I see. I think I can—”

      I jerked back as Peasblossom fired her grappling gun. Her aim was true and she snagged the lace trim of Catherine’s dress. The fabric tore as she rappelled up the sidhe’s arm, and I gasped.

      “Peasblossom! Look what you’ve done!” I chastised her.

      Catherine and Alicia looked stunned, and Devanos just gaped at the pixie armed with a grappling gun. Vazkasi looked like he was trying not to laugh.

      I grabbed Peasblossom and gave Catherine an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. She’s incredibly nosy, I should have seen that coming.” I leaned closer. “I’ve been lax with discipline on account of her wings.”

      Right on cue, Peasblossom’s expression turned pathetic, and she angled her body to show the group her damaged wings. The left one twitched pitifully.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Catherine said. She waved a hand. “My dress will be fine, no harm done.”

      I looked at the torn lace. “Please, let me fix it. There’s a ladies’ room right there, it won’t take but a moment.”

      “I’ll come too,” Alicia said, putting a possessive hand on Catherine’s shoulder.

      Frustration tightened my jaw, but I forced myself to nod. I didn’t want to have my conversation with Catherine in front of another suspect, but there was little I could do to stop her without making myself look more suspicious.

      “Vazkasi, go with them,” Devanos ordered.

      “He can’t go in the girls’ room,” Peasblossom said indignantly.

      “He’ll wait outside and make sure that everyone comes out as they went in.”

      “She’s a witch,” Simon’s voice said from behind me. “She doesn’t need to take her into the ladies room to fix it, she could do it here in two seconds.”

      I watched Simon approach. My heart skipped a beat as I realized Andy was nowhere to be seen. He’d said he was going to find Simon, so where was he?

      Simon smirked at me as he came to stand by Catherine. “Makes you wonder why she’s trying to get her alone, doesn’t it?” he said to Vazkasi.

      “Simon,” Vazkasi said with genuine affection. “Look at you dressed in such fine clothes. You look like a gentleman.”

      “Thanks, Vaz.” A furrow appeared between his brows. “What brings you here?”

      “Moonlighting,” Vazkasi said. “I am making sure the thief who dared to steal part of a set from Marilyn does not finish the job.”

      Simon looked at Catherine and his grin widened. He took her hand in his, and in a smooth fashion I wouldn’t have considered him capable of, laid a kiss on the back of her knuckles. Catherine blushed.

      “I don’t believe anyone could look at you and not be so distracted by your beauty that they forgot any ill intentions.”

      Simon moved closer as he spoke, getting cozy with Catherine while simultaneously crowding me into taking a step back to avoid being jostled. Vazkasi clapped him on the back, but Devanos didn’t look happy. Alicia parted her lips as if she’d give him a gentle reminder to give her niece some space.

      “Hey!” Catherine yelped.

      “What’s wrong?” Devanos demanded.

      Everyone backed away from Catherine, and my pulse raced when I realized she had her hand over her thigh—where the knife had been.
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      “No one moves!” Vazkasi roared, his gold eyes locked on me.

      “It’s all right, it’s still there!” Catherine kept one hand over her thigh, the other going to her heart. She fumbled with her skirt, lifting it just enough to confirm. “Still there.”

      She looked straight at me, and Devanos followed her gaze. “You,” he growled.

      I channeled my indignation into the best witchy look I could manage. “I didn’t touch her.”

      Disgust twisted Simon’s features as he positioned himself beside Devanos. “Decided to try for it even though you couldn’t get her alone?” he sneered. “Typical.”

      “Catherine, let’s get back to our seats,” Alicia said firmly, guiding her back toward the open doors. “Vazkasi, see that she doesn’t follow us.”

      “I will,” Vazkasi murmured.

      The group broke apart, and I watched helplessly as Catherine was herded back into the theater with my possible suspects all around her. Blood and bone, that had not gone well.

      Not that I’m allowed to stop the thief anyway, I reminded myself. I just want to catch them in the act.

      I didn’t even sound convincing to myself.

      “Devanos?” I called out as he took a step after his daughter.

      The sidhe returned to me, his features still hard with anger and his voice low. “What is it now? Will you offer your services to protect my daughter from the thief?”

      “I didn’t try to steal her knife,” I said, keeping my voice as calm and cool as I could. “I told you, I’m trying to find the thief. I don’t want to see Catherine get hurt. And if you care about your daughter at all, you’ll make sure she’s not alone with Simon.”

      “Simon?” Devanos frowned. “Marilyn’s boy?”

      I curled my hands into fists. “He’s not her boy, he’s her slave.”

      Devanos rolled his eyes. “Ah, yes, I’d heard you had sour feelings toward the leannan sidhe. Tell me, did that prejudice predate your master, or has Flint poisoned you against his people all on his own?”

      I flinched. So he knew about Flint too. Fantastic.

      He didn’t give me a chance to respond before continuing. “In any case, there’s no reason to worry. As you can see, we have the extra help we need to make sure my daughter is safe.”

      “Yes, you hired a dragon suspected of theft and murder,” I said sarcastically.

      Devanos’ eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

      “Vazkasi works for a shipping company his family owns. Three years ago, one of his clients discovered the item they’d had King’s Crossings ship was a forgery. He dared to claim that the dragons stole the original and gave him a fake in its place.”

      “And what proof was there?” Devanos demanded.

      “There was never an investigation,” I countered. “Because the victim of the theft was murdered shortly thereafter, and the forgery was never recovered.”

      Devanos looked at me for a long minute. “So to be clear, you suspect Simon—the human boy—but you also suspect the dragon I hired to watch my daughter. Have you dismissed Alicia, then?”

      I hesitated. “I believe Simon is the thief. But I have no proof, so I can’t rule out the others. And considering one of the victims of these thefts was murdered, I think it’s better to err on the side of caution. For Catherine’s sake.”

      “Ah, finally something we can agree on.” Devanos paused. “You would give me your word that you have no interest in using these artifacts for yourself—or for one of your associates?”

      “I give you my word I have no desire to use the artifacts, or to acquire them for any of my associates to use.” I said a small prayer of thanks that Flint had ordered me to return the items directly to their owners. Thanks to that stipulation, I could honestly claim he didn’t intend to use them.

      Devanos considered that. “Do you have any interest in someone who is not your associate, but who is not the rightful owner, using them?”

      My stomach dropped. I’d been so close. “I don’t want anyone to use the artifacts,” I said finally. “You have my word on that.”

      “A careful phrasing that is irrelevant for someone who belongs to someone else,” Devanos murmured. “I didn’t ask what you want.”

      “I am going to return those artifacts to their rightful owners,” I said firmly. “That means the knife goes to your daughter, the chalice goes to Marilyn, and the bowl goes to Kathy.”

      It didn’t matter if he knew who the previous owners were. In the unlikely event he was involved in the theft, it was too late anyway.

      “And will you return them unused?” Devanos pressed.

      I cursed. Damn his eyes and his sidhe obsession with asking the perfect question.

      He read the answer in my body language. “I see. In that case, you’ll understand if I tell you that you must stay away from Catherine.”

      I followed him into the theater, still trying to think of something to say, some way to change his mind. Vazkasi stopped me at the row of seats where Catherine and Alicia were already waiting.

      “You seem less than confident in my ability to protect Catherine,” the dragon said. “Let me reassure you that no one will steal from her while she is under my care.”

      “Anyone can be blind to the faults of someone they care about.” I looked him in the eye. “I suspect Simon has qualities that you willingly overlook.”

      Vazkasi arched an eyebrow. It didn’t arch all the way up thanks to a patch of scales on that side of his forehead, but it conveyed his skepticism. “Is it the fact that he was a street urchin that troubles you? Is that why you’re so ready to call him a thief?”

      “Not at all,” I said, horrified at the suggestion. “My concerns for him started when I saw his artwork. His original artwork.” I leaned in, speaking in a lower voice. “The ones he painted with the blood. Surely you’ve seen the way he treats people?”

      “He treats me just fine,” Vazkasi said reasonably. “It is only you and your partner who bring out the worst in him. I don’t see that as his fault.”

      “He treats you better because you aren’t human,” I said. “He wants to be part of the Otherworld so badly he’d embrace anyone he felt could help him stay a part of that world.”

      “So you call him a racist against his own kind?”

      Frustration tightened my nerves. Vazkasi had to be playing dumb. There was no way he could be so blind to Simon’s hatred, that terrifying darkness inside of him that spoke of a hole no amount of adoration could fill.

      “I think he’s dangerous,” I said finally. “And I think your affection for him will make you too slow when the time comes.”

      Anger flashed in Vazkasi’s eyes. “You think I’d let Simon hurt someone I’ve given my word to protect?”

      “Where were you the night of August 7th?” I asked.

      Vazkasi leaned back, both eyebrows rising this time. “Why?”

      “Just answer the question.”

      “I was working.”

      “So the museum will have a record of you being there. You’ll be on the security cameras?”

      “Not the museum. I worked my other job. At my family’s shipping business.”

      “King’s Crossings.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Yes.”

      “That would be the shipping company accused of stealing a man’s priceless artifact and replacing it with a fake, only to end up dead before he could file a report?”

      Vazkasi looked away then. “You speak of things you know nothing about.”

      “I know I don’t believe in coincidences,” I said. “And I can’t help but notice that the last time we spoke, you were in a hurry to track down and punish a certain wizard. But now you seem to have forgotten all about him and you’re standing thirty feet away from the final piece of the stolen set.”

      Vazkasi snorted. “I have satisfied myself that the wizard was not involved with these thefts.”

      “Or maybe you only pretended to be angry with him before?” I suggested. “Honor among thieves? Protecting your partner? You said you needed to track him down, but he’s agoraphobic. You knew where he was the whole time.”

      Vazkasi snorted again, and this time, tiny curls of grey smoke puffed out of his nostrils. “Now you accuse Givens. Is there anyone you will not claim is the thief?”

      His message was clear. He thought I was trying to cast suspicion away from myself, blaming anyone I could make look guilty.

      He went on, “Givens is what the humans would call a ‘goody two-shoes.’ He’s always worrying about the greater good, always ready to stick his nose where it doesn’t belong out of some misguided desire to save the world. He works for the police, you know. He and his little partner run about stealing artifacts ‘too dangerous’ to fall into the wrong hands.” He paused, then smirked as he added, “No, I am sorry. Not stealing. Givens says it’s ‘confiscating.’” He snorted again, letting loose a larger puff of smoke. “He is the one who stole the Eye of Anubis, you know.”

      I shook my head. “Simon is the one with the strongest motive to use the artifacts, despite the fact that they’re cursed. He had access to the chalice, he could have known about the bowl.” I gestured at Simon, who was waving at Catherine. “Now he’s trying to sidle up to Catherine to get closer to her knife. Is that a coincidence then?”

      “He doesn’t like you,” Vazkasi said honestly. “He would cozy up to her just to see you twitch.”

      “You don’t have to believe me. You just have to keep your eyes open. Really keep them open. And no matter what happens, you need to be ready to do what has to be done.”

      The dragon’s eyes flashed and he stepped forward, crowding my space.

      “The curtain is rising, Mother Renard. Run along.” His voice hardened. “And stay away from Simon.”

      There was nothing else to say, so I nodded my acknowledgment and made my way back to the Winters’ box. Andy was already there. I paused before walking inside, noticing that he was already seated. He scooted forward as if wanting to be closer to the stage. I stepped inside, and when I got closer I noticed how his eyes were darting around the stage. Looking for Borgia.

      I looked at Vera, but she just smiled. It would have been more comforting if I knew her better. If I could be certain that smile wasn’t hiding something.

      “Did you find Simon?” I asked Andy.

      “He wouldn’t talk to me at all,” Andy said without turning his gaze from the stage. “He stood with Marilyn until he heard you talking to Catherine, then he went over.”

      I waited, but he didn’t add anything more. “I didn’t see you,” I prompted.

      His focus didn’t waver. “You’ve made it pretty clear that I’m not useful when interviewing Otherworlders, so I left you to handle it.”

      I froze, staring at him as if he’d grown a second head. This was not the Andy I knew.

      Or maybe it was.

      I lowered myself into my seat. For the first time since Andy’s temper had started slipping away from him, I let myself wonder if maybe this was the real Andy. Maybe the Andy I thought I’d known had been the illusion. Maybe that professional FBI mask was like his suit, part of a facade he held up to hide what he was really feeling. And now, it was all melting away.

      “He’s a good man.”

      The voice of Andy’s father echoed in my mind. The assurance smacked of someone who needed someone to believe him, someone who knew the evidence wouldn’t always be there to back him up. I looked at Andy, and I wondered if his facade would have broken if I hadn’t showed him the Otherworld. If I hadn’t scared him.

      “Anton has a temper too,” Vera said conversationally.

      I tore my gaze from Andy in time to see her put a hand over Anton’s, squeezing it with a soft smile playing over her lips. Tension danced over my nerves. If Vera thought comparing Andy to Anton was going to comfort me, then she’d misread the situation. Badly.

      “I don’t judge him for those moments,” Vera continued. “I judge him for his goals, and the effort he puts into meeting them. I see him for the passion that keeps him going.”

      The curtain rose and the lights dimmed, and I’ve rarely been so grateful for an interruption. I didn’t want to think about Andy, not right now. And I certainly didn’t want to listen to someone compare him to Anton Winters. Borgia came on stage, and Andy leaned forward. Scath settled on the floor, close to the railing so she could see through the space between the bars. I hadn’t even seen her come into the booth. She hadn’t given me any hint at all to what she’d found, or not found. Both of them went completely still. Mesmerized.

      I got up and left the booth. I needed to clear my head, think about the case without Borgia’s voice in my ears, her magic soaking the air around me. I left the theater and stalked over to a chair near the snack vendor, close to the doors so I could see anyone who left the theater.

      Peasblossom unzipped my waist pouch and began a negotiation with Bizbee for a packet of honey, and I left her to it. As I considered my suspects, an idea began to take form in my mind. A plan. I didn’t have to stop the thief. Until now, that fact had been nothing but a misery to me, something to regret. But if I stopped worrying about it, and started considering it an opportunity…

      “Peasblossom, I have a plan.”

      The second half of the opera took the better part of an hour, so I had plenty of time to talk to my familiar, ironing out the details of my idea. She had listened intently, offering feedback between swallows of honey, her pink eyes shining with anticipation. By the time the doors opened, we were both ready.

      Devanos walked out of the theater with Catherine on his arm, and Alicia trailing behind like a governess. Vazkasi led the party, and when his scornful gold-eyed stare fell on me, he quickly put himself between me and his clients. Devanos didn’t spare me so much as a glance as he led Catherine away from me, but Alicia studied me as she passed. This time, instead of ignoring her, I raised a hand.

      “Alicia, may I speak with you?”

      Alicia’s eyebrows rose, and she put a hand to her chest. Devanos shot me a death glare, and Catherine stopped walking, her attention darting from Devanos to Alicia to me and back.

      “Excuse me,” Alicia murmured.

      I waited while she wove her way through the crowd, pleased when Catherine insisted on waiting for her a short distance away. She and her bodyguard should hear everything I said, even over the noise of the crowd filing out of the theater.

      “Yes, Mother Renard, how can I help you?” Alicia asked.

      “I know you didn’t steal anything,” I lied. “It’s obvious how much you care for Catherine. You’re the only one not leaping to conclusions. You seem to be taking the threat to her life seriously, no matter who might have done it.”

      Alicia didn’t react other than to murmur “Go on.”

      I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “I have reason to believe that Simon is going to invite Catherine to the private showing of his work tomorrow night. I don’t have to tell you what an opportunity that would be for the thief. Marilyn’s property is vast, and right on the edge of Lake Erie. It would be far too easy for the thief to isolate Catherine through some pitiful excuse, and if they succeeded, escape would be all but guaranteed. Not to mention, Marilyn is such a vivacious hostess I can only imagine how easy it would be for the thief to trick her into serving them with the stolen artifacts.”

      Alicia’s eyes gleamed. “I see your point.”

      “I know Marilyn is your friend,” I continued, still lying through my teeth. “And of course you won’t want to turn her down, especially when it’s such an exclusive invitation. But I know you want what’s best for Catherine. And going to that showing would be an opportunity the thief could not resist.”

      I glanced up at Vazkasi, making sure he was listening. “I know what you’re thinking. It’s all right to go if you bring the dragonkin along as protection. But I have to tell you, I suspect he may be involved. There’s really just no safe way for you to attend that show. Every suspect I have will be there.”

      I was laying it on a little thick now, but Alicia didn’t seem to notice. I could tell from the glazed look in her eye that she was already picturing herself at Marilyn’s, one of the blessed few to attend her protege’s exclusive showing.

      “Don’t worry, Mother Renard,” she said, her voice distracted. “I’ll make certain Catherine is safe.”

      I kept my eye on the retreating half-vulcanus while I waited for Scath. The sidhe prowled out of the theater, green eyes sweeping back and forth, quickly spotting me.

      “Now it’s your turn,” I said to Peasblossom.

      “Right!”

      I pressed a finger to the top of her head, passing off a spell in a quick pulse of energy. As Scath approached, I knelt down, this time lowering my voice to a whisper even the dragonkin wouldn’t hear.

      “Peasblossom is going to make both of you invisible. I want you to get close to Alicia, stay with that group until they leave. I especially want to know anything anyone in that group says to Marilyn or Simon.”

      Scath didn’t react to the order, but waited patiently while Peasblossom slipped down my arm to cling to her neck. I turned my back to them, trusting them to get out of sight before activating the spell. Now I just had to wait.

      “I didn’t see you leave,” Andy said.

      I let him move in front of me instead of turning around. “You seemed to be enjoying the show, I didn’t want to interrupt. I just needed to get some air.”

      Andy frowned as he looked over my shoulder. “Alicia—”

      “Not here.” I held up a hand to stop him, then gestured for him to follow me. “Too many ears.”

      Andy frowned, but followed me outside the opera house. We stood on the sidewalk near the street, within sight of the parking garage.

      “What’s going on?” he asked finally.

      “We have too many suspects,” I said as soon as I was sure none of them had followed us out. “But I have an idea. Marilyn invited me to her place for Simon’s art preview. I’m almost positive that was just her way of rubbing my face in her relationship with Simon, but it’s an invitation nonetheless, and she would have to honor it if I showed up.”

      “You still think it’s Simon.”

      “I do, but it doesn’t matter.” I grinned, more than a little pleased with myself. “If I did it right, Alicia is, as we speak, wheedling an invitation out of Marilyn to that same show. I talked to her, and I made sure to stress that there would be far too much opportunity for the thief to make off with Catherine’s knife.”

      “So if Alicia is the thief, she’ll definitely take Catherine, and she’ll try to steal it there,” Andy said, his tone unreadable. “Seems to me if she lives with Catherine, she could take it anytime. Or just ask her to use it.”

      “But she needs someone powerful to use it with her,” I pointed out. “And if Marilyn is hosting…”

      “Then she might be able to arrange for her to serve her with the artifacts.”

      “I have every faith in Alicia’s conniving.”

      Andy started to say something, but just then, the group in question exited the opera house. Simon and Catherine were chatting animatedly, and she was showing him the gold necklace she wore. Devanos had a proud look as he conversed with Marilyn, so I knew he was talking about his daughter’s gifts. Marilyn’s eyes gleamed in the streetlights as she listened, and she stopped to touch Catherine’s necklace.

      Alicia put her hand on Catherine’s shoulder, shoe-horning her way into the conversation. Marilyn’s smile grew strained. I got the impression she was aware the half-vulcanus was sucking up, and she didn’t like it.

      “Can you get a cab home?” Andy asked suddenly.

      “What?” I started to turn to him, but hesitated as my group of suspects parted ways. Simon and Marilyn headed for a long limousine pulling up in front of the opera house, and Alicia and her group headed for the parking garage. After the limo pulled away, Scath peeled herself away from the crowed, the invisibility spell falling away. Relief washed over me as I realized that Scath was holding Majesty in her jaws.

      “Why?” I asked, without taking my attention off the wayward kitten.

      “I have something I need to do. Alone, nothing to do with the case.”

      “I suppose I could catch a cab.” I looked closely at Andy. He was wearing his FBI mask again. “Is everything all right?”

      Andy smiled. “Yeah. See you tomorrow?”

      “Okay.”

      Peasblossom waited until Andy was across the street, heading for the parking garage, before speaking. “Is it just me, or does that smile worry you?”
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      “Speaking of things to worry about,” Peasblossom started.

      “Oh, Peasblossom, please don’t,” I moaned. I took Majesty from Scath, feeling for his energy as if that could tell me whether he’d “gone off” anywhere in the opera house. “This has been an unpleasant evening, and I need a soda.”

      “Well, maybe you’ll be in luck and Flint will have one in his car.”

      I jerked my eyes open, all thoughts of what Majesty might have gotten up to during his escape fleeing my mind.

      Flint sat in his sports car parked—illegally—on the side of the street directly across from the opera house. He had the window rolled down, and was watching me with enough intensity that his eyes gleamed with the tiger’s eye gold that usually came when he was flexing his power.

      “Oh, this can’t be good,” I muttered under my breath. Resigned, I looked both ways before crossing, making sure Scath was beside me.

      “I’ll tell you what they said later,” Peasblossom whispered as we approached Flint’s car.

      I stopped beside the open driver’s side window. “To what do I owe this—”

      “Get in.”

      Flint’s voice brooked no argument, and I bristled at the order. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think your FBI friend is about to make a rash decision.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Another one, I mean. And if you don’t get in now, we’ll be too late to help him.”

      I swore and rushed around the car to climb in the passenger side, quickly depositing Majesty in the backseat. Now wasn’t the time to ask how Flint had known where I’d be, or how he knew what Andy was planning. That would come later. “What’s happening?”

      Flint waited for me to let Scath into the car, probably more so there was someone keeping an eye on Majesty than out of any consideration for his fellow sidhe. “I heard about your trip to the opera tonight. I was waiting to speak with you when I noticed our Agent Bradford take a particular interest in a gentleman leaving the opera house. Unless I’m wrong—and I am rarely wrong—the gentleman in question was a kelpie.”

      “A kelpie?” My blood ran cold. “He wouldn’t.”

      “Oh, I think he would.” Flint tilted his head thoughtfully as he pulled away from the curb. “Have you noticed that our Andy is getting a little…brash? Acting out of character?” He paused. “Although, perhaps it’s not so out of character after all.”

      I didn’t like the sly tone in his voice. I opened my mouth to tell him as much when he pulled a file from the pocket in his door and handed it to me.

      “What’s this?” I opened the folder. The first document was a large picture. A mug shot to be precise. The person in the photograph was a young man, maybe fourteen. He had a black eye, a swollen jaw, a bloody cut at his temple, and a lick of scars crawling over his shoulder. It wasn’t until I saw the scars that I recognized him, and his brown hair and hard brown eyes. I dropped the file in my lap as if it had burned me.

      “I’m not reading this,” I said quickly. The voice of Andy’s ghostly father echoed in my ears. “This is Andy’s personal business. If he wants me to know about this, he’ll tell me.”

      A traitorous voice in the back of my head hoped that Flint would order me to read it. He could, after all, he was my master for another eight months.

      “As you wish,” Flint said lightly.

      Frustration tightened my spine, and I stared out the windshield to avoid looking at the infuriating sidhe. It wasn’t until I realized that I couldn’t spot Andy’s SUV that I knew something was off.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re following Agent Bradford.”

      “Bu I don’t see him.” I checked traffic again, leaning closer to my window, trying to see farther ahead. “How—” My mouth snapped closed as I realized Flint had attached his smart phone to one of the car’s vents. I leaned over so I could see the screen. Sure enough, there was a map of our immediate area, with a little red dot moving ahead of us.

      “You put a tracker on his car?” I accused.

      “You can thank me later when you’re seeing to Agent Bradford’s wounds, instead of searching Lake Erie for what’s left of his corpse.”

      Anger flowed through me, but I shoved it down to deal with later. Anger wouldn’t help me now. A clear head, that’s what was needed. I’d process everything when I had time for a can of soda and a few moments to watch Peasblossom play with her grappling hook. Maybe I’d try brewing a few new potions, or I could ask Mother Hazel if she’d like to have dinner. I could drive back to Dresden and see if Mrs. Porter wanted help with her garden. I took a deep, calming breath. Yes. Later I would process everything.

      But right now, I had to make sure the kelpies of Cleveland understood Andy was off limits.

      I stared ahead at the pub where Andy’s SUV sat in a crumbling parking space. The building perched on the water’s edge like a group of organized barnacles vaguely shaped to look like a small seaside escape. If the roof sagged any farther, there’d be no opening the front door with the torn “Open” sign.

      “I suppose it was too much to hope that they might be hanging out at a brightly lit, health inspector-approved restaurant with lots of policemen loitering about,” I muttered.

      I got out of Flint’s car, pausing to wait for Scath to crawl out. I didn’t know if this place catered exclusively to the Otherworld or not, but Scath had put her German Shepherd glamour on, so I assumed there were at least some humans inside. Great, I was walking into a place full of collateral damage. Majesty curled up in the footwell of the backseat and purred.

      “Come on, Majesty,” I encouraged him.

      He meowed, but didn’t move.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I said. “You need to—”

      “He’s not staying in my car unattended,” Flint said coldly.

      I tightened my hand on the door, then slammed it closed, with the kitten still inside. “Then you get him out.”

      I took off before Flint could think of a retort. I was willing to bet that catching up with the interesting FBI agent would win out over coaxing a cursed kitten out of his car. He could replace the car as easily as most people replaced a broken umbrella.

      The inside of the bar wasn’t any better than the outside. There was a broken bar stool waiting for someone to get drunk enough to try and sit on it, risking impalement, and probably tetanus on top of that. The only blessing was the relative loneliness of the place. Only one table had customers, and they were already drunk enough that their heads drooped. They didn’t spare us a glance.

      Scath’s head shot up, her pointed ears pricked forward. The hairs on the back of my neck rose as she bared her teeth and moved toward the back wall, slinking past tables and chairs with a single-mindedness that couldn’t mean anything good. I followed her, my heart skipping a beat when I heard the voices coming from the outside seating area.

      The window in the door was filthy, but I could still make out the scene unfolding on the seaside seating area of the “restaurant.” A small fishing boat was moored to the right of the short pier. A handful of young men lounged about on the deck, all of them focused on someone standing on the pier.

      Andy.

      My partner stood with his arms at his sides, his right hand close to his gun. He was glaring at the leader of the boat’s crew.

      “Come now, let’s not start our relationship with that attitude. Wouldn’t you rather come aboard and have a drink with us?” the man asked.

      The speaker was smaller than Andy, but ropey and thick in a way that said he was pure muscle. He braced his hands on the edge of the small boat, putting aside his beer so he could lean over the railing toward Andy. He curled the fingers of one hand into a fist, dragging it over the smooth ledge like a horse pawing at the ground.

      Definitely a kelpie.

      “That was not an express invitation,” Peasblossom said hurriedly.

      “Of course not,” Flint said reasonably. “He wants our young friend to board without the protection a host owes to their guest. The question is, will Agent Bradford fall for— Yes, he will.”

      I swore and broke into a run. I struck the door that led outside hard enough that the pathetic piece of bent aluminum and glass creaked and groaned, ready to fall off its hinges.

      Andy’s foot had just touched the deck of the boat when I reached the pier. The kelpie who’d goaded him to board glared at me, then his face split into a grin. He grabbed Andy by the lapels of his coat and hurled them both overboard.

      Two more kelpies followed suit, each one splashing into the greasy waters of Lake Erie. The water beside the pier was polluted with whatever the pub was dumping into it, far from the cool, cleaner waters to be found farther out. I bolted to the edge of the pier, my heart in my throat as I scanned the water for some sign of Andy.

      Flint’s hands closed on my shoulders. Warmth spread down, oozing through my body, touching my magic, making it churn faster. I didn’t bother to snap at him that I didn’t need his help. He’d offered it, and I was already under contract so there was little more he could ask from me. I took his power, used it to fuel a new spell.

      I hurled it at the water, willing it to spread, feeling the spell burn my throat as I screamed it at the depths of the lake.

      “Torsit!”

      Black tentacles erupted from the water like an enormous squid reaching for the warm night air. They writhed and twisted, one of them curled around the kelpie that had dragged Andy under the water, and another, blessedly, holding Andy himself. I held my hand out, forcing my magic to focus, to keep the tentacles rising. Sweat broke out on my forehead as I extended my other hand toward Scath.

      It was difficult to hold more than one spell at a time, but I’d been getting more practice these last few months than I had in all the years before. And whatever my personal feelings for Flint, his power was undeniable. With his hands still pressed into my shoulders, I could feel his power cementing my control, adding support to my will. I kept my attention on Andy, tightening my grip on the spell to keep the tentacles from dragging him under the water, or holding him so tight they cut off his breathing.

      “Ambulabo aqua,” I hissed at Scath.

      Pain closed around my ribs as the pressure inside my body changed with the force of a second spell so soon after the first. Flint could help me push myself, and my magic, but he couldn’t save me from the consequences. These were higher level spells than I was used to, and one after another they packed a stronger punch than I’d been expecting. I choked in a breath, gritting my teeth against the pain. My magic struck Scath in the side, enveloping her in a soft green glow that rippled outward in gleaming waves. I spoke to Scath without looking away from Andy.

      “Need a ride,” I rasped, trying to speak as little as possible. “Get me to him?”

      Scath immediately came to my side, green light still darting through her thick black fur. The German Shepherd glamour was gone, fallen away under the force of my spell. No time to worry about that now. I threw one leg over her, pulling out of Flint’s grasp, then squeezing my thighs to steady myself. I’d worried that breaking from his touch would weaken my grip on the spell, but I could still feel the magic thrumming inside me, tight and steady. I dug one hand into Scath’s thick fur and held on, keeping my other arm extended to the nest of tentacles.

      “Watch for surprises,” I gasped to Peasblossom.

      “You mean something more surprising than all these black tentacles?” she shrieked.

      Scath leapt off the pier, and Peasblossom wailed in dismay. Scath’s thick paws struck the water, but it was like landing in soft earth. The water gave a little beneath her steps, but remained firm enough for her to walk, albeit not with the same grace as she would have on solid ground. I stared at Andy, his red face, the fury in his brown eyes. He was glaring at the kelpie, and I checked his hands to make certain he hadn’t managed to wrestle his weapon out of its holster before the tentacle grabbed him.

      More black tentacles erupted from the water, and they lashed in my direction, tried to ensnare Scath as she picked her way closer to Andy. I flicked a hand at them, dispelling any tentacle that came too close. My chest tightened and it became harder to breathe. It wasn’t just summoning the tentacles, it was controlling the spread, making sure they didn’t squeeze Andy until his head popped off. The tentacles grew stronger with each passing moment, and the ensnared kelpie looked as if he were seconds away from blacking out, his head lolling forward, eyelids flickering.

      I should have felt bad, should have tried to keep the tentacle from constricting around him. But I didn’t. I didn’t because he’d seen me coming. He’d known who I was, and he’d tried to kill Andy anyway. He needed to know—they all needed to know—that I wasn’t playing around. There would be consequences for these threats to Andy’s life.

      No more Ms. Nice Witch.

      I leaned forward as we reached Andy, dismissing the tentacle that held him. He slumped forward, and Scath grabbed his wrist in her jaws. Andy hissed, but didn’t cry out, even though it had to hurt. I reached forward to grab his arm, gritting my teeth as we both fought to drag him onto Scath’s back.

      We’d just made it to the pier when Peasblossom screamed. “Kelpie!”

      Too late. Andy was violently jerked off Scath’s back. I hurled a hand in his direction, black spots dancing in front of my eyes as I forced the spell to flex again. Another tentacle lashed out of the water, gripping the kelpie and forcing him to drop Andy. I flung my hand in the direction of the pier. The tentacle obeyed my command, and the kelpie’s head met the wood of the pier with a sickening crack.

      Blood dripped from his head, falling into the water like macabre raindrops.

      I cursed. Bad witch, blood in the water. Bad, bad, bad.

      The blood would attract something worse than kelpies. I shouted to Scath even as I searched the water for Andy. “We need to get out of the water!”

      Scath dunked her head under the surface, came up with Andy’s coat in her jaws. My stomach rolled. Her teeth had to have punctured his skin. But there was nothing for it, not until we were safe on dry land. Scath gathered her strength and leapt out of the water.

      It wasn’t a graceful landing, and Scath tripped over Andy’s body as she fought to drag him with her. As soon as my knees hit the wood, I released the tentacle spell, a whoosh of breath escaping me as the magic snapped. The kelpies fled, probably realizing the spilled blood would attract something even they didn’t want to mess with.

      “Andy!” I slapped his cheek with one hand, the other working to unfasten his jacket. “Andy!”

      Peasblossom leapt off my shoulder, already going for the zipper of my waist pouch. “I’ll get a healing potion!”

      I nodded. I didn’t have the energy for a healing spell, or the focus. My hands were already shaking, and my vision was grey.

      And Andy wasn’t breathing.

      I bent over and pressed my mouth to his, beginning CPR. My vision blurred as I used breath I could barely summon, alternating breaths with chest compressions. I repeated it over and over. Peasblossom could stabilize him with her magic, but there was little point if I couldn’t get him to cough up the water first.

      Finally he did cough, turning his head long enough to spew brackish water.

      Suddenly his eyes flew open. Cloudy brown irises stared up at me, then his arms shot up. My eyes flew wide as his hands closed around my throat.

      My surprise cost me. I was too slow to stop him from rising off the pier, rolling until he straddled my body, both hands around my neck. The grey spots in my vision turned black, eating away the world as they grew larger. I couldn’t swallow, couldn’t breathe.

      “Shade!” Peasblossom screamed.

      “You,” Andy snarled. “You did this to me. This is your fault. It’s all your fault.”

      Unconsciousness reached for me with shadowy black arms, my body already bobbing on waves of darkness as if I’d never left the water. I had a brief glimpse of Flint standing over Andy, then he was kneeling, one arm wrapped around Andy’s neck.

      Andy released me, both hands flying up to claw at Flint’s arm. But Flint remained calm, tucking his head down to protect his eyes, letting Andy batter at him.

      It wouldn’t do him any good. He was no match for Flint’s strength, and the leannan sidhe could take more damage than a half-drowned human.

      He held on until Andy’s struggles weakened, then stopped.

      “Somnum,” Flint whispered.

      Andy’s breathing evened out. I stared at Flint. Sleep spells weren’t a typical sidhe ability. At least, not Flint’s. How had I forgotten about him? Forgotten about the wizards.

      “You realize your master has a habit of…well, for lack of a better word, eating wizards?”

      Jim’s voice came back to me, but I pushed it away. I would think of all that later.

      I sat on the pier, swaying as I fought to stay conscious.

      “You did this to me. This is your fault. It’s all your fault.”

      What was my fault? What had I done to him?

      “Maybe you’d like to read his file now,” Flint suggested.

      Tears welled up in my eyes. Scath let out a low growl, then the sound melted into something more sinister, much more powerful than any mundane beast could make. Flint took a step back, a flicker of unease ruining the smooth curve of his lips. Without a word, he picked Andy up in his arms and started toward the pub. I half-heartedly flung out my Cinderella spells, cleaning up the blood and the water from Andy’s clothes. Now Flint was just another drunk, carrying his passed out friend to the car.

      Nothing to see here, folks.
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      I woke before the sun. Or maybe I didn’t sleep. The nightmares were so real anymore, it was hard to tell.

      My body protested as I sat up from where I’d passed the night lying on the carpet of Andy’s living room, and I groaned and twisted and stretched as best I could. Everything hurt. My chest hurt when I took a deep breath. My knees hurt where I’d fallen to the pier before giving Andy CPR. My fingers hurt from clutching Scath so tight when she took me out onto the water. My neck hurt from Andy’s enraged grip.

      And my heart hurt, because the ghosts of Andy’s parents were standing ten feet away, looking at Andy the way parents watched their child in a hospital room when they weren’t sure they’d pull through.

      Neither of them acknowledged my presence. His mother had tears in her eyes, and she turned her face into her husband’s chest. He tightened the arm he had around her shoulders, holding her closer. He wasn’t crying, but there was a set to his jaw that was just as revealing.

      A sound from Andy made me look at him just before he woke up. He blinked slowly, brown irises contracting in the sunlight as he struggled to focus.

      “Shade?”

      It took me two tries to speak past the lump in my throat. “How are you feeling?”

      Andy shifted on the couch, a soft grunt coming from him as he moved his shoulder and flexed his wrist. I’d healed him, so infection wouldn’t be an issue, but he’d still be sore. Scath’s teeth had gone deeper than I’d hoped when she’d pulled him out of the water. And sleeping on the couch probably hadn’t helped. It said a lot that last night I’d thought he’d rather sleep on the couch and suffer the discomfort than know that I’d gone into his bedroom to put him to bed.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He looked around. I waited for him to react to the sight of his parents, but he looked right past them. “And where’s Scath?”

      “I drove you home in my car. Scath left and took Majesty with her after she carried you inside. I thought you’d rather not risk another rhino. I stayed because I wanted to make sure you were all right.” I sat cross-legged on the floor, even though I knew my knees would hate me for it when I stood up. “Are you? All right?”

      “I’m fine. You didn’t need to break into my house.”

      I hadn’t broken in, I’d used his key. But I didn’t think that was what he’d meant.

      “Andy, why did you go after that kelpie?” I asked quietly. “Why did you go alone? Why last night? Without telling me?”

      “It needed to be done,” Andy said simply. “Seeing Simon with Marilyn, I realized the only concession she made was that they wouldn’t take anyone under eighteen. For all we know, Marilyn offered the kelpies a kid that just had their eighteenth birthday. Someone needs to find out for sure. Kelpies are herd animals. I thought maybe if I followed the one from the opera, I could find out for sure.”

      “And what would you have done if they had taken someone else?” I asked. “Would you have shot them? Killed them all?” The words came out sharper than I’d meant, but that was to be expected. I cared about Andy, and he’d almost gotten himself killed. I wasn’t just worried. I was angry.

      “I would have saved the kid.”

      A flicker of anger made me tighten my hands into fists, and I folded them and tucked them into my lap. Getting angry at him would only make him shut down. I had to keep a cool head for this one.

      “And is that how you deal with human criminals? You work in the organized crime department. You can’t tell me there aren’t criminals you know are guilty but can’t prove it to punish them in court. Do you grab your gun and go off on a shooting spree to stop them? If it had been human traffickers who’d taken Matthew, and Lindsay, and Grayson, would you have shot them?”

      “You keep talking as though there’s some choice here,” Andy said tightly. “You act like prison is an option. It’s not. You’ve made that abundantly, painfully clear. Otherworlders are immune from human prosecution—but they’re still committing crimes against humans. What choice am I left with here?”

      “You are going to get yourself killed,” I said quietly. “Do you truly not realize that, or do you simply not care?”

      “I didn’t take this job to stay safe. I took it so I could get justice for the victims out there, the people fighting and losing, or just losing. I took it to keep people like Grayson from ending up with monsters. Human monster, or Otherworlder, it’s all the same thing.” He shook his head. “I thought that’s what you wanted too. Isn’t that what you told me? You were tired of seeing Otherworlders get away with crimes against humans? Isn’t that what our partnership was supposed to be about?”

      Suddenly he dropped his hand to his pocket, feeling desperately for something. He obviously didn’t find it. If the stare he fixed on me was any indication, he was wondering if I’d taken it. Which was all the hint I needed to know what he’d been looking for.

      “You lost the stone,” I guessed.

      “Apparently.”

      It wasn’t an outright accusation. I guess I could be grateful for that.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to give me another one?” he added.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. If he’d really believed that stone would protect him, if that was part of what had made him so reckless, then he was right. I wouldn’t give him another one.

      “There are crimes you can stop, and crimes you can’t,” I said, dodging the question. “There are monsters that can be prosecuted by the Vanguard, tried and jailed for their crimes. And there are monsters that will put you in a kill-or-be-killed situation, creatures that can’t be reasoned with. But you’re treating them all the same.”

      Andy shook his head. I swallowed a growl of frustration, trying to think of some way to make him understand.

      “What’s going on with the knife?” Andy asked, abruptly changing the subject.

      I started to argue, to keep our conversation going, then stopped. I couldn’t make him talk about it, and apparently I couldn’t make him see reason. What was the point?

      “According to Peasblossom, my plan worked. Simon and Marilyn invited Catherine and her entourage to Marilyn’s tonight. And Marilyn might have been mocking me when she invited me to come see his work, but an invitation is an invitation. I plan to go there tonight, when I will have some semblance of protection.”

      “Of course you do.”

      I ignored his tone. “Simon’s prints were on the forged chalice, he has a sidhe patron that he could hope to gain power from, and he has more motive than anyone else. He’s desperate enough that even if he does know about the curses, he might not care.”

      “So you’re ignoring the other suspects because your gut tells you it was the human kid?”

      “If it was the aunt, then why is she waiting? Once she stole the chalice, she’d have had all the items at her fingertips.”

      “And like you said, no one to use them on,” Andy pointed out. “She could be waiting for an invitation exactly like the one she just got.” He sat up straighter. “And what about the dragon? Last night we were talking about his link to the wizard and the case that was suspiciously like this one. Why is he in the clear all of a sudden?”

      “He’s not in the clear.” I stopped and forced myself to take a deep breath. “Like I said last night, all of our suspects are going to be at Marilyn’s tonight. Simon, Alicia, Vazkasi—they’ll all be there, and so will the knife. All I have to do is ask them before they leave if they took it. The guilty party will have to say yes.”

      His voice dropped to a low, even tone that upset me more than his cutting tone had. “So you’re really going to let someone be cursed.”

      I forced myself to meet his eyes. The truth was, if I could think of a way around it that wouldn’t violate my contract, I’d take it. Flint had left me some loopholes. But saying that out loud would be as good as saying I planned to violate the contract by proxy. Not a good idea.

      Andy took my silence for an answer, and set his jaw as he stood. “Then I guess we have nothing more to talk about. Good luck with your case.”

      The lump in my throat grew threefold, but I forced myself to keep my head high as I let Andy lead me to the front door. I passed the ghosts, and my chest tightened. I looked at his mom, trying to tell her with a look how sorry I was.

      “I won’t give up.” I said the words out loud, looking at Andy’s mom. She sniffled and nodded, then tried to smile and failed. Her husband gave me a brief nod.

      “It sounds like you already have,” Andy said curtly.

      I couldn’t shake the vision of his mom even when I walked out the door, stepped into the sunlight pounding down on the front porch. I held my arms at my sides, forced myself to turn back.

      “Andy, please tell me what’s wrong.”

      He followed my gaze to the broken closet door, stiffening as if he’d forgotten. He started to look behind him, probably remembering all the broken figurines, but then stopped himself. When he faced me again, the muscle in his jaw was twitching, and he looked ready to slam the door in my face. I could feel another denial coming, so I spoke first.

      “At the bar, on the pier,” I said quietly. “You said it was my fault. You said I did that to you. What were you talking about? What have I done? What’s my fault?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t mean that. I was confused and angry. Everything got mixed up.”

      “You thought I was someone else.” My heart skipped a beat. “Who?”

      Andy gripped the doorframe, leaned out just a fraction of an inch. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      My heart plummeted into my stomach. “Do what?”

      “This.” He shook his head. “You only needed me for legal connections, for the cases I had. But you have Liam now. He can get phone records, and look up license plates and criminal histories. You don’t need me for that anymore, and you won’t let me help with the other stuff.”

      He wasn’t completely wrong. I felt guilty remembering that last night I’d texted Blake about getting Simon’s phone records. I shook my head. “I told you I’d help you with your cases.”

      “And maybe you can,” he said quietly. He met my eyes. “When Flint’s done with you.”

      I jerked back, that one softly spoken sentence a slap in the face that hurt more than anything he’d said to that point. Tears blurred my vision, and I didn’t fight them. I wasn’t going to hide my pain, not from someone who was supposed to be my friend.

      Andy closed the door. I turned, stumbling down the porch steps to my car, sniffling as I groped at the zipper of my waist pouch to find a tissue. Bizbee held one up for me, and I looked down in time to see his tiny face creased with sad understanding.

      “He’ll come around,” Peasblossom said gently.

      “Or maybe he won’t.” I got in my car and started it, pulling out of Andy’s driveway as quickly as I could. I felt infinitely grateful that I’d made Flint take me and Andy back to my place to get my car last night. I’d done it because I knew Andy wouldn’t want Flint coming to his house, for any reason. Now it gave me the quick getaway I needed.

      “He has a point,” I added. “I worry about him, worry he’ll either be killed, or he’ll kill the wrong person. Either I need to bring him along and take my chances—let him take his chances—or I need to let him go.”

      Peasblossom and Bizbee shared a look, but neither of them spoke on the drive back to my apartment. I needed to get cleaned up and get something to eat before I faced the rest of the day.

      Given how my morning had begun, and how my previous night had ended, it shouldn’t have surprised me that Flint was waiting inside the apartment for me. It was just my luck, and to be honest, I was almost happy to see him. Finally, someone whose feelings I didn’t care about. Someone I could shout at, and feel perfectly fine afterward. Someone who deserved it.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked after taking one look at my face.

      “You,” I said simply. “You’re wrong.”

      Flint arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I am a damn fine village witch.” I stalked to the small Keurig on the counter. “I can deliver a breech birth and have mother and child sleeping peacefully in less than an hour. I know six different ways to get a boggart to leave the family he’s tormenting. And I have no less than sixteen special teas that will stop a migraine cold.” I nodded. “I am a damn fine village witch, and I worked very, very hard to get to that point.”

      Flint looked confused, but I kept going.

      “And I would have done the same as a PI. It was a whole new way to help people, a whole new way to use my skills, a chance to grow in a completely new direction. I solved my first case, earned enough money to bankroll my new business. I found an FBI partner with a ready stack of cases that only I could help him with.” I poured water into the Keurig, then stood there, twisting the K-cup in my hand. “You know, in a way, he was sort of the Mother Hazel equivalent for my PI career. A mentor to teach me what I didn’t know I needed to learn. Not guns, I still don’t think that’s a good idea, but investigation.”

      I put the K-cup in the Keurig and shoved the top down, taken vicious satisfaction in the plunging snap of the needle piercing the foil. “Then I met you.”

      Flint sighed and rubbed his temples. “Ah. Now I see where this is going. I’ve ruined your life, have I?”

      “It’s my fault,” I said, staring at the red light around the start button. “I signed the contract.” I whirled to face him. “But, yes. Yes, this is your fault. Because your little errands have taken me so far off my path, I’ve lost my partner. And I don’t know if I’ll get him back.”

      Flint narrowed his eyes and took a step toward me. “You are more powerful now than you’ve ever been, thanks to me. Without the training I forced on you, you’d be dead. You make too many enemies, Shade, too many powerful enemies. And your biggest concern is still the human.”

      “No, my biggest concern is me,” I shot back. “Me. My life. I worked my tail off to get to a point where I could choose my own path, and I was making progress—fast progress. And I would have trained more with my magic on my own, I didn’t need you there hurling goblins at me.”

      I took a step closer to him, narrowing my eyes as I met his. “So don’t you dare take credit for that. I fought to get here. It was my effort. And you don’t get to pretend you know what I would have done. I didn’t need aggressive magic as a village witch. I do as a PI. And I would have worked for it. Because I decided it was a priority. But now instead of being out there helping people, I’m standing by watching someone get cursed because you want help recovering your inheritance.”

      Flint froze. His eyes lightened, hazel shifting to tiger’s eye gold. “Inheritance?”

      Blood and bone. Too late, I remembered that I’d avoided telling Flint about the wizard. I rolled my shoulders, trying to release some of the tension. Sod it.

      “How did you know the artifacts belong to my family?” Flint asked softly.

      “I talked to Jim Givens. I thought he might be able to help track down the bowl using the chalice, and he had a working relationship with Mari—”

      “You talked to Jim ‘Givens not Takens?’” Flint echoed.

      I frowned. “You know him?” I stalked over to the fridge to grab milk for my coffee. “Was he on your wizard hit list?”

      “I considered him. Jim is very powerful, and his knowledge of ancient artifacts is unmatched.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      Flint shrugged. “It’s all about risk assessment.”

      I didn’t bother asking more questions. He obviously wasn’t going to answer them.

      “So what is your plan?” Flint asked finally.

      “I have an invitation to Marilyn’s tonight for a private showing of Simon’s work,” I said, watching the milk lighten my coffee. “All my suspects will be there. I plan to watch them all, let the thief choose their moment. And when the night is over, I’ll ask them who took it.”

      Flint let out a sardonic laugh. “The curse.”

      “The truth curse, yes. Once the thief is successful, I’ll simply ask them. I’ll know who has the items, and it will be a simple matter of stealing them back.”

      “You think that will be simple?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you will remember that your task is not to bring the thief to justice,” Flint reminded me. “I don’t care if they’re punished. I just want those items returned to the humans who own them.”

      “And why is that again?” I demanded, turning with my coffee cradled in my hands. “Why do you want them returned to the humans instead of to you? They’re yours, aren’t they? Or they should be. You have to know someone who would risk that curse to remove it for you.” I paused. “How exactly did they come to be cursed, anyway? And in the hands of humans?”

      “That is none of your concern. Just do your job.”

      “Well, of course it would be easier to do my job if you didn’t interfere,” I said lightly. Opting for a stab in the dark, I added, “For example, if you hadn’t spoken to Catherine and her father, then they wouldn’t distrust me.”

      Flint didn’t deny it. “You were veering off track. Warning people about the curse.” He wagged a finger at me. “That’s cheating.”

      I groped for an appropriately scathing response while his smile grew.

      “But I’m pleased with your progress, Shade. And if you are as successful tonight as you seem confident you will be, then perhaps you can take some time off to help your FBI agent with one of his cases.” He paused. “Unless you’ve finally read the file?”

      I glared at him. “No.”

      Flint shrugged. “Suit yourself. But I think you’d find it…enlightening.”

      I glared at him as he left. As soon as the door closed, I slammed my coffee down, sloshing it over the sides and not caring. I stormed toward the bathroom, already pulling my shirt over my head.

      “What are you doing?” Peasblossom asked.

      “I’m going to get a shower and get dressed. And then you and I are going to see a wizard.”
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      “Don’t dismiss Jim as a threat,” Peasblossom warned. “Now is not the time to go charging in without a plan.”

      I pulled my car into the first gas station I spotted. I’d rolled my window down, and now the smell of gasoline mixed with the scent of shampoo from my freshly washed hair. I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not charging in without a plan. Vazkasi said Jim works for law enforcement.”

      Peasblossom climbed up on the gearshift and stood with her arms crossed. “And you believe him?”

      “Trust, but verify.” I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Blake’s cell phone number, showing Peasblossom what I was doing before putting the phone to my ear.

      “Never trust a dragon,” Peasblossom muttered. She kicked the gear shift and lost her balance, falling with a squeak of dismay.

      I sighed and fished her out of the footwell to put her on my shoulder. I started to tell her she needed to be more careful, but Blake’s voice in my ear cut me off.

      “Mother Renard,” Blake answered. “Good timing. I’ve got Kathy’s and Alicia’s phone records. I’m not seeing any calls between them before August 7th, but there was a call on August 8th.”

      I blinked in surprise. I’d all but given up on that particular lead. “Just one call?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t last long, but right after that, Kathy called a disposal company. I called them and they remembered her. She wanted to know if she could bring in a load of garbage to be destroyed right away.”

      “And they didn’t think that was strange?” I put a hand to my forehead. “I assume the garbage in question was a bloody carpet.”

      “It was. The guy didn’t like talking about it, but I went down and had a word in person. I think in the future he’ll be more vigilant for potential crime evidence.”

      I pressed the phone harder to my ear, listening for some sign that Liam was in the room with Blake. Not that I didn’t like Blake, I did. He was a good cop, if a little moody at times. But I was surprised he’d taken this level of initiative helping me out.

      There. A squeaky desk chair bearing too much weight on the backrest.

      “I really appreciate the information,” I said honestly. “That’s a big help. I’ll talk to Alicia again, see if she wants to update me on her and Kathy’s relationship.”

      “Glad I could help.” He paused. There were muffled voices in the background, as if he’d put his hand over the phone to talk to someone. Probably Liam. “Is there anything else you need?” he asked. “I don’t have Simon’s information yet. That phone company is being a little stingier with their information. But I think I know someone that can help, so I should have more soon.”

      “Actually, I was wondering if you knew a wizard named Jim Givens. Someone told me he works with law enforcement and—”

      “Jim ‘Givens not Takens?’” Blake snorted. “I know him. He doesn’t exactly work for the cops. There’s one detective that uses him. Detective David Briggs. Human. Good man.”

      “So you would say Jim Givens is trustworthy?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t say any wizard is trustworthy. I keep an eye on Wince, waiting for him to go insane one day. Something about working with magic all the time tends to—”

      He cut himself off, lapsing into awkward silence.

      “It’s all right,” I said dryly. “I’m not offended. Do you know how I can contact Detective Briggs?”

      “I have his number,” Blake said. “I’ll text it to you.”

      “You have his number?”

      “I have the number of a lot of police, lawyers, judges, and politicians who have had experience with the Otherworld,” Blake answered. “Never know when that will come in handy.”

      It made sense. A lot of sense. I should have a list of numbers like that. I looked at Peasblossom and she nodded. She’d had the same idea. She slid down my shirt and headed for the waist pouch to make a note.

      “I’ll call you when I have Simon’s information,” Blake finished.

      “Thanks, Blake, you’ve been incredible. I’ll talk to you later.”

      My phone beeped with the text message from Blake less than a minute after I ended the call. I tapped on the linked cell phone number in the message.

      “Why do you want to talk to the wizard’s human?” Peasblossom asked, pausing with her piece of pencil lead hovering over a sea-green Post-it.

      The man’s voice answered, cutting off my response. “Detective Briggs.”

      “Hi, Detective Briggs? This is Shade Renard. I’m a private investigator working with the FBI. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about Jim Givens?”

      “Oh, God, what has he done now?”

      I blinked. “Um, nothing. I just—”

      “Look, I’ll be taking my lunch break around noon. Can we meet then?”

      I nodded, realized he couldn’t see me, then answered out loud. “Sounds good. Do you know Goodfellows?”

      “I do, and I’m not meeting there. Not after last time. How about Bruno’s on West 41st?”

      “I’ll find it.”

      “See you then.”

      He ended the call without further ado, and I sat there staring at my phone. “A man of few words. What do you think he meant ‘Not after last time?’”

      Peasblossom shrugged. “Who cares? Let’s go, I’m hungry!”

      Bruno’s wasn’t far, and I was going to be early, but I didn’t care. It was probably better if I got a soda in me before this meeting anyway. The shower had helped clear my head, but between how my day had started and how I knew it was going to end, I still wasn’t in a great place mentally.

      To my pleasant surprise, it turned out Bruno’s was a nice Italian restaurant, small and conducive to conversation. I took a deep breath as soon as the doors closed behind me, inhaling the blessed scent of garlic and fresh bread. My mouth watered.

      I ordered a soda and mozzarella sticks to tide me over, congratulating myself when Peasblossom agreed to eat some food before opening the honey packet the waitress brought me. We were both in a better mood by the time noon rolled around.

      Right on cue, the restaurant doors opened. Even though I’d never seen Detective Briggs, I knew who he was as soon as he entered the restaurant. From my seat at the bar, I had a good view of the front door, and when the man in the rumpled suit marched in like a man on a mission, I guessed I was looking at Jim Givens’ partner. He looked to be in his forties, with hair just starting to grey at the temples. Said hair looked worse off than his suit, and I guessed he ran his hands through it a lot. Or else he didn’t comb it after he woke up in the morning.

      I waved to him and he approached.

      “Ms. Renard?” he asked.

      “Yes. You must be Detective Briggs.”

      He held out a hand, and I shook it. “Nice to meet you.” He took a seat next to me at the bar and waved at the bartender for a menu. “So what has Jim done now?”

      “He hasn’t—”

      David raised a hand. “No need to sugarcoat it. You know, for a man who doesn’t leave his house, that guy gets into more trouble than a thirteen-year-old with a credit card.” His face darkened. “And I know how much trouble a thirteen-year-old with a credit card can get into.”

      “You have kids?” I guessed.

      David nodded. “Three of ‘em. And if my daughter doesn’t grow out of this ‘you can’t tell me what to do my whole life’ phase soon, I’m going to start drinking.”

      I groped for Peasblossom, hoping to stop her before she could keel over laughing. Now was not the time to tell the poor man that was not a phase.

      David watched me patting my shoulder. He must be a good detective, because it didn’t take him long to spot Peasblossom. I could tell the second he saw her, because his posture stiffened, and he looked like he was weighing his option to flee.

      “This is Peasblossom,” I said, grunting as the pixie kicked my knuckle when she tried to leap over my hand. “She’s my familiar, and she’s going to behave herself.”

      “If you say so,” David said doubtfully. He hesitated. “She’s a pixie, isn’t she?”

      “She is.”

      I pretended not to notice when he scooted a little farther away. Peasblossom proved too difficult to catch, so I grabbed a breadstick and peeled off a part of the top layer—the part with all the garlic and salt. “What can you tell me about Jim?”

      “Why do you want to know?” the detective asked.

      I’d had a lot of time to think about my answer to that question. And in the end, being blunt seemed the way to go. “He’s a suspect. I want to cross his name off the list, but I need someone to vouch for him.”

      David sighed and reached up to his hair, grabbing it in both fists and holding it as he dropped his elbows to the bar. “Figures. How does he do it? How? Can’t leave his house, but always ends up on the suspect list.”

      “Well, in this case, it’s because he was the last one to touch an artifact before it was discovered to be a forgery.”

      “Let me guess. He’s the one who declared it a forgery?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he’d examined it before and said it was real?”

      “Yes.”

      “Deja vu,” he muttered. He dropped his hands to the bar, then turned in his seat, squaring off so he could look directly into my eyes. “It is very difficult to get what I’d consider irrefutable proof when magic is involved,” he said seriously. “But I can tell you that I don’t believe Jim is the sort of man who would ever hurt an innocent.” He held out a hand. “Now I’m not saying he’s not a scary son of a bitch when he’s mad. I’ve seen him mad, and those images haunt my sleep. But every time I’ve seen him get angry, he’s had plenty of cause. And I’ve never lost sleep over anyone who’s earned a peek at that side of him.”

      “That is not as comforting as you might think,” I said, half to myself.

      David shrugged. “Wasn’t meant to be comforting. But it’s the truth. You have nothing to fear from Jim if you’re not a bad guy.”

      He turned back to the soda the bartender had left for him, but I didn’t miss the way he watched me out of his peripheral vision. I suspected he’d learned more about me from my questions than I had about Jim. David was no slouch.

      “Do you trust him?” I blurted out.

      “With my life.”

      Peasblossom snatched the piece of breadstick I was holding, but I hardly noticed. I leaned closer to David. “You’re human.”

      He arched an eyebrow, pausing with his hand in his jacket pocket. “Yeah. You?”

      “Witch,” I said absently. “But you trust him. A wizard. Implicitly. How long have you known him?”

      “Two years.” He removed a small case from his pocket and flicked it open to retrieve a reusable folding metal straw. He caught me watching and sighed. “My daughter says plastic straws are the Devil.”

      I smiled, but it was half-hearted. Two years David had known Jim and he trusted him with his life. “You never had a problem with him being Other?”

      “Hell, yeah, I had a problem with it. When I met him, he was my number one suspect. I thought he killed a guy, and it wasn’t a neat death.” He lowered his voice. “And to be honest with you, learning magic is real was a mind-bender. Put me off my game for a long time.” He shrugged. “Didn’t take me long to see Jim was good people. He’s not only kind to his friends, he treats people in the service industry with respect.”

      “What about his associate, the grey man?” I asked.

      David’s face darkened instantly. He knew who I was talking about. “Bad news. Very bad news. But I’ve accepted that there’s nothing I can do about him. For some reason, he hangs around Jim, and he’s helpful more often than not. I think Jim’s tried to get rid of him, but he just disappears for awhile and comes back.”

      I couldn’t help but think of Scath. That sounded familiar.

      David’s cell phone rang, and he cursed. “Dammit, I’m on lunch!”

      “I have to go anyway,” I said, already sliding out of my seat. I left money on the bar for my soda and the mozzarella sticks. “Thank you for talking to me.”

      David waved at me, but he was already barking into his cell phone.

      “We’re going to Jim’s, aren’t we?” Peasblossom said around a mouthful of bread.

      “Yes. I need to ask him about the artifacts.”

      “What else do you need to know?” Peasblossom asked.

      “How they work. I’ve been focusing on the identity of the thief, but what about the person giving the power? Could they be tricked into doing it, or is intent part of the magic? Without intent does nothing happen, or does the magic go wrong?”

      Peasblossom considered that, then promptly lost interest when she noticed a honey packet that had fallen between the seats. And got herself stuck. We spent the rest of the trip enjoying a game of “try to fish the shrieking pixie out of the gap without taking your eyes off the road or causing an accident.”

      I was white-knuckled by the time I pulled into Jim’s empty driveway. I gave the house an uneasy once-over. Now that I knew that Jim was agoraphobic, I knew this was where he’d held me prisoner in that circle. It gave the place a new, ominous ambiance. How many other hidden rooms were in there?

      The bushes near the front door moved, and my heart froze in my chest. A second later, Scath peered out at me from between the limbs, black fur ruffled and her green eyes lighter in the sunlight falling over the lawn. I stared at her as she nudged her way out of the foliage and came to stand beside me. My mind flicked to yesterday morning, and all the mornings before that. She hadn’t been with me last night. But experience said there’d been nightmares. And this time, she’d been alone.

      “How are you?” I asked.

      It was a step up from “Have any nightmares last night?” But not by much.

      Scath ignored the question. She looked toward the wizard’s house and snorted.

      “Yeah, I’m excited too.” I unzipped my pouch and peered inside. “Bizbee?”

      “If ye want my opinion, ye won’t go into that house,” the grig said vehemently. “That wizard is one spell short of a spellbook, even if he does have that sainted lass working for him.”

      The sainted lass would be the secretary that gave him Post-its.

      “He doesn’t scare me as much as the people I’ll be facing tonight,” I said honestly. “And if he has information that could help me, then I need to talk to him.”

      “Ye want to talk to him because it bothers ye that he thinks ye’re a villain,” Bizbee countered. “And ye shouldn’t care what he thinks.” He sniffed. “Ye’re all right, Shade. Ye’re a good girl.”

      My heart swelled and some of the weight slid off my shoulders. “Thanks, Bizbee.”

      The grig nodded gruffly, then held out his hands. “Well, give us the cell phone then. Usual play, if ye don’t check in with me in an hour…”

      “Then call for help,” I agreed.

      Honestly I probably didn’t need the precaution anymore. Not now that Scath had arrived. But it never hurt to have a backup.

      I knocked on the door. No one answered, and I didn’t hear any sounds inside the house.

      “Jim?” I called out. I hesitated. “Jim, I know you’re home. I need to talk to you.”

      “What do you want?” his secretary demanded from the other side of the door.

      “I have questions about the artifacts we spoke about yesterday.”

      “He’s not taking visitors right now. Make an appointment.”

      “I talked to Detective Briggs,” I said. “I know Jim is a good man. And I know he can’t be happy about all those artifacts being united.” I took a deep breath. “I can’t stop it. But if he’ll talk to me, tell me what I’m up against, then maybe…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Deep down, I might want to foil the thief, but saying it out loud, announcing I intended to violate my contract… That was tricky. A forsworn witch was no one’s savior.

      There was a long pause. Then a heated argument, followed by footsteps pounding back and forth, and the unmistakable sound of a Post-it being torn in two. Finally, the door opened.

      Jim stood there, looking down at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. “David called,” he said carefully. “He mentioned you asked about me.”

      “You were right,” I said simply.

      “About what?”

      “I did work for the vampire. I was just starting out, and he made me a very tempting offer. I let myself believe I wasn’t doing anything I wouldn’t have been doing anyway. I told myself it didn’t matter if the person I was sharing information with wasn’t… Well, of upstanding moral character. Maybe I should’ve turned him down.”

      I met his eyes, stared him down. “But what’s done is done, and I’m not going to feel like a horrible person about it. And you’re wrong about Baba. She’s not all good, fine, you’re right about that. But she’s done more good, and for more good people, than I could ever hope to. I’m proud to have her as my mentor.”

      Jim considered that. “Ever asked her why she took you on as an apprentice?”

      “I have,” I admitted. “But she’s old school. Big fan of cryptic answers.”

      “I’d say so.” He paused, considering me. “You come here just to tell me that?”

      “No. I came here for my apology.”

      “So now you’ve apologized.”

      I held up a finger. “You misunderstand. I’ve come here for the apology you owe me.”

      The wizard’s eyebrows twitched up toward his hairline. “You think I owe you an apology?”

      “For laying me out for all my sins when none of what I’ve done is any of your business? For passing judgment on me—which is not your job, or your right—and deciding that I deserved to die after what could only have been a cursory glance at my worst days? Kidnapping me, trying to kill me?” I fixed him with my best witchy look, heaping on an extra layer of “I’m disappointed in you” and flavoring it with a “there will be consequences.” “Yes, I believe you owe me an apology.”

      “If you really believe I was going to kill you, then why did you come back?” Jim asked. Genuine curiosity lifted his tone.

      “I came here because tonight I’m meeting with all my suspects. I expect the thief will make a grab for the last item, and I have some questions about how the artifacts work.”

      “So not only did you come back after you think I tried to kill you, you came back thinking I would help you?”

      I smiled. “Yes. And for the same reason. I think you can’t help but do the math when a problem presents itself.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Watch.” I bent my knees, squatting low enough on his porch that the heels of my boots touched my backside. I grunted with exertion as I fought to stand again, wincing at the pain that spiked in both knees.

      Jim stared at me. “Um… What was that?”

      “Before I started my apprenticeship with Mother Hazel—”

      “Baba Yaga.”

      “Before my apprenticeship, I could squat down and stand up again without a sound.” I waved a hand. “Didn’t take any effort at all.”

      The line between his brows deepened. “So…you’re older?”

      “Much older. I’m a witch. We don’t age gracefully, but we age slowly. I spent my apprenticeship in a house between worlds, where time was less of a law and more of a vaguely worded suggestion. I don’t know how old I am, but I know that every day I was there, I helped people. I sat with sick people, with dying people. Sometimes to help them get better, sometimes so they weren’t alone when they passed. I’ve searched for lost sheep, and in some cases, killed the creature that was eating them. I don’t just traipse about the countryside looking for adventure, searching for the next monster that needs a good hiding. I help people. However I can. Have done for a very long time.” I pointed at my aching knees. “This long.”

      Jim was still staring at me, but his expression was contemplative. He was listening, really listening. So I continued.

      “Now, Mother Hazel would have liked me to go on like that. Helping people, with a heavy emphasis on the more mundane methods of helping. But I made another choice. I decided that I wanted to help people who didn’t even know they needed it. Help people who were being taken advantage of, people who didn’t know better, didn’t know what’s really out there.” I took a deep breath. “Mistakes were made. I’ll grant you that.”

      Now I stood up straight. I let my temper spike, let my fury show in my eyes as I closed my hands into fists. “But you. You reduced me to nothing but those mistakes. You ignored all the good I’ve done, all of it. You were ready to write me off because you thought a handful of mistakes defined me. And for that, Jim Givens, you owe me an apology.”

      For a long minute, the wizard just stared at me. He wore the scrutinizing expression of a parent weighing whether or not their child really meant it when they said they “wouldn’t do it again.” Like he wanted to believe me.

      I held his gaze. I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of.

      “My spell,” he said finally. “It wouldn’t have killed you. And it wouldn’t have hurt your two little ones.”

      “How comforting that would have been to know at the time,” I said flatly.

      Another long minute, more staring. Finally, he nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

      “Weird,” Peasblossom muttered. “I didn’t think your speech was that great.”

      Jim chuckled. “It was a good speech. Also, you’re right. I did more research after our meeting. On the artifacts—and on you. You’ve done a lot of good. Less dramatic than your mistakes, but I suppose that’s the point.”

      “And the helpful gesture that goes with the apology?” I prompted. “Much like the nasty spell that went with the blanket accusations?”

      A ghost of a smile played over Jim’s mouth. “Wait here.”

      He wasn’t going to invite me inside. I tried not to be offended by that. In time, he’d see I was harmless. And if not, then maybe he’d find out I wasn’t.

      “His wards are giving me a headache,” Peasblossom complained.

      It wasn’t until she said that that I noticed it too. A humming in the back of my head like the thrum of high voltage electricity. I squinted at the doorway, calling my magic just enough to brush it over the wards so I could see them.

      My mouth fell open. Never in my life had I seen wards like that. The golden energy was six inches thick, almost opaque. Runes flowed through the gold light, pulsing with energy, ready to react to any offered threat. No wonder Jim had been willing to answer the door and stand there talking to me. Nothing I could do would get through those wards.

      He appeared in the doorway again, and I had to brush a hand through the air to wave away the afterimage of the glowing wards so I could see his face. His gaze flicked from me to the doorway, but he chose not to comment.

      “I did more research on your artifacts.” He held up a photograph. “I was able to blow up the picture of the stolen bowl enough to read it. That’s how I knew it belonged to your master’s family.”

      “We’ll get along better if you don’t call him that,” I interrupted.

      Jim inclined his head. “Sorry. Anyway, it turns out all the artifacts were given to humans. Which is a little strange, considering how treasured items like these are.”

      “Someone went to a lot of effort to bring them together,” I murmured.

      “Exactly. So I dug deeper. Turns out, the artifacts belonged to Flint’s mother. When she was killed, his father took them with him when he returned to the Seelie Court.”

      My jaw dropped. “Flint’s father is Seelie?”

      Jim nodded. “Oh, yes. The set should have gone to Flint, but instead, his father gave them to his new stepson, a Seelie. Flint’s step-brother decided the Unseelie artifacts weren’t good enough for a Seelie vault, so as a joke on Flint, he passed each one on to a human, with the stipulation that they could never be used, or sold, or given away.”

      “So if Flint wanted them back, they would be easy to get,” I said slowly. “Taking them from a human would be—”

      “Like taking candy from a baby,” Jim agreed.

      “But if he did, he’d be cursed.”

      “I’m guessing they didn’t think he’d find out about the curses. It really seems as if this is one huge attempt to humiliate Flint.”

      “Considering how long ago they were given to humans, and how humans have a tendency to travel around, it’s incredible that they ended up in the same city, at the same time.”

      “It is quite a coincidence,” Jim agreed.

      I hesitated. “I think Flint did it. I think he manipulated the families over the years, got them all to the same place. I think he wanted them to be stolen, wanted someone else to take the curse so he could steal them back with impunity.”

      “Undoubtedly. But only the three individual curses are avoidable if you steal it from a thief,” Jim clarified. “Anyone who tries to use the items will suffer the truth curse, whether the items are stolen from the original owners or the thief.”

      He frowned. “Besides, you said he wanted the items returned to their owners. Even if someone had stolen them, returning them to their owners would reset the curse.” He paused and drummed his fingers on the doorframe. “It’s possible that it’s a matter of pride,” he suggested. “Maybe he wasn’t involved in these thefts, and he doesn’t want his stepbrother to have the satisfaction of thinking he’d stoop to stealing them.”

      “So maybe he wants the thief to use them because he wants to discourage anyone else from stealing them.”

      “Sidhe are very big on public examples,” Jim agreed. “And the knife? I dug into that one a little more too. The knife holds a deformity curse. Always a crowd pleaser for sadists who really like to see someone suffer.”

      “How do they work?” I asked. “Is intent necessary?”

      “No, no intent is necessary. The act of serving is all that’s required, and the artifacts will pull magic from the server’s bloodline and pass it on.”

      “So if Simon could get Marilyn to use her knife on the food in the bowl, then hand him the bowl and drink, that would be enough?”

      “Yes.” He hesitated, his brows furrowing. “Wait, who’s Simon?”

      “Someone desperate for power who doesn’t know any better,” I muttered. “And Marilyn would never know what happened? She wouldn’t feel it?”

      “Sidhe aren’t sensitive to spells like that,” Jim said. “If it were Seelie magic, maybe, but this is Unseelie. It’s possible she might feel it, but I doubt it.”

      “If Simon got Catherine to feed him,” Peasblossom spoke up, “he wouldn’t even need to steal the knife. He’d just need to get her to use it.”

      “I have to go,” I said, standing up.

      “You’re going to go through with it?” Jim asked, standing with me. “Your mas— Flint’s orders?”

      I ignored the knot of tension growing tighter in its cradle between my shoulders. “It’s true, I am under orders. There’s not much I can do.”

      “I hear a ‘but’ coming,” Jim said slowly.

      “But I don’t work alone. And fortunately, the people I work with are not so restrained.” There. That was as close as I could come.

      Scath snorted.

      Peasblossom grinned. “Can’t bind a pixie.”

      “Flint Valencia left a pixie familiar-sized loophole? That doesn’t sound like him,” Jim said doubtfully. He eyed Scath. “And I can’t believe he hasn’t mentioned her.”

      His doubt echoed my own. A nagging voice in my head told me I was missing something. Why was Flint being so sloppy about his orders?

      “Thank you for your help,” I said.

      “I can’t go with you,” Jim said, sounding almost awkward. “But if I don’t hear from you tomorrow, I’ll make inquiries.”

      “Thanks.” I paused, then added, “Could you have your guy quit following me? He makes me nervous.”

      “Yeah, he has that effect on a lot of people,” Jim muttered. “I’ll talk to him, but he doesn’t respond well to orders.”

      I looked down at Scath. “I know the feeling.”
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      My cell phone rang as I was starting my car. I looked down at the screen hoping to see Blake’s number, even though I knew he couldn’t have the information I asked for yet. It wasn’t Blake. In fact, it wasn’t a number I recognized at all.

      “Hello?”

      “Mother Renard?”

      “Ms. Levand?”

      I blinked, surprised to hear from the half-vulcanus. Of all the people I’d spoken to last night, she’d been the least hostile. But given that both Marilyn—her would-be BFF—and her niece seemed to view me as the bad guy, I hadn’t expected her to reach out. I thought of what Blake had told me earlier, about Alicia’s call with Kathy and the subsequent destruction of evidence. I sat up straighter.

      “Yes, it’s me. I need to speak with you privately.”

      I looked at Peasblossom. The pixie crossed her arms and shook her head, her pink face twisted in a scowl. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’m worried about Catherine. Her father is acting…strange. Stranger than usual, I mean. Could you come to the house?”

      This was a textbook example of how fey managed to mislead without out and out lying. It was possible Alicia was sincere, but given what I’d just learned from Blake, I doubted it. But I wanted to talk to her anyway, so…

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      Peasblossom scowled as I ended the call and checked my rearview mirror before pulling out of Jim’s driveway. “I’ll stomp harder next time. Maybe then it will be more clear when I’m trying to tell you your idea stinks.”

      “Alicia is only half-vulcanus. I’m more than a match for her.”

      “You’re getting cocky.” Peasblossom tapped her foot on my shoulder, then twisted to look in the backseat. “What about her? Did you think about her?”

      I looked in the rearview mirror at Scath lying in the backseat. The sidhe looked exhausted, even in cat form. Her green eyes were cloudy, and she was doing that slow blink toddlers did when they were trying not to fall asleep. Even her fur looked wrung out, standing up in patches. I made a mental note to ask again if she’d accept my help with the nightmares. We’d talked more in the last few days than the last two weeks combined. Maybe she’d finally let me help.

      “Are you okay to go see Alicia?” I asked.

      Scath growled, then snorted.

      “I was just trying to be considerate,” I muttered. I glanced at Peasblossom. “You heard her. She’s fine.”

      “I’m telling Bizbee to call for help if we don’t make it out in an hour,” Peasblossom said, sliding down to the pouch.

      I still didn’t think I had anything to fear from the half-vulcanus, but I let Peasblossom make backup arrangements. It never hurt to have a plan B.

      We arrived at Alicia’s within the twenty minute time frame. I climbed the front stairs, and my knuckles were an inch from knocking on the door when it swung open. I blinked in surprise as I found myself facing a tall, frazzled brunette I didn’t recognize.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, clapping one hand over her chest. “Oh, you startled me. You must be Ms. Renard?”

      I nodded, but before I could say anything more, she waved a hand.

      “Alicia said you were coming. Go ahead inside, she’s waiting in the sitting room.”

      “I—” I started.

      “I’m so sorry, but I’m late, I have to go. Enjoy your visit!”

      She jostled past me and fled down the steps, rushing along the sidewalk with the gait of someone fleeing a disaster.

      “Well isn’t that a convenient way to avoid a formal invitation from the owner of the house?” I murmured. I knocked on the open door. No answer. No butler, no shout from Alicia. “Alicia?”

      No answer.

      “I don’t have time for this.” I stepped inside, listening for some sign of my hostess.

      Scath made a huffing sound beside me, a sound that would have been a derisive snort if she weren’t so tired. I scratched the top of her head, then immediately felt silly for doing it. Scath ignored me.

      I found Alicia in the sitting room. She rose from her seat on the couch, a strained smile on her pink-painted lips. “Mother Renard, thank goodness you’re here.” She gestured to the chair closest to the long coffee table, and I noticed a tea tray was laid out for me. “Please, sit.”

      I sat down, returning Alicia’s smile even as I flexed my magic, sending a wave of silver over the tea set. This time, I wasn’t looking for magic. The spell found something, and I felt a weight against my stomach, a queasy feeling I had to swallow to shake off.

      The tea had been drugged.

      “Sugar?” Alicia asked.

      “Do you have cane sugar?” I asked.

      Alicia frowned. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

      I waved a hand and unzipped my pouch. “That’s all right, I have some here. Bizbee? Could you get me my powdered sugar? The one in the blue box?”

      Shadows shifted inside the pouch, then a little face peered up at me, beady black eyes narrowed. “Sugar in a blue box? You mean the—”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” I interrupted.

      The grig glared at me. He huffed out a breath, but a second later, hefted the requested box.

      “I was surprised to get your call,” I said, prompting Alicia to go on with whatever charade she’d planned. I scooped out a small teaspoon of powder into the tea, stirring it until the concoction dissolved, neutralizing whatever drug Alicia had put in it. I flexed my magic again, making sure it was safe to drink. After a brief hesitation, I scanned it again, looking for magic just in case.

      “I was rude before,” Alicia admitted. “I’m sorry. But you must understand, Devanos has not made my life easy. Or Catherine’s.”

      She paused. I fought the urge to roll my eyes. She was obviously waiting for me to drink the tea. I obliged, taking a nice, big gulp. Peasblossom kicked me in the back of the neck, and I hid my scowl behind my tea cup.

      “It’s partially my fault, you know,” she said slowly, her eyes locked on my tea cup. “I’m afraid I ran out of excuses for her father. You see, Catherine has been desperate to go to court with him since she was a child, even before her mother’s tragic death. But both he and my niece were so stubborn.”

      She sighed. “They were always paranoid court life would ruin their precious daughter. It was bad enough when her mother was alive, but after she died… Well, Catherine was more determined than ever to be with her father.”

      “But he still felt it was too dangerous?” I wasn’t sure exactly what the drug in the tea was supposed to do, so I just swayed a bit in my seat, frowned as if I felt strange. I pasted on a strained smile.

      Alicia relaxed, smiling easier as she settled back with her own cup of tea. “He does. I’ve done everything I can to convince him to take Catherine to court. I’ve tried to explain how desperate she is. But he refuses.”

      I blinked, shook my head a bit. I didn’t want to overact my part, but Alicia seemed all too willing to believe her plan was working. “You said it was your fault. What’s your fault?”

      “Catherine’s fascination with these artifacts. Her knife, and the accompanying pieces. When I first mentioned having a ball, displaying the set, it was partially to distract Catherine. To give her something to think about besides her father’s rejection. But I’m afraid it backfired.”

      “You think Catherine is the thief?” I asked.

      “I would never accuse her,” Alicia insisted. Her tone made it clear that’s exactly what she was doing.

      I put a hand to my head. “I’m sorry, could you direct me to the powder room?”

      Alicia tried to dim her expression of triumph into one of concern. She failed. “Of course. Up the stairs, to your right.”

      Up the stairs. Either this house was one of the few buildings I’d ever been in without a bathroom on the first floor, or Alicia was encouraging me to climb stairs in the hope I’d have a nasty fall.

      I obliged her expectations by wobbling a little when I stood up. Scath eyed me from her position on the floor, but I held out a hand when she moved to sit up. “Stay here,” I told her. “I’ll just be a moment.”

      I glanced at Alicia, then back to Scath. She took it for the hint it was and settled back to keep an eye on our grinning hostess.

      Getting a chance to snoop around upstairs was too good a chance to pass up. I walked by the bathroom, glancing into the various rooms I passed. I stopped when I found Catherine’s room.

      It was easy to tell who the room belonged to. Pictures of Devanos were everywhere. Some with him alone, some with him and a woman I assumed was Catherine’s mother, and some with him and Catherine. There were more pictures of Devanos than Alicia, but I noticed the pictures of Alicia had more ornate frames, were larger, and seemed to be placed in more prominent positions.

      Catherine’s room smelled faintly of expensive perfume, but underneath that, there was another scent. Something that reminded me of a forge. It had been a long time since I’d been to a real blacksmith, but there was something about the comforting smell of warm metal that you couldn’t forget. I remembered what Devanos had said about his daughter’s talents. Catherine could manipulate metal by heating it with her hands, turning it to the consistency of modeling clay. And Andy had said Alicia had Catherine working as a forger. Did she practice her art here in her bedroom?

      I knelt on the floor and felt under the bed. A cliché spot to search, but since Catherine didn’t need to hide her illegal activities from her aunt, I guessed she wasn’t too concerned about being sneaky. She had one of those plastic storage bins on wheels, so I slid it out and lifted the lid. There was a blanket inside, and I pulled it aside.

      The missing bowl and chalice gleamed back at me.

      Catherine had obviously felt the glamour on the bowl the same as Morgan had sensed it on the chalice. It wouldn’t have been hard for her to remove, even easier if her father had helped. And the chalice looked as perfect as the fake that I’d seen in the museum.

      “Catherine,” I breathed. “I underestimated you.”

      “I didn’t,” Peasblossom announced, still sounding sulky.

      I jumped. The pixie had a gift for going unnoticed, and I had been so absorbed in my search I had forgotten she was even there.

      “I get that she found the bowl,” Peasblossom continued. “But how did she get the chalice? She doesn’t strike me as a master thief, and Marilyn’s security isn’t exactly amateurish.”

      “Marilyn lets Simon work with display pieces in the interest of furthering his artistic endeavors,” I murmured. “Maybe Alicia convinced Marilyn to do the same for Catherine. Or Devanos could have asked her.”

      “Marilyn is a sucker for a young artist,” Peasblossom agreed bitterly.

      Part of me wanted to take the artifacts. Hide them in my pouch, give them back to their human stewards. So tempting.

      I sighed and touched each of the items in turn. My magic stirred, and I traced out a small mark on each one. Nothing serious, just a little speck of magic to help me find them again later.

      “What are you doing?”

      I flung the blanket back over the artifacts and let the lid fall closed before whirling around to face the unfamiliar voice. A maid stood in the doorway, dressed in a plain navy blue uniform that looked like it had slid back into fashion from another century. Her brown eyes were wide and she craned her neck to see what I was doing.

      “My cat,” I sputtered. I gestured lamely at the bed. “I—”

      Suddenly Scath’s words came back to me. She said Majesty was always trying to get to me. If I’d let him help, I could have some control, not of what he did, but when. I concentrated on a mental image of the kitten. Felt his soft fur under my fingers. Majesty…

      Majesty meowed.

      I tried not to look as shocked as I felt as he padded out from under the bed and jumped into my lap, purring and giving me a look suspiciously like smug satisfaction. I snatched him up and hugged him to my chest, mentally promising him all the treats as soon as I got out of here. “Oh, there you are,” I cooed, rubbing my face on the soft fur of his head.

      The maid blinked, the furrow between her brows giving me hope I was going to get away with the subterfuge. She opened her mouth, but a growl from downstairs cut her off.

      Scath’s warning that Alicia was on the move.

      “Mother Renard?” Alicia called out. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m coming!” I got to my feet, remembered I’d been “drugged,” and fumbled my way out of the room. I stood at the top of the stairs and mustered a weak smile for Alicia as I hefted Majesty into the air. “Little devil made a run for it.”

      Alicia was halfway up the stairs already, and she stared at Majesty, then jerked her head back to Scath. “I didn’t— I didn’t realize he’d gone up there.”

      “He’s a sneaky one,” I agreed, trying to make my voice sound thicker than normal. “I’m sorry, I should be going.”

      I edged past Alicia, aware that the maid hurried to her mistress’ side as soon as I passed. I heard her whisper to Alicia, but couldn’t make out the words.

      “I hope you’ll forgive me for rushing off,” I added, giving my gait a little more of an uneven sway. “I’m not feeling well.”

      “Wait,” Alicia said suddenly.

      I stopped beside the couch. The front door wasn’t far, I could get away easily if I ran. Though I hadn’t been kidding when I told Peasblossom I was more than a match for Alicia.

      “There’s something you need to know about Devanos,” Alicia said firmly.

      I hesitated, then turned back to face her. I expected her to lie, but the great thing about the fey’s inability to tell an outright lie meant when they were being manipulative, they often gave away a great deal to anyone who knew what to listen for. “What?”

      Alicia clasped her hands in front of her. “I know he told you he thinks I murdered Catherine’s mother. I have suffered under his accusations for years.”

      I waited.

      “Earlier I told you Catherine is desperate to go to court. What I didn’t mention was that originally, the reason Devanos refused to bring her wasn’t because it wasn’t safe for Catherine…it was because it wasn’t safe for Ameline. Ameline was practically human, thanks to my sister’s hereditary fondness for human men. Devanos knew she’d never survive at court. There was never a chance of Catherine getting to court as long as her mother was alive.”

      I waited, but she didn’t continue. Finally, I realized what she was getting at. “You think Catherine…killed her own mother?”

      Alicia’s mouth tightened into a straight line. “You’re a witch, Mother Renard. Surely you must know that sometimes it is the truth we are most desperate for that we are the least prepared to hear?”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Alicia wrung her hands. “I want you to understand why I’ve done what I’ve done. Devanos doesn’t understand. I had to protect Catherine—”

      A scream from upstairs cut her off. Alicia’s eyes widened. “Catherine!” she cried.

      “She’s here?” I asked sharply. I jerked my attention to the stairs, but Scath was already moving, flowing up the stairs like a dark cloud.

      “Catherine!” Alicia cried again.

      I cursed and jolted forward, abandoning all pretense of being inebriated. Alicia was faster. I was five feet behind her as we cleared the staircase, and she rounded the corner at the top of the stairs ahead of me and fled down the hall in the opposite direction of her niece’s room. She darted through an open door and I followed, skidding to a halt in the doorway of a bedroom.

      Catherine lay on the floor. Blood soaked the front of her dress, and her eyes were closed. One hand lay limp on her stomach, wet with blood, and the other was thrown in the direction of the window.

      “Someone could’ve escaped out that window!” Alicia cried.

      “Scath, follow them!” I shouted, falling to my knees by the fallen half-sidhe. Majesty leapt out of my arms and I put one hand on Catherine’s neck, feeling for a pulse, while I covered the wound in her stomach with the other. Her pulse was still there, strong and panicked. Warning bells went off in my brain. That was wrong. If she was unconscious, her pulse should have been weak. And her stomach didn’t feel wet…

      Nothing I felt matched what I was seeing.

      It was all an illusion.

      Hands closed over my face from behind me, Alicia’s palms pressing so hard I felt her fingertips grating against my cheekbones. It took my brain another second to register the heat, but that was the way burns worked. It was always worse than you thought it was, often too late by the time the pain registered.

      “I am not so weak as Devanos would have everyone believe. And I won’t let you ruin everything,” Alicia growled. “Not when I’m so close.”

      Instinct drove me to grip her hands with mine, desperate to pry the iron brands from my face. My fingertips felt cold, and I jerked them away before my brain registered the burn. I couldn’t pry her hands off, not when she was using her power. I’d only sear more of my own skin. But I had to make her let go.

      I registered Peasblossom’s screams, but I couldn’t talk, couldn’t force any words past my tight lips. A scream bubbled inside me, but I didn’t have the breath to let it out.

      Panic flickered inside me, but I stomped it out. No. I meant it when I said I was more than a match for Alicia. And it was time to prove it.

      Fury drove through me like an iron spike, and I welcomed it, fed it until it exploded out of me. As a whoosh of breath passed my lips, I hissed the spell, raising my hands to clamp them down on Alicia’s forearms, above the part of her body that had been turned into a white hot branding iron.

      “Negativus!”

      Black light pulsed from my hands, seizing Alicia’s flesh and driving deep into her body. She sucked in a sharp breath, but didn’t let go. The smell of burning flesh made my stomach turn, and bitter bile splashed against the back of my throat. I swallowed hard, channeled the fresh rush of panic into my magic, poured more energy into Alicia. Her thin, soft arms trembled under my touch, vibrating with the force of the energy I channeled through her. I squeezed until I felt her bones grind against my fingers. She screamed and released me.

      I had no time to dwell on the pain, no time for healing or even crying out. My face felt wet, and hot and cold at the same time. My breathing was too shallow, and the room spun around me as I pivoted and shoved my hand hard against Alicia’s solar plexus. She grunted as I knocked the air out of her, and I followed her as she fell backward, riding her down to the floor. I planted both hands flat against her chest, stared into her eyes until she looked at me.

      Suddenly Scath was at my side, teeth bared.

      “Check…body,” I wheezed.

      I heard a whimper, then “Catherine” stood up. She stared at me in horror, and a second later, the glamour shattered. It was the maid, still wearing her uniform. There was real blood on her dress, but not much, just enough that Scath would have smelled the blood, believed the glamour. She wasn’t hurt. Yet.

      “Get out,” I snarled.

      I didn’t have to tell her twice. She fled, tears streaming down her face, her eyes too wide.

      “Search…house. Find…Catherine. Or knife,” I told Scath.

      Scath did as I said. It was a refreshing change, unexpected enough that I laughed, a semi-hysterical sound. The pain was getting worse, my brain fully realizing the extent of the damage. A cold hard knot formed inside me, a sharp contrast to the blistering heat in my face.

      Alicia stared up at me, her lips parted, her eyes wide. Her breathing stuttered, her pulse racing so fast I could see the fluttering of the vein in her throat.

      “Peasblossom,” I rasped. “Iron filings.”

      “No!” Alicia writhed beneath me, but I called my magic again.

      “Glacio,” I whispered.

      Cold shot from my fingertips. It was more than what I’d done to Flint that first time I’d met him. This was more than just cold, more than just ice. This spell left my fingers so numb I had to renew my concentration to make sure I didn’t let up the pressure holding Alicia down. I shifted my weight forward and drove that cold deep into Alicia’s body, searching for the heat of her power. She was only half-vulcanus. To do what she’d done to me had to take a great deal of her energy. She’d be weak now. I reached for her power, and like blowing out a pilot light, I smothered that heat with a wash of frigid cold.

      “Here,” Peasblossom grunted, hefting a sealed vial out of my pouch.

      I smiled down at Alicia as I took the vial with my free hand. I knew my face must be a mess. I could feel my skin wet with blood and bodily fluids, feel my flesh peeling. I was hurt so bad I was beyond feeling the pain. But that would change. I needed to get out of here before the full force of the pain overwhelmed me.

      I held the iron filings over her face. “You talked to Mr. Masters…before he died. Didn’t you?”

      Alicia hissed. “Yes.”

      “You called Kathy…after. Tell me.”

      It hurt to talk. But now was the time to get answers. I glared down at Alicia, letting my expression deliver the threat of what would happen if she pretended not to understand the question.

      “I tried to buy the bowl from Masters.” Her teeth were chattering now, but she forced the words out. “He refused. When I heard he died, I approached Kathy. She told me it had been stolen. I paid her to destroy the carpet. Didn’t want anyone to know I’d been there. Didn’t want to be accused of the theft.”

      I wanted to ask about the artifacts under Catherine’s bed. Ask her if she’d known about them, if Catherine had stolen them on her own, or under Alicia’s orders. But I held my tongue. I had to leave them behind. If Alicia realized I’d left them on purpose instead of forgetting in the heat of the moment, then she might wonder why. She might find out about the curses.

      And right now, I didn’t want her to know.

      I was suddenly just fine with letting someone be cursed.

      If it was her.

      Alicia’s entire body began to shake with violent trembles. The cold seeping into her had reached her core. I smiled wider and it was worth the pain. I tilted the vial, just a tiny bit. Just enough to rustle the filings.

      “You bitch,” Alicia hissed. “You have no idea who you’re trifling with.” She tried to spit at me, but her teeth were chattering too hard, her jaw wouldn’t cooperate. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I poured a few iron filings out of the vial, watching them drift into Alicia’s eye. She tried to close it in time, but that was the problem with iron filings. They clung to sweaty skin like glitter, snuggled down and waited for you to open your eye. Alicia screamed again.

      “I’ll call the Vanguard!” Alicia threatened. “You stepped inside my home without an express invitation. You’re a trespasser.”

      “You asked us to come here!” Peasblossom shrieked. “And you attacked her first!”

      I tilted my head. “When they see my face…whose side do you think they’ll take?”

      Scath returned to my side. I could tell at a glance she hadn’t found anything. A door closed somewhere downstairs, and a man’s voice called out. I looked down at Alicia and shoved my hand harder against her ribs, pushing the last bit of cold into her body.

      When I took my hand away, she rolled over and vomited all over the floor.

      “Come on,” I said to Scath. “We need to get out of here.”

      I tripped on my way out of the bedroom, my brain starting to register the pain again. Oh, yes, this was going to be bad when it caught up to me. Peasblossom clung to my head, and I felt a shiver of energy flow over my body. Then another. I knew the first one would be a stabilization spell, something to keep me from passing out. I didn’t realize what the second one was until I saw myself in the mirror in the foyer. Glamour. To hide the burns.

      I ran the rest of the way out of the house, relying on Peasblossom’s stabilizing magic to keep me from tumbling head first onto the sidewalk. I made a beeline for my car. As soon as I slammed the door behind me, I unzipped my pouch, hissing as I remembered my fingers were burned too, from where I’d first tried to pry Alicia’s hands off me. “Bizbee, I could use a healing potion.”

      I didn’t wait for the grig. I’d never replenished my burn supplies after my last unfortunate encounter with a fire wielder, and I needed to pick up a few things before heading back to my apartment. I didn’t know how long Peasblossom’s stabilization spell would keep me conscious, so I drove to the closest herbal store my GPS could find, praying I’d make it there before I passed out.

      Bizbee handed me the potion as soon as I parked the car, and I gulped it down. The potion helped a little, but not much. Alicia’s fire wasn’t mundane, so it didn’t heal like mundane fire damage would. And even mundane fire damage was hard to heal, having to be done in layers to rebuild the skin and fight infection.

      Peasblossom hugged my neck, her glamour a light buzz against my skin, keeping others from noticing just how bad a shape I was in. Didn’t want to scare the humans.

      Scath stayed behind in the car with Majesty, giving me one less thing to worry about as I staggered into the Blue Leaf Apothecary and quickly gathered what I needed. I thought of Alicia’s eye, of the iron filings. Someone would have to use tweezers to pull the filings out one by one. And the damage would heal very slowly. Iron burned fey like acid. For all I knew, she’d have to re-grow the entire eye when all was said and done. I smiled.

      “Hello again.”

      I turned to see the precog standing beside the shop’s front door. I hadn’t recognized him at first with the new blue hair. “Hi. Like the hair.”

      “Thanks.” He blinked at me. His pupils dilated and contracted, and a deep furrow appeared between his brows.

      He’d seen something when he looked at me. A hint of my future.

      “What do you see?” I asked, shifting my bag of supplies to the other arm.

      “Blood,” he said simply. “Lots of blood.”

      I nodded and pushed the door open with one shoulder.

      “You know, most people would ask me whose blood,” he said as I passed.

      I didn’t turn around. “It won’t be mine.”
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      As I’d expected, Flint was at the apartment. He’d folded himself onto the couch opposite the door, probably settled his body just so, adjusted his clothes for maximum appeal with the top three buttons of his soft black shirt undone to reveal a tempting amount of bare chest. It was just after two o’ clock, so the sun pouring in behind him created an alluring shadowy effect on his perfectly sculpted facial features.

      “Don’t. Say. Anything.”

      I bit the words out one at a time. Each one forced my face to move, forced that excruciating pull of skin against the hand-shaped burns on my cheeks. Flint took one look at me and snapped his mouth shut.

      I blazed a path to the bedroom, concentrating on breathing through the pain as I gathered a new set of clean clothes. Tears had started falling at some point between the herbal shop and here, and the saltwater felt like acid sliding through the burns.

      This shower was going to hurt.

      When I reached the doorway of the bedroom with my arms full of clothes, I stopped. I was about to be naked in the shower, with Flint waiting outside. He’d never walked in on me, but I hated the idea of him in the same building as me when I was naked, let alone just outside the door. If I tried to make him leave, would he push back? Would he insist on staying in the bathroom? Watching?

      “Get out.”

      Scath’s voice surprised me. I hadn’t noticed the signs of her change like the stomach-churning popping and grunting sounds, or her dark form writhing on the floor before splitting to reveal a human body. I wondered how long I’d spaced out and the thought brought a fresh dose of adrenaline spurting into my system. The room tilted around me and I locked my knees to keep myself upright.

      It took several seconds of blinking for me to focus on the blurry shapes in front of me. Flint stood in the living room, but now he was holding a potion bottle in his hand. Scath stood between him and the bathroom door, only a few feet in front of me. Her feet were planted like someone with no intention of being moved, her hands loose at her sides. She looked like she’d already decided to hurt him, and was just waiting for an excuse. I was willing to bet she’d already chosen the body part she’d tear off first.

      Flint looked from Scath, to me, and back. He put the potion on the floor. “I need to know what happened.”

      “No, you don’t.” Scath kept her voice low and even, but that just made her sound scarier than if she’d been angry.

      Flint’s eyes shifted from hazel to gold and brown. “You and I need to have a conversation.”

      I took a step closer to Scath, swaying as the room tilted again, in the opposite direction this time. I knew he owned a gun, and I knew he was very quick to use it. I didn’t see it on him now, and the jeans clinging to his hips didn’t seem to offer a very good hiding place. But he was sidhe. If he was wearing a weapon and didn’t want me to see it, I wouldn’t see it.

      “You know she signed a contract with me,” he continued, his attention locked on Scath. “You know the consequences if she breaks it. You can’t break it for her, you can’t interfere.”

      “I know about the contract. I know all about the contract.”

      There was something about the way she was staring at him, something about her choice of words, that nagged at me. Flint’s expression went blank, his posture radiating false calm. He looked at Scath, and this time, I recognized the look in his eyes.

      He was trying to figure out if she was bluffing.

      But about what?

      “Get out,” Scath said again. “Get out, and let her follow your orders.”

      This time, Flint looked at me. “Drink the healing potion. It’s a good one.”

      My jaw tightened so fast, I imagined it might crack. Or else my teeth might fuse together and I’d never get my mouth open again. I choked on a gasp, shaking with a horrible rage. I held on to my clothes, crushed them to my body as if they were the only things keeping me from striking him dead right there. And in that moment, I knew I could do it.

      I didn’t remember seeing him leave. One minute he was there, the next he was gone, and Peasblossom was calling my name.

      “You know what that means, don’t you?” I asked, my voice sounding like it came from miles away. “You know what it means when he buys one of his super potions. The ones meant to heal mortal wounds in one gulp.” I laughed. “He knew I’d be injured. He knew that something horrible would happen, something where my magic—my considerable healing magic—couldn’t help me. He knew…”

      Scath put an arm around me. It was a strange sensation. I’d never touched her human form. She’d never touched me. She was strong, and her body heat pulsed against my skin. It wasn’t quite the buzz of Liam’s aura, but similar. A low hum that soothed my aching muscles and frazzled nerves.

      She led me into the bathroom while Peasblossom hugged my neck and sang in old Sanguennayan. It was a lullaby my mother had sung to me. Back before our happy life had fallen apart.

      I stood in the bathroom as Scath ran the shower, still clutching my clothes when she returned with a fluffy white towel.

      Scath helped me into the shower, and stood there as if ready to catch me when I fell. She held out a hand for Peasblossom and deposited the pixie safely on the counter while I got cleaned up. The shower would have hurt less if I’d drank the potion first. But my hatred for Flint drove me to ignore his potion. The potion that meant he’d known this case would bring a special level of pain. For all I knew, Alicia wasn’t even the threat he’d bought the potion for. There could be worse things headed my way.

      And he hadn’t warned me about any of it.

      I cleaned myself up as best I could, swaying as the heat of the shower ratcheted up the pain in my face till I almost passed out. I groped for Scath’s hand, accepting the sidhe’s help to get out of the shower. She dried me off, and I didn’t say a word.

      “I’ll stay in this form tonight,” Scath said as she helped me get dressed.

      Some part of me knew that offer was significant, but I didn’t have the brain power to think about it right now. “There’s a new package of underwear in the suitcase under the bed. Help yourself to whatever clothes you like.”

      I retrieved the bag from Blue Leaf and set to work smearing the creams and herbs over my cheeks, spreading it on thick, until the air didn’t hurt my face so much. Then I stumbled out of the bedroom and into the living room, snagging my waist pouch from the floor as I went. It took me two tries to unzip the pouch.

      “Bizbee? I need the case file, some tape, a pack of index cards, and a black marker.”

      “Ye don’t have a healing potion that will touch that burn,” Bizbee, said seriously. “It’d be a good investment for ye.”

      I didn’t turn around, didn’t spare the potion Flint had left on the floor a glance. “I’ll look into it.”

      Bizbee gave a disapproving huff, but he retrieved the items I’d asked for. I quit fighting the pain and just let it settle around me like an angry warm cloud. I picked the wall in the living room with the most available empty space and started taping up the pictures from the file, adding notes to the index cards and putting them near the pictures.

      A knock at the door drew my attention. I blinked and shook my head. When I managed to shake my thoughts back to the present, I was surprised by how much I’d gotten done. There were at least twenty index cards on the wall now, and I only remembered writing half of them. Scath sat on the couch where Flint had been, dressed in a plain black long-sleeved shirt and one of the two pairs of plain black leggings I owned. She rose from her seat as the person at the door knocked again. The image of her feline form briefly superimposed itself over her in my brain and I saw her ears prick forward.

      It said a lot about my state of mind that I opened the door without asking who it was.

      Arianne Monet glared at me. My jaw dropped, and I started to ask how she’d known where to find me, when she thrust something at my face.

      “What is this?” she demanded.

      I stuttered back a step, blinking rapidly to focus on the colorful bouquet only inches from my face. The sweet smell of fruit tickled my nose. “It’s an Edible Arrangement,” I managed finally.

      Arianne’s dark eyes narrowed. “A what?”

      Pain seized my stomach, reminding me it had been a long time since my last meal. I eyed the fruits cut to look like flower petals, orbs of cantaloupe shoved onto kebab sticks like fat cattails, and watermelon trimmed to look like daisies.

      “An Edible Arrangement.” I reached out and plucked a strawberry shaped like a rose off one of the wooden sticks and popped it into my mouth. “See? It’s fine.”

      Arianne stared at me like I’d sprouted a horn in the middle of my forehead. “You sent me a fruit basket.”

      I scowled at her, then froze as the pain in my face reminded me that expressions were very bad. When I could breathe again, I swallowed the strawberry. “You haven’t liked anything I sent you. Or at least you’ve never said so. I’m trying to apologize, but you just won’t accept it. I’m sorry if this is less than what you’ve come to expect, but I was having a bad day, so I guess I was off my apology gift game.”

      The dream sorceress continued to stare at me, but there was a new expression in her eyes that I’d never seen before. Bewilderment.

      “You are a strange little witchling,” she said finally.

      “Don’t call me witchling,” I calmly. “I’m not in the mood for condescension.”

      Arianne’s eyebrow rose but she didn’t retort. Her gaze drifted over my shoulder. “Your threshold is nonexistent. If you don’t treat this like a home, you’ll have a very difficult time defending it when the time comes.”

      It was a creepy thing to say, made creepier when she shoved the Edible Arrangement into my arms and breezed past me into the apartment, trailing a scent cloud of lavender in her wake. I grabbed a cantaloupe cattail and stayed where I was to watch Arianne cross the room to my new murder wall.

      She squinted at the pictures and index cards, reading what I had to admit was not my best handwriting. When she was done, she looked back at me. On the way, her gaze snagged the potion sitting on the floor outside the bathroom. She started to say something, then stopped, considering the flask on the carpet. Something moved underneath the couch. Majesty, playing hide and seek. Arianne took a small step back.

      “You’re not what I expected from a PI,” she said finally. “I thought you were supposed to figure out who committed the crime.” She gestured at the wall. “Do you always spend this much effort figuring out how each of your suspects might try to kill you?”

      I followed her gesture to the wall, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t feel like talking about the fact that it didn’t matter who the thief was. They’d all be at the same place tonight, and the thief would tell me who they were eventually. Right now, my concern was surviving the night. And figuring out the most likely way each of my suspects might try to kill me seemed like a good way to kill time.

      When several minutes passed and I still hadn’t said anything, she returned her attention to the wall. With one pale finger tipped in dark maroon nail polish, she pointed to Alicia’s picture. “She was at the show. The one put on by Treasure Hoarders. A stupid woman, if I’m any judge of character.”

      “And you’re not,” Peasblossom grumbled from her hiding place behind my neck.

      “The bowl you were asking about. I know which one you referred to. Unlike you, I put a great deal of effort into my wards. I know everything that comes into my hotel, what sort of a threat it poses.” She pointed to the picture of the bowl. “That bowl is cursed. I spoke to the woman that examined it, and she confirmed that both the bowl and the rest of the set it belonged to will be a nasty surprise for anyone who tries to use them. She didn’t tell Alicia, so I don’t think she knows.”

      She looked at me, and again she seemed to be waiting for me to say something. I stared at her, my pulse roaring in my ears. It hurt to talk. Hurt because talking moved my mouth, which moved my face. And my face hurt. A lot. But as I stared at the dream sorceress standing in the middle of my living room, my temper climbed high enough that in one, blinding second, the pain was worth it.

      “That information,” I said, my voice between a whisper and a hiss, “would have been very helpful yesterday.”

      Arianne blinked, then understanding dawned. “Alicia did that to your face.”

      It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t respond. Instead, I stalked over to the potion and snatched it up from the floor.

      “Do you always leave your potions on the floor?” Arianne asked.

      “It had to settle,” I said shortly. Then, just to be contrary, I looked her in the eye, held my thumb over the cork, and shook the bottle like a five-year-old with an unopened soda. Arianne’s lips parted, then she snapped her mouth shut as I pulled out the cork and downed the potion.

      The magic rolled through me with all the gentleness of a cotton wrapped Zamboni machine. It spread over my cheeks, pulling the skin taut until I had to clench my jaw to hold in the screams. I swore I felt my skin crackle like dried paper, felt dead skin slough off. But it was a potion, and magic didn’t work like that. My face still felt like so much raw meat when I was done, but I could tell from the look on Arianne’s face that it had made a big difference.

      “That was a powerful spell,” she murmured. “Did you brew that potion yourself, or did you buy it?”

      “Arianne.” My voice came out hoarse, the single word breaking before ending in a squeaky gasp. I cleared my throat. “As much as I have enjoyed this visit, what with you being so kind as to point out the state of my face, my long list of deadly enemies, and the unsatisfactory state of my wards, I’m afraid this is not a good time for me. Perhaps you could come back and visit later? We can chat about my inability to walk in heels, or the fact that I drink far too much soda? Perhaps we’ll have time to dissect my poor teleportation skills, or the fact that I still can’t quite seem to cast that adjustable polymorph spell? But for now, I’m afraid I’ll have to cut our visit short. I hope you understand?”

      Arianne’s mouth twitched. Slowly, she nodded. “Another time then.” She moved to the door, then paused and turned back to me. “That boy.” She pointed at the wall.

      “What about Simon?”

      “His bracelet. It’s ametrine.”

      I frowned and paced over to the wall to squint at Simon’s bracelet. Only one picture of him showed it at all. Now that I looked more closely, I could see it wasn’t made of purple stones. The stones were tri-colored, ranging from purple to pale red and orange. The red and orange had blended in with Simon’s skin, and I’d only seen the purple.

      “It’s not amethyst.”

      “Ametrine is used in a similar fashion to amethyst,” Arianne told me. “Most often, it’s used to manipulate the dreams of others.”

      “You use amethyst.”

      It wasn’t an accusation. It was a statement of fact. And Arianne didn’t bother to deny it.

      “Ametrine is used by individuals who lack the natural talent for dream magic,” she said simply. She pointed to the bracelet. “That boy is either using the bracelet to work dream magic on others…”

      “Or someone gave it to him so they can work dream magic on him.” I stared at the picture.

      “Precisely.” Arianne paused, considering. Then she strode over and plucked a piece of watermelon from the bouquet. “I accept your apology, Mother Renard.” She popped the piece of fruit into her mouth, and without another word, swept out of my apartment.

      “Can this night get any weirder?” Peasblossom demanded.

      I shook my head, still staring at the picture of Simon. “Oh, it’s going to get weirder.”
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      “I’m sorry, but this is a private event.”

      I smiled at the butler that answered the door, taking no small amount of satisfaction when his nose wrinkled at the way my expression pulled at the burns on my cheeks. Flint’s potion had been worth every penny. The pain was now just a dull pulse in my face, like stepping under the spray of a shower that was too hot, but not unbearable. The wounds weren’t open or bleeding anymore, and no liquids were pouring down my cheeks. But I’d checked the mirror before I left, and I knew I still looked like a horror movie extra, with handprint-shaped areas of melted flesh like runny candles.

      Good.

      “I was invited to this ‘private event,’” I told him. “It’s a showing of Simon’s work, yes?”

      The butler hesitated, then nodded.

      “I was invited not only by Simon himself, but also by Marilyn. You can ask them if you like. I wouldn’t want to come inside when there was some question about my guest status.”

      The butler frowned, probably put off by my bluntness. I smiled wider. The wince on the servant’s face made the pain worth it. He gave me an uneasy look, but then closed the door to go fetch his mistress.

      “I don’t like him,” Peasblossom complained. “He’s making this take longer. I want to get in, get it over with, and get out.”

      Scath sneezed. “How many flowers does one house need?” she muttered, swiping at her nose with her sleeve.

      I touched the shirt, using a Cinderella spell to clean it off. “Where’s Majesty?”

      The kitten in question chose that moment to dart around the corner, running full tilt toward my legs. I hissed in a surprised breath, bracing myself for impact. Majesty leapt into the air, claws outstretched. He hit the waist pouch like a springboard, then used his claws to hold onto my shoulder, settling himself like a mutant parrot.

      Peasblossom screamed. Her grappling gun went off, striking Majesty on the nose before catching in my hair. I yelped as Majesty’s claws raked my skin through my shirt as he tumbled off my shoulder, twisting in midair to land on his feet. Peasblossom fell off my other shoulder, the grappling gun in my hair the only thing keeping her from plummeting all the way to the ground.

      I opened my mouth to shout at one or both of them, but Majesty hissed first. A cloud of precious stones struck my legs, sharp edges tearing my leggings, grazing my skin. One particularly enterprising diamond shot forward and struck the glass pane to the left of the front door, chipping the glass. I stared down at the ground, blinking at the rubies and sapphires glittering from the front porch.

      Scath bent down and picked up one of the gems. “I told you he could be useful.”

      No words would come to me. I stood there, bloody and torn, and more than a little flustered.

      And that’s how Marilyn found me.

      The Unseelie woman arrived at the door ahead of the butler. At first glance, I thought she was naked from the waist up, but when she got closer, I could see that she was draped in a thin white veil, so delicate I had to squint to make sure it was really there. Purple flowers nestled among coils of ivy were the only nod to modesty her chest was willing to offer, and I didn’t envy their chances against a sudden breeze. Her skirt was as delicate as the veil, but tinted with purple and blue where it fell from her waist to hang just above her bare feet. It looked like someone had dyed the fabric around her lower half, just dark enough to keep her off the cover of a behind-the-counter magazine.

      I smiled as much as I could while trying to disentangle Peasblossom and her grappling hook from my hair. “Good evening, Marilyn. I hope we’re not late?”

      Marilyn gaped at me, her gaze taking in the whole scene from Peasblossom, to me, to Scath, to the jewels, to the kitten still sitting on the stoop looking cross. Tension crawled between my shoulder blades as I waited for her to notice the crack in her window. If she saw it before she let us inside, that one little accident could upend the entire evening, give her the excuse she needed to keep us out.

      “Mother Renard,” she said. “You made it.”

      “I couldn’t turn down your lovely invitation. Not when you know I have such a vested personal interest in Simon’s success.”

      Marilyn studied me closely, focusing on the burns on my face. I saw the moment she registered the hand pattern, the slightest quirk of one eyebrow.

      I took the gems from Scath and held them out to Marilyn. “Of course I’ve brought a small token of our appreciation. I can only imagine how many people would be envious if they knew you’d invited me to share in this triumph with you.”

      Marilyn didn’t take her eyes off me as she gestured for the butler to take the jewels, and the sour man lifted a silver tray from a table beside the door. I hissed in exaggerated pain, drawing his and Marilyn’s attention before the butler could notice the damage to the window.

      “Sorry,” I said. “It’s still fresh.”

      “I see. And whose hands left that impression, if I might ask?”

      I emptied the handfuls of jewels onto the offered silver tray. “I think that will become clear momentarily.”

      Now I had her interest. “Of course. I’m happy to see you. Please come in.” She glanced at Scath. “I don’t believe I caught your name?”

      “This is Scath,” I told Marilyn, quickly stepping over the threshold to claim guest status. “She’s my bodyguard.”

      Marilyn nodded, and with just a hint of hesitation, led us farther into her home. I’d been there before, and when the sickeningly familiar scents of paint, wine, and wilderness wrapped around me, it took effort to keep moving. To stop recalling the last time I’d been here. And what that night had cost. My boots were silent on the perfectly polished dark wood floors.

      The rest of her company waited in the large room just off the foyer where Marilyn stood to greet her guests. I wasn’t surprised to find Devanos and Vazkasi there with Catherine and Alicia. As I’d expected, Devanos wasn’t wearing his “dad” glamour. Now Catherine’s father looked more like he was her brother, with a youthful face that might have gotten him carded for trying to buy lottery tickets, and a suit that could have been borrowed from an eccentric grandfather. When he saw me, he narrowed his eyes and leaned down to whisper something in Catherine’s ear.

      Alicia didn’t notice me at first. She was gushing over Catherine, touching her hair and her dress, fussing like a child with a new doll. Whether or not she’d known about Catherine’s theft before my snooping, she obviously thought she would be the beneficiary.

      I hoped she was right.

      Vazkasi looked bored, but he perked up when he saw me. I’d have liked to think it was for some other reason than that he expected my appearance to lead to trouble, but I knew better.

      Alicia’s bubbly manner fizzed out as soon as she saw me. Apprehension gripped her body as she turned, giving me a glimpse of the patch she wore over the eye I’d ruined with iron filings. She could have used a glamour to hide the damage, but wearing glamour to the home of a sidhe who hadn’t given permission to do so was considered rude. Alicia had opted for a white eye patch set with gold inlay that looked like a flickering flame. I smiled when I saw her. Her good eye narrowed.

      “I believe you all know one another,” Marilyn announced. “Mother Renard has graciously accepted my invitation to be here tonight for a first glimpse of Simon’s exquisite artwork.”

      She didn’t introduce Scath, but that was normal. Bodyguards were servants, and they were never introduced.

      Simon’s attention was all for Catherine, but when Marilyn said my name, he forced himself to look my way, if only for the barest polite acknowledgment. Then he saw my face and the hand-shaped burns. His eyes widened, and his lips parted. Before anyone could react, he took off out of the room at a run.

      “Don’t mind him,” Marilyn said. “He probably just remembered a final touch he wants to give to his painting. Artists, they’re never satisfied with their own work, are they? Of course I encourage him to action when the mood strikes him.”

      I didn’t share her optimism. My legs ached to run after Simon and find out what that look had been about. Why he’d run. But he wouldn’t leave the property, not tonight, and not without Marilyn’s permission. And if he’d run off because he was the thief, then it wasn’t up to me to stop him. Yet.

      “Good evening, Mother Renard,” Alicia said sweetly. “How are your poor cheeks feeling?”

      I glanced her way in time to see her step forward to stand beside Marilyn. The two women shared a moment of amusement as Alicia made sure to claim credit for my disfigurement, and it occurred to me that injuring me had put Alicia in a place of favor with the leannan sidhe.

      The half-vulcanus gave me a smug look, and I felt my temper snap. I would not begin this evening as a subject of mockery. With my shoulders squared and my expression calm, I locked my gaze with hers and thought of the iron filings I had left in the pouch. I thought of pouring the rest of them into her other eye.

      “My cheeks are warm and rosy,” I answered, sweetening my voice to match hers without letting my stare falter. “How’s your eye? Still there?”

      The smile melted from Alicia’s face and though she didn’t step back, she did tilt her body away from me. Subconsciously making herself a smaller target. I thought she would retreat, but Marilyn patted her on the shoulder, and immediately the half-vulcanus brightened. Apparently, having a high-ranking new best friend was worth whatever I might do to her.

      I turned to Catherine. The half-sidhe smoothed a hand down her pink cocktail dress, her palm grazing the spot where I knew the knife would once again be strapped to her thigh. She wouldn’t make eye contact with me.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Catherine.” I stepped closer to her, ignoring the way both Devanos and Vazkasi tensed.

      Vazkasi drew himself up as I approached, as if he needed to make himself any taller to be intimidating. Marilyn favored natural light, but there was very little moonlight to filter through the skylights, so the room was largely lit by fire. The fireplace in the center of the room crackled with a large flame that was mirrored in the smaller wall sconces. Nothing showed a dragon off to their best advantage like flame, and the light was doing all kinds of favors for Vazkasi’s patches of gold scales. And his eyes.

      But after the day I’d had, even a dragon didn’t scare me.

      I held out my hand, focusing solidly on Catherine. “I was wondering if I could see your knife again?”

      Catherine looked taken aback. “I’m sorry, I don’t—”

      “Don’t tell me you’re worried I’ll steal it?” I gestured at her father and the dragon guard. “Not with them standing right here? And of course your loving auntie on the other side?”

      Concerned looks bounced between Devanos and Vazkasi, Marilyn and Alicia, Marilyn and Devanos, and finally Catherine and Alicia. I smiled, deliberately stretching the wounds on my taut burned cheeks into a more discomfiting display. Catherine shifted uneasily. No one spoke.

      “I’d like to see if the knife you have is still the real one,” I told Catherine in a loud, fake whisper. “There’s been a rash of forgeries, you know.”

      Devanos stepped up and put his hand on his daughter’s back. “It’s all right, Catherine. Mother Renard isn’t going to steal your knife.”

      His intervention drew my attention, and I noticed that Catherine’s father seemed much paler now. I’d dismissed it before, assuming the difference was related to the fact he wasn’t wearing his dad glamour. But this close it looked like maybe he wasn’t feeling well.

      I tried not to stare, but a scar on the side of his neck snagged my attention. I would have sworn he hadn’t had that before. A new injury? Sidhe healed fast, so it was likely the wound was recent.

      Devanos caught me looking and turned. The movement let me see the other side of his neck. And the matching scar on his other side.

      Curiouser and curiouser.

      Catherine didn’t look happy about it, but she lifted her skirt enough to remove the knife from its sheath and handed it to me, hilt first. I took it and made a show of examining it.

      “It’s smooth, worn down by age.” I craned my neck. “Peasblossom, can you confirm the runes are the same?”

      That was her cue. Peasblossom crawled out from under my hair and climbed down my arm like a monkey over a tree branch. She hopped onto the knife and put her finger on the runes, pretending to read them silently to herself.

      “While I’m on the subject,” I said, raising my voice to command attention. “I’d like to ask everyone here if any of you stole the chalice from the museum? Or the bowl from poor Mr. Masters? You all remember Mr. Masters? He was murdered by someone desperate to get their hands on his piece of the set?”

      Now everyone was staring at me like I’d lost my mind. The kind of look that said they thought it would be best if I left, but no one had the gumption to say it to my face.

      I’d never felt so much like a witch. Mother Hazel would be proud.

      Scath shifted to put herself between me and the dragon. Not enough that Vazkasi would mistake it for an attempt to shield me while I made a grab for the knife, but just enough that I caught her expression in my peripheral vision. She was grinning.

      No one confessed. At least I knew no one in the room had used the artifacts yet.

      While I accused everyone in the room of being a thief, Peasblossom released the spell I’d given her. I felt the magic take hold, felt the energy seep into one of the runes, laying another, invisible rune over top of it. Peasblossom waited for the spell to snap into place, then looked up at me.

      “It’s the original. No forgery here.”

      I smiled and held out my palm so I could lift her back to my shoulder. “Excellent. Devanos, it seems the bodyguard you hired for your daughter has done well.”

      The rest of the guests let out a collective sigh.

      “Well, I think we’ve given Simon enough time,” Marilyn said briskly. “I can’t wait for all of you to see his work. He’s come so far.”

      I kept my smile pinned to my face, and made sure to make eye contact with everyone in turn as they all followed Marilyn. Then I fell in behind them. Let them walk with their backs to the unstable witch.

      I grabbed a handful of magic and hurled it out in a silver net over the march of suspects in front of me. The detection spell flared with color when it touched Devanos, the sparks of magic lighting up at his wrists. I latched onto that interesting tidbit, focused on it until thoughts of contract violations and curse victims faded to the back of my mind.

      His cuff links were enchanted. I could tell the spell had something to do with metal detection, but I couldn’t tell exactly what metal it was meant to detect. Probably gold.

      But what good would that do him? The forgeries were gold too. Maybe the lord had sticky fingers and was looking for more gold to supply his daughter’s artistic endeavors? Seemed petty. Especially for someone of his station.

      Scath moved to my side as if she could feel my anxiety. She bent down and scooped something off the floor, and I winced as she thrust Majesty into my arms. I was familiar with the literature proclaiming animal therapy to be beneficial to those with anxiety problems, but I didn’t think those articles took into account animals that could call lightning. Or rhinos.

      We followed Marilyn down the hall, stopping in a large room I remembered from the last time I’d been here. Back then, it had been crowded with dividers, all of them heavy with works of art by various children who’d been lured away from local homeless shelters. Now there was only one wall, with two paintings on it. My fellow guests crowded around it, and immediately the room filled with a low murmur of voices. For a second, I was distracted by memories of the last time I’d been in this room, my attention drawn to the hallway I’d followed to find Lindsay… Then I realized my fellow guests were all looking at me. I turned to the paintings—and froze.

      The first painting depicted Simon standing triumphantly over a woman lying bloody and broken on a forest floor. He had his bare foot on her chest, and his face was turned up to the moonlight. Silver light illuminated his fierce angelic features, and drew attention to the section of his chest bared by the unbuttoned dress shirt he wore casually over a pair of battered blue jeans.

      My attention fell to the painting’s victim. Shadows danced over her face, but you could still see the blood. Blood that looked fresh. As if it had just been added. There was something about the new blood that drew me a step closer, my brow furrowed, my mind straining to figure out why it looked so—

      Handprints. On the fallen woman’s face were freshly painted, bloody handprints.

      He’d added burns to the woman’s face, burns that matched mine.

      As soon as I saw that, I noticed the woman’s long dark hair, her pale skin and curvy form.

      It was me.

      My brain zeroed in on the painting with laser focus now. In the background on the right, a herd of eager children rushed toward the crowd of smiling sidhe on the left. The sidhe held their arms open, waiting for the children to rush into their embrace. The theme of the painting was clear. Simon, the hero, stood with his foot on the vanquished enemy, the witch who fought to keep children from the sidhe who would welcome them into new homes.

      I could feel everyone staring at me, but I ignored them. I petted Majesty, concentrating on the feel of his soft, downy fur under my fingertips as I shifted my attention to the next painting.

      The second painting featured Andy at the lake. The sight of my partner’s face staring at me from Simon’s painting turned my stomach. I remembered that night all too well, and Simon had gotten some of the details right. The dead kelpie floating in the lake. Andy’s gun bared to the moonlight.

      Only in this painting, Andy hadn’t walked away from that fight. Instead Andy lay on the sand, his stomach open in a red ruin, his blood smearing the mouth of the remaining kelpies as they feasted on his organs. Revenge for their fallen brother. The breath left my body, and I stared into Andy’s eyes. Simon was good. It looked real.

      I was going to throw up. It was too real, too easy for me to imagine. And the blood. I could smell the blood. Hysteria bubbled up inside me as I realized it wasn’t my imagination. Simon had used blood in these paintings. Not pure blood this time, it didn’t smell like a battlefield in here. But he’d mixed enough blood with the red paint for the scent of copper to add to my nightmare.

      “He’s so inspired,” Alicia said, genuine admiration in her voice. “Is that his own blood?”

      “It is,” Marilyn confirmed. “Simon is a big believer in art as an extension of himself. He understands the importance of sacrifice.”

      I stared at the face of my corpse in the first painting. This was the one Shannon had refused to buy, the one Simon had shown the stranger. But it was here. Which meant the stranger hadn’t bought it. But he had been the one who sent Simon here, to Marilyn. Back to the Otherworld.

      Peasblossom seemed to read my mind. “But if he’d forgotten about the Otherworld before the stranger sicced Marilyn on him, then how did he paint that?” she whispered.

      Simon stood to the side of both paintings, his chest puffed out with pride. His arrogance faltered when I moved closer, flowing into the space in front of him like the shadow of a disapproving parent.

      Whatever expression I had on my face unnerved him. He took a quick step back, one arm twitching up as if to defend himself. My gaze locked on his bracelet. I remembered what Arianne had said about it. Had someone sent him a vision, inspired him through dream manipulation?

      Marilyn didn’t move, but she turned to more fully face me, blue eyes gleaming, ready to defend her protege. Vazkasi slipped in front of Catherine, a wary look crossing his bestial features, and Devanos stood beside him. Alicia patted Catherine’s shoulder.

      “You tried to sell that painting of me to Shannon.”

      Simon looked like he wouldn’t answer, but then he took another look at me and the scowl on his face faltered. “So?”

      I grabbed his arm. Majesty’s tail lashed against my chest as I shifted his weight to my other arm, but he remained calm. “You called someone after she rejected it. Who was he?”

      “Mother Renard,” Marilyn said sharply.

      I ignored her. “Where did you get this bracelet?”

      Simon jerked his arm away, hard enough he almost pulled me off balance. “I don’t have to tell you that. Mind your own business, witch.”

      Everyone was staring at me, and in some corner of my mind, I was aware that I was sliding past the point of “beware the witch, she’s crazy enough to kill you” into “the witch has gone mad, nothing for it but to put her down.”

      But I couldn’t back away. I couldn’t stop the theft, couldn’t save anyone from being cursed. But I could find out who had dragged Simon back into this world. I could make someone pay for that.

      “Mother Renard!” Marilyn pushed Simon behind her. Her blue eyes glowed with a faint blue light. Her eyes hadn’t turned to crystals yet, but she was hovering on the edge. If I didn’t back down now, I was going to find out what Marilyn’s special skill was.

      “If you can’t control yourself, then—”

      A gasp behind me made me whirl around, my magic already snapping at my fingertips, my throat thick with a breath of magic. Majesty tensed, tiny ears pricking forward, his energy growing warmer beneath his skin. Peasblossom kept her attention on the crowd, ready to alert me if someone moved to take advantage of my distraction. Only Scath remained calm. Too calm.

      Morgan stood in the doorway. She was pushing a cart laden with refreshments, but she’d frozen in place. The blood had drained from her still-blue face, and her eyes had gone solid black, without even a hint of white at the corners. She stared at Scath’s human form as though she’d seen a ghost.

      And not the friendly Casper kind.

      Her mouth moved, but no sound came out. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to speak or scream, but something about the sheer intensity of emotion radiating off of her tripped my fight-or-flight instinct. Adrenaline poured into my bloodstream, and Majesty let out a skin-crawling sound between a meow and a whine.

      “Morgan, what on earth is wrong with you?” Marilyn gestured at the cart. “Serve our guests.”

      Morgan still couldn’t seem to tear her gaze off of Scath and it took her two tries to speak. “Sorry.” She cleared her throat and gave the cart a shove to get it moving.

      I looked at Scath. The sidhe watched Morgan, and something in her expression made my blood run cold. Nothing malicious or evil, per se. Just an emptiness. An emptiness that felt soul deep, a stark contrast to the obvious distress that had seized every inch of Morgan’s body.

      As Morgan approached, I stepped closer to her, lowering my voice. “What’s wrong?”

      She stared at me with a look so intense I almost leaned back. “I can’t tell you. I can’t tell you, but… Shade, be careful. Please be careful.” She started to say more, then stopped. After a second, she shook her head. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about. Something I need to show you. Down by the beach.”

      “Yes, take Mother Renard for a walk,” Marilyn said coolly. “Perhaps the night air will help clear her head.”

      I glared at Marilyn, then turned my attention back to Morgan. “What is it?”

      “It’s better if I show you.” Morgan dropped her voice even lower, so I could barely hear her. “It’s about Andy.”

      The urge to grab her by the shoulders and shake her until an explanation fell out was strong. So strong, I had to curl my hands into fists to stop myself. It didn’t help that she’d called him Andy. Not Andrew, not Agent Bradford. She hadn’t earned that familiarity.

      I closed my eyes, trusting Peasblossom and Scath to keep an eye out for me, and concentrated on my other senses. I felt the mark Peasblossom had put on Catherine’s knife pulsing at the edge of my awareness. I’d be able to find it, even if it was stolen. The range wasn’t long, but I’d know if someone tried to take it off the property while I was otherwise occupied. And in the back of my mind, I felt the other pieces like a steady hum. They were on the property too.

      “Oh, Catherine. You truly are a very talented young lady.”

      Marilyn’s voice made me open my eyes. There was something in her tone, something…smug. I followed her gaze to the cart Morgan had brought out—and froze.

      Four bowls, four chalices, and four knives lay on the cart next to a bottle of wine and a bowl of fruit. Each of the items was crafted from gold, and featured runes—a perfect match for the missing artifacts.

      I stared at Marilyn. “You can’t be serious.”

      Marilyn grinned, amusement twinkling in her blue eyes. “Oh, don’t be such a wet blanket, Mother Renard. It’s just a harmless little joke. Devanos wanted me to see how talented Catherine was, and this seemed like a fun way to show off.”

      “Forgery for fun instead of profit?” I asked, staring at Alicia.

      Alicia narrowed her eyes. “There’s no need to be rude. You weren’t supposed to be here at all, so I’d say if you’re offended, it’s your own fault.”

      I stared at the cart, flexing my magic even though I suspected it wouldn’t do me any good. None of the items on the tray had my marks on them. These weren’t the items I’d found at Alicia’s. They probably were fake, but that wasn’t the point.

      I glanced up at Catherine. I didn’t believe this had been a little joke, a fun way to show off her skills. Someone was getting ready to make a switch. I’d bet my favorite coffee mug that someone was going to unwittingly use the real artifacts tonight. I just didn’t know who.

      “If you’re going down to the beach, I think I’d like to join you,” Catherine said suddenly, looking at Morgan. “If that’s all right?”

      “That’s a great idea,” Simon joined in. He approached Catherine and held out his arm. “May I escort you?”

      Morgan’s attention flicked back and forth among the party attendants, but then she turned to me. “I suppose the more the merrier?”

      “Fine.” I spun to face the door. “Show me.”

      Vazkasi stayed with us as we made our way out of the house toward the beach, but he walked a proper distance behind Simon and Catherine. Not so close as to interfere with their private conversation, but not so far that he couldn’t stop an attack. Maybe he was the reason Devanos felt safe letting Catherine wander about with Simon. Though it still seemed strange the protective father wasn’t joining us.

      My pulse skipped a beat as another thought occurred to me. The dragon was very fond of Simon. What if they were working together? What if they were luring Catherine away from her father’s protection so they could steal the knife? I’d warned him they were both suspects, but he must not have believed me if he was leaving his daughter alone with them.

      “I heard about Andy and the kelpies at the pier,” Morgan said quietly.

      Her soft words jerked my attention back to her. Marilyn’s expansive green lawn was immaculate, without so much as a clump of dirt to trip me, but I almost fell over anyway. “He could have died,” I said shortly.

      Morgan sighed. “He’s a strong man, and very passionate. You must realize you can’t keep him from trying his best to protect his people. The best you can do with a man like that is make sure he’s prepared.”

      “You can’t prepare a human to go after Otherworlders,” I snapped. “He’ll only get himself killed.”

      I knew I was lying. And judging by the look on Morgan’s face, she knew it too. The fact of the matter was, humans were incredibly resilient. And I knew of at least two human monster hunters that were very good at their job.

      “I don’t want him to get hurt,” I said finally.

      “You can’t stop that from happening,” Morgan said sadly. “He’s a defender, and they always get hurt. But you can help put off his death. Starting with this.”

      I followed Morgan’s gesture, and my heart stopped. We’d reached the beach, and she’d turned to face the wall of the short rocky bluff that stood between Marilyn’s lawn and the beach. There was blood on the rocks, smeared to spell out a message.

      Andrew Bradford. 1975-2020.
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      “Shade?” Peasblossom whispered.

      I stared at the blood, my pulse thundering in my ears as I shuffled forward like a New Year’s Eve champagne victim, one hand outstretched. Magic rolled down my arm, lashed out at the cliff face as if it could change the writing on the stone. Vincent’s forensics spell tasted the blood, then spit out its findings as a pale smoky form. A human male.

      “It might not be Andy’s,” Peasblossom said, staring at the blood.

      Scath stepped forward, her nostrils flaring. She wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t smell like him.” She hesitated, then glanced at me. “But we’re at the water’s edge. Sea air makes tracking blood more difficult.”

      I filed away the useless piece of information as I fumbled my phone out of the side pocket of my waist pouch. I thumbed over the screen to get to my recent calls. Andy was always in my recent calls. I pressed down harder on his name than I needed to, then stared at the screen as his name flashed, waiting for him answer.

      Voicemail.

      “When was that written?” I asked Morgan. Andy’s electronic voice echoed in my ear, and I jabbed the end call button.

      “I just noticed it tonight. My time trying to earn back Marilyn’s good favor has been rather…stressful. I often come out here to walk and clear my head.”

      “Where’s Catherine?” Peasblossom asked suddenly.

      I looked up from the death grip I had on my phone. My magic was up, rising steadily with every surge of emotion, along with the general tension of being somewhere people wanted me dead. At some point Majesty had crawled onto my shoulder, but I hadn’t noticed, and Peasblossom hadn’t complained.

      My brain fought to think about too many things at once. The death threat against Andy painted on the rocks. My inability to get ahold of him, and what that might mean. I’d gotten distracted, let myself be diverted by things I cared about. I’d forgotten my orders. What I was here to do.

      My attention landed on the houseboat where the kelpies had stayed when they’d come for the auction. I pointed at it. “Morgan, is anyone staying on the houseboat?” I asked.

      “No, not at the moment. It’s a guest room for the sea-preferring guests, and there’s nothing—”

      I ran down the pier. That was the beauty of wearing flat boots with plain rubber soles, I could run without twisting an ankle, and there were no spiky heels to catch between the rough wooden planks. Scath kept pace beside me, and it was interesting to note that despite her equally practical shoes, she wasn’t as graceful in human form as she was in feline form. If the annoyance on her face was any indication, she’d be in her other form before the night’s end.

      We boarded the boat, and the first thing I heard was a breathless giggle. I stopped short, the sound easily recognizable, even for someone who hadn’t made it in a very long time.

      “They’re kissing, aren’t they?” Peasblossom said, her tone dripping with disapproval.

      I turned the corner and found Vazkasi sitting on a couch that was much too small for him, right outside what I assumed was a bedroom door. The dragon huffed out an irritated breath, and smoke curled out of his nostrils.

      “Bit awkward, yes?” I suggested, sounding more winded than I would like.

      More black smoke curled away from his face. “Kids.”

      I glanced toward the door, grudgingly listening to make sure the sounds of youthful passion didn’t turn to shock and panic. “You left her alone with him.”

      Vazkasi narrowed his gold eyes. “You misjudge Simon. He would not hurt the girl.”

      “Why are you so certain of that?” I was genuinely curious about the dragon’s affection for Simon, but I also needed to stay focused on the case. I needed it to be personal if it was going to compete for my attention over the possible danger to my partner. “Simon is so…angry.”

      The dragon frowned. “No, he isn’t. He is one of the happiest young men I have ever known. It is only around you, Mother Renard, that his spirit grows dark. Why is that?”

      I pressed my lips together, resenting the fact that I was once again being asked to explain why Simon was better off far away from the sidhe. “Did you know about the auctions?”

      “Yes.”

      I gritted my teeth. “You had no problem with them.”

      The dragon shrugged. “The children that were taken were not stolen from comfy beds. They were taken from one dangerous life and put into another one. In both cases, it was necessary to fight for survival. One battle was fought while Simon was uncertain of where he would get his next meal, where he would sleep when the sun set. And the other was fought between large meals and nights spent in a warm bed.” He shrugged.

      “Simon is unstable,” I said quietly.

      “Simon would rather live for a week at the top than spend a lifetime at the bottom,” Vazkasi answered. “It is his choice, and it is not a mark against his sanity.”

      Tears of frustration burned behind my eyes, and I blinked them away. When this whole mess was over, I’d deal with my feelings about Simon. I’d deal with how it felt to leave him to the life he’d chosen.

      “You’re right,” I conceded. “I can’t save him from the choice he’s made. If the people who care for him won’t help, then I don’t have a chance.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve done everything I can to make sure he understands the situation, the risks. I can’t save him from himself.”

      “No, you can’t,” Simon interjected.

      I glanced at the doorway to find Simon standing there, looking a little more rumpled. His eyes were brighter, and his cocky smirk turned my stomach. Catherine appeared behind him, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright.

      I felt for my tracking spell, confirming that the knife was still here. I couldn’t feel its exact placement, though, and Simon and Catherine were standing very close together.

      Catherine seemed to read my expression. She stepped in front of Simon and lifted her skirt just enough to flash me the knife. “Still there. Happy?”

      “Want to see my lance too?” Simon taunted, dropping his hand to the zipper of his pants.

      “If you want to be treated like an adult, try acting like one. If you’re rude to me again, a lesson will be in order. I’m done excusing your behavior as youthful ignorance.”

      I gave him the witchy look, pinning him in place. I stared at him until I could see the effort it took for him to keep the empty grin on his face. Catherine shifted uneasily and stepped away from him. Simon gritted his teeth, and he looked to the dragon for help.

      “She is a witch,” he said simply. “One is not rude to witches.”

      “I’m going back to the house.” Simon stormed out of the room, stomping over the deck like an irate child before leaping onto the pier and marching back toward Marilyn’s house.

      I followed after him, and Catherine and Vazkasi brought up the rear. Ahead of me, Simon stumbled and hunched forward, as if in pain. Before I could say anything, he picked up speed, cleared the pier and ran across the beach. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Shade,” Catherine said suddenly.

      I turned in time to see her slipping her cell phone back into her pocket. “Yes?”

      She opened her mouth, then shut it. She looked at the dragon. “Could I have a moment to speak with Shade? Alone?”

      “Your father will not like that,” Vazkasi said doubtfully.

      “Please. You’ll be right here.”

      He sighed. “Do not go far.”

      I raised my eyebrows, perturbed by Catherine’s sudden change in demeanor. She gestured for me to follow her as if we were mates at a boarding school and she wanted us to sneak out after curfew. Majesty shifted his weight on my shoulder, and I felt his energy pulse against my neck.

      “Easy, there.” I stroked his head, scratched behind his ears. Scath gave me an approving nod, but the gesture drew Majesty’s attention. He leapt to the sandy beach and dove for Scath’s heels, batting at her calves in an effort to make her pick him up. I used him as an excuse to come closer to Scath.

      “Did you hear her on the phone?” I asked under my breath.

      “It was Devanos. But I couldn’t make out what he said,” Scath answered, keeping her voice down as well.

      I picked up Majesty and returned to where the half-sidhe waited.

      “My dad says you’re not trying to stop the thefts,” Catherine said carefully. “He said you have orders to let the thief get away with it.”

      “Does this have anything to do with the bowl and chalice I found under your bed?” I asked.

      Catherine flinched. “Dad’s always lecturing me about court. He goes on and on about how easy it is to sound like you’re giving your word without giving it. Or how easy it is to get around your word after you have given it.”

      “It is a skill the sidhe excel at,” I said pointedly.

      Catherine met my eyes. “You want to stop the thief. Stop them before anyone can use the artifacts. Don’t you?”

      “But like you said, my orders—”

      “I’ve heard about you, Mother Renard,” Catherine interrupted. “Everyone talks about you, especially Marilyn. I’ve heard people trying to make you out to be a villain. But I think you want to help people, and you’re willing to put yourself on the line if you think that’s what it takes to do the right thing.”

      I considered Catherine for a long minute. She was turning out to be more of a puzzle than I’d thought. “Do you need help, Catherine?” I asked gently.

      “You can’t help me with what I need,” the girl said sadly. “Only my father can do that.”

      “You do want to go to court.”

      She nodded.

      Suddenly when I looked at Catherine, I saw Simon. Someone who wanted to be part of a different world and had no idea how dangerous it could be. How quickly the pretty people turned ugly. And violent. If I were smart, I’d learn from my experience with Simon, and just let her go.

      “Court isn’t the dream you think it is,” I said earnestly. “It’s not just the politics and power plays, either. You might think you know what people at court will be like, but what you need to understand is how just being around them—surviving at court—will change you. If you do go to court, you may not like who you become.”

      Catherine’s expression turned brittle, and she curled her hands into fists at her sides before forcibly relaxing. “With all due respect, Mother Renard. You aren’t sidhe. You’ll forgive me if I think we might see things differently.”

      I wanted to say more, but I let it go. I wasn’t going to change her mind. Not tonight. “Why did you ask to talk to me?”

      Majesty squirmed out of my arms again. He rubbed the length of his body over Catherine’s shin, and she glanced down. “I have a great deal of respect for you, Mother Renard. You’re smart. And you’re resourceful. You want to stop the thief, and I think you’ll figure out a way to do it. Order or no.” She picked up Majesty and rubbed her face on his soft, furry head. She sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      I saw what she was about to do, saw it in her face, in the sudden movement of her hand. And I was too slow to stop her.

      “Don’t—” I yelled.

      Catherine pinched Majesty—hard. The kitten let out a yowl of protest, and a gust of wind exploded from the small feline, slamming into Catherine’s body and hurling her back over the sand. She struck the stone bluff, her head bouncing off the unyielding surface, then went limp.

      “Catherine!” I ran to her, but something crashed into me from the side before I made it more than a few steps. I flew a good five feet, then hit the ground—hard.

      “Peasblossom!” Every nerve in my body spasmed, and I froze, praying I hadn’t landed on top of my familiar.

      “I’m here! I’m fine!”

      She was on the sand a foot away, and I rolled to my feet and rushed over to scoop her up, unzipping my pouch with my free hand. “Get in there and stay safe,” I said, my eyes already on Vazkasi. The dragon had struck me with careless force, and he’d nearly sent me into the lake. I hated to think of what he could have done if he’d wanted me dead.

      “You would attack her while she’s under my protection?” the dragon growled. “While you are both guests?”

      “I didn’t attack her, she provoked an accident on purpose,” I snapped.

      I could see Catherine over the dragon’s shoulder. The half-sidhe struggled to her feet, one hand rubbing her head. She was stronger than I’d given her credit for, because it only took a few unsteady paces for her to regain her bearings. She didn’t even look at me before taking off for Marilyn’s house at a dead run.

      “She doesn’t look hurt to me,” I said grimly, pointing at the dragon’s fleeing charge.

      Vazkasi followed where I pointed without turning his back on me. His brow folded, and I watched him hover with indecision, torn between staying to punish me, or pursuing the girl he was supposed to be protecting.

      Beside me, Scath had clearly had enough of her human form. I saw her out of my peripheral vision, stripping out of her clothes, her eyes already bright green.

      The dragon’s phone rang, and he answered, his attention still focused on me. “Hello?” He listened, and the corners of his mouth fell into a frown. “I understand.”

      I started to move around him, but he blocked my path as he ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket. “Mr. Emlyn doesn’t want you returning to the house until after he’s calmed Catherine down. She’s very upset. And injured.”

      I didn’t have time to argue with the dragon. Catherine was up to something, and so was her father. I had to get back to the house now.

      I snatched Majesty off the ground and hurled him at the dragon. Vazkasi’s eyes bulged and he held out his hands, shielding his face. He might have been expecting a spell, but he hadn’t been expecting a kitten bomb.

      I took off running for the house. The dragon batted Majesty out of the way, and I saw a pink light flare around the kitten as he hit the ground on all fours and took off for the house. Vazkasi lurched toward me, but a black feline shape ran past me, mouth open to reveal white fangs.

      I trusted Scath to keep the dragon off me. I put my head down and concentrated on the house ahead of me, on running as fast as I could.

      I was not a runner by nature. By the time I reached the house, I was out of breath, and I had a stitch in my side that felt like a giant scorpion had surprised me between here and the lake. I halted inside the door, bent over, fighting to breathe.

      “Thief!” cried a voice.

      It was Simon, and his cry had come from deeper in the house, from the direction of the room with his paintings. I stood up so fast I almost fell over. The butler rushed into the room, horrified to see that I’d barged into the house without knocking. I ignored him and ran through the foyer, down the hall, following the shout.

      When I reached the art room, I found a mess waiting for me. Devanos was lying on the floor, a bloody gash across his pale cheek, splatters of red over the stark white of his shirt. Marilyn was at the other end of the room, shouting down the hall. I thought I heard Simon’s name, but she fell silent when she saw me. Alicia sat in one of the chairs facing the paintings, her knuckles white where she gripped the arms of her seat, her fury so strong I felt it in the rising temperature that surrounded her.

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      “Simon went mad,” Catherine gasped.

      I pivoted to find her standing against the wall. She ran to her father’s side and collapsed to her knees, digging in his pocket for a handkerchief. She pointed to the wine and food spilled all over the floor with one hand, then used the other to clean the blood from his cheek. “I was handing my aunt a bowl of strawberries, and he stormed in. He grabbed all the dishes and ran out.”

      He stole the bowl she was serving to her aunt.

      I looked at Alicia. The half-vulcanus was obviously trying for a neutral expression, but there was no hiding the fury in her good eye. If I had to guess, that was the face of a woman who’d been so close to getting what she wanted she could almost taste it. Literally.

      I put a hand to my temple, trying to calm my chaotic thoughts. Catherine had made false artifacts. Catherine had set it up as a joke, or so she believed. Alicia had attacked me to keep me from recovering a partial set she believed to be real, and she had most definitely thought she was going to benefit from a power infusion tonight.

      But if Catherine was the thief, then why was Simon acting out? Even if he’d planned to steal the items, surely he had a smoother scheme than a last-minute snatch and grab.

      I looked at Devanos, and my attention fell to his neck. “Your scars are gone, and your cheeks have more color than when I first arrived.” Suddenly I asked, “Devanos, your talent—what is it?”

      “Now is hardly the time for such a rude interrogation, Mother Renard,” Marilyn snapped.

      I didn’t take my gaze off him and he scowled back as he got to his feet, brushing himself off. “I don’t—”

      “You can split your physical form, can’t you?” I pressed. “You’re a doppleganger.”

      He didn’t answer me, but I knew I was right. Doppleganger fey could split their bodies into two separate, identical forms, each capable of individual thought. It wasn’t a talent that was talked about much, in no small part due to the fact that someone who could be in two places at once was not to be trusted. The scars on his neck would have continued down his whole body, a mark where the split had occurred. Re-absorption was much easier, nearly instantaneous. And it healed the scars.

      “Look, there on the floor!” Peasblossom hissed.

      I looked down and saw a small leather pouch at Devanos’ feet. I darted forward to scoop it up before he could reclaim it.

      “An extra-dimensional bag,” I said, feeling around in the bag. The inside was bigger than the outside. “Perfect for sneaking in large dinnerware?”

      “Are you accusing me of something?” Devanos asked, his tone deadly calm. He looked at Marilyn. “Have I come here to be insulted? Is this the sort of guest you invite into your home?”

      “Mother Renard, if you’re going to be offensive, then you should leave.” Marilyn took a step forward angling her body toward the door. It wasn’t a threat, or an order, but it had the potential to become one.

      I stared at Devanos. He’d been split earlier. What had his other half been doing? He was back together now, so whatever his goal had been, it was done. I remembered the cuff links. Simon’s voice echoed in my head. Thief. He’d called Devanos a thief. At least I assumed he’d been talking to Devanos. He was obviously the one who’d been struck.

      “You were looking for gold. Did you find it in Simon’s studio?”

      Devanos turned away from me. “I won’t stand here and listen to your accusations. Catherine, come with me. We’re leaving.”

      “Answer her question.” Marilyn’s voice was cold, and her tone made it clear she wasn’t asking.

      “You think I would steal from you? You think I would violate your hospitality in such a way?” Devanos spun to face her. “And for what? What need have I for those artifacts? I don’t need more power, Marilyn. I—”

      “But you knew about the curses,” I said slowly. Realization dawned. The truth curse. What was the one thing Devanos wanted more than anything else? I stared at Alicia. The truth about the murder of his wife.

      So Simon had taken the artifacts. He’d taken them, and then Devanos had stolen them from Simon. And he’d called Catherine to use them on Alicia so he wouldn’t need to. A neat way to avoid the curses.

      “Devanos, answer me. Did you steal from my protege?” Marilyn seethed.

      “You’re only mad he stole the items from Simon?” I demanded, turning to Marilyn. “Seriously? You’re not upset that Simon stole from you? From your museum?”

      Marilyn glared at me. “He did not steal from me.”

      Vazkasi lurched into the room, his chest heaving, Scath at his side. It seemed they’d come to an accord, both of them deciding a battle between them was less important than getting back to guarding their respective clients.

      “What is going on?” the dragon demanded.

      I looked at Marilyn, kept staring at her until the blank mask melted away.

      She sighed. “It was a harmless little joke.”

      “What?” I growled.

      “It was Simon’s idea,” she said. “When he found out a part of the set the chalice belonged to had been stolen, and you were ‘investigating,’ he thought it would be funny to pull your chain a bit. I let him replace the real chalice with a forgery.”

      I stared at her. “He crafted a forgery. Out of gold.”

      “No,” Marilyn corrected me. “He didn’t make the forgery himself. He is working on smelting metals, but he hasn’t reached that level yet. I had one of my other artists do it.”

      “I was only gone for a few hours after I saw the chalice!”

      Marilyn frowned. “My artists aren’t all human. With more time, they could have created a forgery to fool Jim Givens himself. As it was, you were the only one fooled.”

      Nothing she said was technically a lie, but I didn’t believe for a second that it had been a “little joke.” Marilyn had allowed Simon to have his fun because she wanted me humiliated. And Devanos’ little “show of Catherine’s talents” had been an added bonus, making me a laughing stock in front of all of her guests. Watch the witch panic, everyone. Isn’t it funny?

      But I wasn’t the only one who’d been manipulated. She just didn’t know it yet.

      “Simon suggested you replace the chalice with a fake,” I said, my voice dull. “Do you really not see that he’s used you?”

      Marilyn huffed. “Mother Renard, I am not a fool. Simon could not have accessed the real chalice, it is safely locked up at the museum.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “And does Morgan have access to the secure place you’re keeping the chalice?” I asked.

      The smile melted from Marilyn’s face. “She wouldn’t dare.”

      “Where’s his studio?” I asked grimly.

      Without a word, Marilyn turned on her heel. Her anger pulsed in the air around her, filling the tight hallway with a cloud of power so thick it was hard to breathe. More so for me, after the run back here from the beach. Even with the fresh rush of adrenaline, I was breathing heavily by the time we reached a heavy wooden door that looked like it’d come straight from a fairy tale castle dungeon. Marilyn opened it as if it weighed nothing and we all moved inside.

      There were canvases set up all over the room. Some on easels, some on the wall, even one or two on the floor. In the corner, there was a bed strewn with silk sheets and satin pillows. A half-finished painting of Morgan sat on an easel beside the display bed. In front of the painting, there was a set of circles painted on the floor. Simon stood in the center most circle, and Morgan stood outside his circle, but within the other.

      A bowl and knife sat on a small table, and there were strawberries cut up inside the bowl, so juicy they looked bloody. Morgan held half a strawberry pinched between long, pale fingers, and I entered the room just in time to see her feed it to Simon. One glance at the table showed me the knife. The real knife.

      His face looked like wax held too close to the flame, his skin red and mottled. He was hunched over, looking as if the magic had twisted his vertebrae. It was the curse of stealing the knife, which brought deformity.

      Morgan was handing Simon the chalice as Marilyn cleared her way around one of the pillars and saw what she was doing.

      “Simon!” Marilyn snapped.

      Morgan’s black dress was backless and I saw the muscles along her spine tense into hard knots under her soft skin. But she didn’t turn. And she didn’t stop. She shoved the chalice at Simon, and I heard her whisper something, low and urgent.

      Simon had looked up at his mistress’ call, and he leaned around Morgan to look at Marilyn even as he took the offered chalice.

      Simon opened his mouth as if he’d respond to Marilyn, but then his attention landed on me. His eyes widened, and he grasped the cup tighter.

      He upended the chalice and gulped it down.
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      “No!” Marilyn screamed.

      Morgan hurled herself back as soon as the chalice touched Simon’s lips, and as he swallowed, she stomped one foot down on the inner circle. I felt a sharp snap of air pressure that made my ears pop.

      Simon dropped the chalice and his eyes bulged. His mouth opened…and he screamed. And screamed. And screamed.

      I’d been ready for this. Or so I’d thought. I’d realized I couldn’t stop him, not just because of Flint’s orders, but because Simon would never give up. Somehow none of that helped. None of that made me feel any better as I watched the teenager drop to his knees, hands pressed to his mottled skin, twisted spine bowing more as he bent over. His screams melted into pathetic whimpers.

      “The artifacts aren’t magic!” Peasblossom shouted. “If you destroy them, it might break the curse!”

      I didn’t even realize who she was talking to until Marilyn stepped forward. Morgan pivoted to face her, her gaze torn between Marilyn and the artifacts sitting on the table. The chalice had rolled away from Simon when he dropped it, leaving all three items outside Simon’s circle. Morgan jerked forward, reaching for the artifacts, but Marilyn was faster. The blonde Unseelie bolted across the room, her speed and grace reminding me just how powerful she really was.

      “Don’t you dare,” Marilyn warned, her words a seething hiss. Her eyes sparkled, glowing like sapphires hung in a sunny window. “You will pay for this, Morgan. I will make you pay for this.”

      Morgan’s mouth opened, but Marilyn cut her off. “Vazkasi!” She shouted for the dragon as she stormed across the room and ripped open the door of another, smaller room. There was a large vat inside, dark and thick. A smelting pot.

      I called my magic, my chest tight and my heart a sharp ache. I had my orders. When all of this was over, I’d have to stand in front of Flint and tell him the truth. I’d have to tell him I did my best, that I tried to retrieve the objects, return them to their owners. I couldn’t let Vazkasi destroy them. And I couldn’t very well ask Marilyn to let me take them. Not now.

      I raised my hands, feeling the spell swelling against my palms.

      For the second time that night, something struck me from the side. Again, my body hurtled through the air without touching the ground, my heart in my throat, muffling my scream of surprise. My peripheral vision showed me a large, dark shape. A feline shape.

      Scath had struck me just above my hip, and my body folded painfully, slamming forward. I felt Peasblossom tighten her grip on my shirt, felt her energy flare as she began the stabilization spell that would keep me conscious after the inevitable.

      I hit a blank canvas propped against the wall. My hip struck first, sending a harsh crack of pain over my bones before my head caught up, striking the canvas hard enough to split skin. I left a smear of blood behind as I slid down the canvas, head spinning, my whole body throbbing with pain.

      Vazkasi gathered the artifacts from the table, then bent to grab the chalice. I tried to get to my feet, but my legs wouldn’t listen, and my brain sent another panicked message to my pain receptors. I wasn’t getting up yet. I tried to raise my hand, tried to organize my thoughts for a spell. Scath appeared in front of me, dropping something onto my lap.

      Majesty.

      The kitten meowed, and I flinched, waiting for something horrible to happen.

      Afraid to move, I could only watch as the dragon dumped the items into the smelting pot, then Marilyn shut the door, closing him inside. I held my breath as fire erupted behind the glass, flaring white-hot. Dragon’s breath burned hotter than three thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Gold melted at just under two thousand. My eyes fluttered closed. “Thank the Goddess,” I breathed.

      Alicia strode over to Marilyn, and even with one eye she did an admirable job of looking concerned for a friend. Eye on the prize, that was Alicia.

      “Perhaps I can be of help,” she said, gesturing to the room where the dragon was destroying the gold. “I am a vulcanus.”

      “You’re half-vulcanus, and in no way a match for a dragon’s flame,” Marilyn snapped. “Vazkasi does not need your help. Stay out of the way.”

      Alicia’s smile didn’t falter. I would have thought that strange, given the notorious short temper that came with most fire abilities—nature of the flame and all that. But then again, Alicia wanted to be part of the court. I’d imagine she’d take quite a bit of abuse if she thought it would help her get the status she felt she deserved.

      Finally the door opened, and Vazkasi came out. Most of his clothes had burned away, leaving a swath of bare skin patched with gold scales. He looked at Simon with hope in his eyes, a flicker of gold like a birthday candle’s delicate flame. But it died quickly as he took in the state of the young artist.

      “It didn’t work,” he said quietly.

      “You burned them completely?” Marilyn demanded.

      He nodded. “There is nothing left. Only a smear of gold in the bottom of the pot.”

      I gritted my teeth and waved one arm toward the smelting pot. Detecting magic was a simple spell, one I used all the time, barely had to think about at all. Silver light fell over the large pot, and I thought I caught a hint of color burned into the side. A mark, similar to a rune. It glowed like an ember, as if from the heat of the dragon’s fire. It cooled as I watched, fading until it vanished. I tried the spell again, but found nothing. Whatever it was, it was gone.

      Marilyn turned to Morgan, drawing my attention from the smelting pot. For the first time, I saw a flicker of fear in Morgan’s eyes. She held up her hands. “Listen to me, Marilyn. I have good reason for what I did. This was the only way to protect your protege, to protect Simon.”

      “He does not look protected to me,” Marilyn said hoarsely.

      “He killed Mr. Masters,” Morgan said, her voice a little too loud. “He killed a human. I had nothing to do with that, but I found out later. I knew Shade would turn him in. He would have been tried as an adult, he would have gone to prison. He may even have been put to death.”

      She pointed at him with one shaking hand. “But now he’s Other. It’s no longer up to the human police to punish him. And the Vanguard won’t intercede because he was human when he committed the murder. Human on human crime is not in their jurisdiction.”

      Marilyn turned over the new information in her head. I clenched my hands into fists and forced myself to my feet. Scath pressed against my side, lending me her support.

      “He’s not in his right mind, he never would have gone to prison,” I snapped. “All he had to do was tell them about the magic fairies he wanted to please, or even the reason he wanted the bowl in the first place. He would have gotten committed. It would have been nothing for someone with Marilyn’s connections to get him transferred out, put in her care. You didn’t have to ruin his life.”

      “You’re so sure you know what’s best for him,” Morgan said, genuine dismay in her voice. “Why are you so determined to keep him from the life he so clearly desires? Why doesn’t he deserve the same freedom of choice that you claim for yourself?”

      I exploded. “Look at him! Look at what his choices have led him to. He’s a child, and he didn’t have the information he needed to make informed consent. It’s not a true freedom of choice if he can’t understand what he’s getting into.”

      “You saw his paintings,” Morgan said. “He knows about the kelpies, knows about Grayson. That didn’t scare him off. And, yes, he’s seen the scary side of what lies beyond the veil, but he wants this life anyway.” Morgan shook her head, pity clear in her eyes. “Perhaps he’s just braver than you.”

      I opened my mouth, but she continued.

      “Besides, I didn’t make his choices for him. I merely saved him from the consequences.”

      “Not all of them,” I bit out.

      Morgan didn’t even look at him. “Who doesn’t have nightmares?” She looked at Marilyn. “And as to the impotence, there are plenty of creative ways to express passion that have nothing to do with sex. His lowly appearance only makes his art more beautiful by contrast. And besides, we all know the Unseelie are not ones to judge artists based on appearance.”

      “You’re also not known for valuing the truth,” I pointed out, taking one shaky step forward. “He has to tell the truth now. In complete detail.”

      Morgan’s smile widened. “And that’s what makes this so perfect. I have oracle blood. And Simon has already shown gifts in that area. If he inherits that power from me…”

      “He’ll be an oracle who has to tell the full truth,” Marilyn said slowly.

      Marilyn was starting to see the potential. I could see it in her face, hear it in the lilting tone that had crept into her voice. Morgan was going to get away with all of it.

      Suddenly, Alicia screamed, the thin, shrill sound rising over Simon’s moans. I whirled in time to see the half-vulcanus dive forward, heaved into motion by a sharp shove from Devanos. The Unseelie’s eyes were wide and too bright, his lips parted in breathless anticipation. I sucked in a sharp breath as Alicia fell into the circle.

      With Simon.

      It was too soon after the ritual. Curses were the wild, untamed cousin of other magic spells, feral and unpredictable. Alicia hit her knees on the ground next to Simon, and I saw the moment she realized what was about to happen. Morgan cursed and stomped down on the circle, biting out a word to re-activate it before the curse could roll over the room and claim more victims.

      She didn’t even try to pull Alicia out first.

      “Did you murder my wife?” Devanos screamed.

      Alicia’s eyes bulged and she clapped a hand over her mouth. She shoved herself to her feet, squeezing her eyes shut, looking away from Devanos. Anything to try and stop what was about to happen, anything to escape the insidious grasp of the curse still seething inside the circle.

      Catherine stared at her, horror in her eyes. “Aunt Alicia?” she whispered.

      Alicia twisted around as if dragged by some invisible force, and the hand over her mouth trembled. She dug her fingers into her skin, trying to keep her hand over her lips. Her nails clawed bloody furrows in her skin, but she still fought.

      “She won’t be able to hold out against the curse for long,” Peasblossom said.

      Alicia seemed to realize it at the same time. She clawed at her throat. Bile splashed the back of my throat and I swallowed hard. She was trying to destroy her windpipe, willing to rip it out just to keep herself from speaking. But Peasblossom was right. She couldn’t resist the curse.

      “She was my sister,” Alicia choked. “How dare you… I only did what I had to do… It’s all your fault, you would have left me behind. You would have taken her and Catherine with you to court… My mother and sister poisoned our bloodline by sleeping with worthless humans, and I deserved to have the life they stole from me!” Her face turned bright red, the veins in her temples throbbing as if they’d burst under the effort of holding in the next sentence. Her confession. “Yes, I killed her!”

      Devanos ran to Catherine and enveloped her in a hug. He stroked her hair as she sobbed into his arms, offering her comfort even as he leaned on her for support. He’d finally gotten justice for his wife. I wondered if it would help him move on.

      Alicia continued to babble, despite her best efforts to stop. The curse made her confess her crime in detail, spilling her guts about the murder of Catherine’s mother. Devanos covered his daughter’s ears, sparing her the worst of it and gently herding her out of the room.

      My attention was torn away from them when Simon began to laugh. It was a maniacal sound that made the hair on my arms stand up, sent an unpleasant shiver down my spine. He looked at me, and there was nothing human in the face that leered from inside the circle.

      “You did this to him,” Vazkasi said in a low, dangerous voice.

      Morgan whirled to face him. The excuse she would have offered was cut off when she snapped her mouth shut, driven back a step when the dragon flowed forward, clawed hands tense at his sides, his eyes burning into hers.

      “The witch is right,” he said. “Simon does not have the temperament for visions. What you’ve done will destroy his mind.”

      He swung three large sharp claws at Morgan’s face. The sidhe slid out of the way. With equal speed, her hand morphed, fingers turning to scaled avian appendages tipped in razor sharp talons. She evaded the dragon’s strike, then dove forward with one of her own. Her talons tore through the muscles of his chest, prying off a handful of scales in the process. Vazkasi roared and the temperature in the room rose a few degrees. Sweat broke out on my forehead.

      Devanos grabbed Catherine and ran from the battle brewing between the dragonkin and the sidhe. Or maybe he knew what Marilyn would do in response.

      “Shade!” Morgan shouted. She turned to me, her eyes wide, desperation making the black orbs brighter, less human. “I swear to you, some day you will understand. Someday you’ll see why I had to do this. You’ll understand!”

      “Enough,” Marilyn snarled.

      Her eyes glowed, turned to glittering blue crystals. I recognized the look of a leannan sidhe about to pour her power through the room, and I had no intention of getting caught up in it. I grabbed Majesty and ran for the door, faster than I’d run from the beach, faster than I’d ever run. I dove out the door with Scath on my heels, scrambling to a halt in time to slam the heavy door to the room closed.

      I gathered Scath close to me, with Majesty in my lap and Peasblossom hugging my neck. I wore my ring on my right hand, and I pressed it to my mouth as I exhaled my magic, giving the ring an extra boost before the shield snapped into place. The shield spell shimmered blue around us as I waited for Marilyn to let loose.

      I waited for several full minutes before standing up. With the shield spell still held firmly in place, I risked a peek into the room through the window in the door.

      Morgan and Vazkasi groveled at Marilyn’s feet, kissing the tops of her shoes, begging her forgiveness. Marilyn hurled out an arm and said something to Morgan. The sidhe cried, tears streaming down her face. She looked devastated, like a child whose mother has told her what an ungrateful wretch she is. Morgan grabbed a piece of iron from Simon’s workbench and I felt dizzy with revulsion as I watched her skin immediately blistering.

      Peasblossom whimpered and covered her eyes. I turned away, but not before Morgan put the iron to her own cheek and slashed down, opening a deep cut that spurted blood over the front of her dress. I turned and ran with Peasblossom, ran until I reached the main room again. Scath followed on silent paws, Majesty held tight in her mouth.

      I wanted to go home. Not to the apartment. To Dresden. I wanted to go home and sit in a hot bath, and forget about the sidhe. Forget about all of them.

      But I wasn’t done here. So I found a seat in the room where I’d met with the other guests earlier. I sat down and stared out the window at Lake Erie. Thinking.

      It felt like hours passed, but I suspected it wasn’t as long as that. It just felt that way because I wanted to leave. Because Andy still wouldn’t answer his phone. Because I still didn’t know if the blood on the rocks was his. If he were dead or alive. And I couldn’t leave to find out. Not when I had one last thing to do here.

      When Marilyn finally entered the room, she seemed unsurprised to find me waiting.

      “Mother Renard,” she said calmly.

      Even though she wasn’t actively flexing her power now, her eyes still glowed, and I could feel the throb of power around her. She could compel pure unadulterated adoration, the greatest gift a leannan sidhe could possess. If I didn’t hate her so much, it might have swayed me.

      “Morgan broke your toy,” I said flatly.

      Marilyn came to stand next to my chair. She looked out at the lake, then raised one smooth shoulder in a shrug. “She gave me a new one.”

      “He’s broken. His mind can’t handle what she’s done to him.”

      “You continue to underestimate Simon,” Marilyn chastised me. “Morgan was right, he did show some oracle potential before. And if he has oracle blood, however thin, he will survive this.”

      “Did he have this potential before he got that bracelet?” I asked.

      Marilyn frowned. “Bracelet?”

      I heaved myself out of the chair and stood to face her. “The one on his wrist. I assume he had it when he showed up?”

      I could tell the answer was yes.

      “And he hasn’t taken it off?” I continued.

      Now that I was standing directly in front of her, I realized Marilyn’s front was dotted with droplets of blood. Morgan’s blood. Probably Vazkasi’s too.

      “What is your point?” she asked, her voice sharper than before.

      “My point is, the bracelet is made of ametrine. Dream stones. And it would be a very simple matter for someone with the power to send Simon specific dreams to then make it appear those dreams were coming true. To fake an oracle’s gift.”

      Marilyn’s face shut down. I think she knew I wasn’t bluffing.

      I shook my head. “Flint’s always trying to convince me that the relationship between a leannan sidhe and their protege is symbiotic. That both sides benefit, both sides care for one another. If that’s true, then you’ll give me that bracelet. Maybe I can find out who did this to Simon. Who started this whole mess. And you will find someone to remove the curses—especially the one that gives him nightmares to go with his visions.”

      I stood. “Or you can prove me right and watch him die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      My whole body shook as I walked out of Marilyn’s, Simon’s bracelet clutched in my fist. It wasn’t just adrenaline. It wasn’t just the fact that I was leaving behind a cursed teenager. Marilyn’s sparkling blue eyes still hovered in my mind, my heart aching to turn around and go back to her. She wasn’t happy with me. I needed her to be happy with me.

      “I hate leannan sidhe,” I whispered.

      Scath pressed against me, using her large black-furred body to keep me on a straight path back to my car. Peasblossom burrowed under my shirt to press herself against the bare skin of my shoulder, and the compulsion to run back to Marilyn faded a little more.

      “Flint is going to be angry.” I said the words out loud as much to distract myself as anything else. “I didn’t just fail to get the artifacts back. I watched them get destroyed.”

      Peasblossom scowled at me from where her head poked out under the edge of my shirt. “You did what you could. Scath stopped you, and he didn’t say anything about forbidding that. Besides, you didn’t melt them down.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      Andy.

      Peasblossom tightened her grip on the edge of my shirt as I ran for the car. I didn’t wait for Scath, didn’t check to see if she still had Majesty. I didn’t need her help to get to the car now. I could have run back to Andy’s house on the adrenaline coursing through me.

      By some miracle, I made it to Andy’s in one piece. The entire drive there, my mind tormented me with images of all the horrible things that might have happened to him. All the ways that bloody message could have come to pass. Marilyn had acted like she was surprised I’d shown up to take advantage of her invitation. But that didn’t mean Simon hadn’t been expecting me. Or Morgan.

      “She did this,” I seethed.

      Peasblossom crawled onto my shoulder, hopping toward my neck with wobbly legs until she could grab onto my ear. “The blood?”

      I nodded. “She helped Simon. He needed time alone with Catherine to steal her knife, and she knew just how to distract me.” My throat threatened to close, and it took me three tries to swallow. “The question is, how far did she go for the distraction? Did she use a stranger’s blood? Or did she count on Scath being there? Did she need to make sure it was convincing?”

      I fell out of the car, hissing as my knees hit the asphalt of Andy’s driveway. I had too much adrenaline pumping through my system. It was making my whole body shake, and I couldn’t hold onto a coherent thought for more than a second. By the time I got to the front door, I was already crying, hysteria in full swing. I pounded on the door with my fists, biting my lip to keep from hollering his name and waking the neighbors.

      A light switched on inside. Andy answered the door blinking and wearing baggy sweatpants and a plain white T-shirt. His hair stuck up at odd angles, and his face was slack like someone who’d been in deep sleep seconds ago. His brow furrowed as he tried to focus on me.

      At first, my brain didn’t even recognize him. Without his suit, without his impeccable grooming, he didn’t look like my Andy. I thought he was someone else, not Andy but a relative come to settle his affairs.

      Andy opened his mouth, then took one look at my face and thought better of it. All traces of sleep fled from his face, and his brown eyes sharpened, tension seizing his shoulders, pushing him to stand up straight.

      I didn’t even realized I’d entered the house until suddenly his soft T-shirt was under my palms, then I was sliding my fingers over his arms, checking for injuries, anything that might tell me the blood on the rocks came from him. I avoided the fresh marks on his wrist and shoulder from Scath’s teeth. They were mostly healed thanks to my magic, but fresh scars still lingered.

      Next I ran my hands over his back. I found nothing new there, nothing open and bloody. I shoved his T-shirt up, looking over his stomach, his sides. My brain superimposed a memory over his skin, a memory of when he’d been shot, the last time the kelpies had taken him. I shook the image off, ran my hands over his ribs, checking to make sure nothing was broken.

      Andy pulled his shirt off, realizing I wanted to examine him, resigned to showing me he wasn’t hurt. I ran my hands over the scars on his back. He stiffened, but didn’t pull away, and didn’t try to stop me.

      I stared at the scars, but they were all old, all healed as much as they ever would be. Nothing new there. I was shaking again. Andy slid the legs of his sweatpants up, and I stared at his legs, checked the path of the femoral artery. There were a few scars on his legs, different from the ones on his back. Mostly on his knees. But no new injuries.

      I was kneeling on the floor now, my search for wounds over. I knelt there and tried to regain control of my breathing, tried to find some peace to go with the knowledge that he wasn’t hurt. The message had been a warning. Or some horrible prank by Simon. Who knew? But it wasn’t Andy’s blood. It wasn’t too late to make sure that message never came true.

      Andy put his clothes back in place. Without a word, he knelt beside me. He slowly drew me against him, letting me cry. I let him move me, let him press my ear to his chest. His heart beat strong and steady under my ear. A little faster than it should have been, thanks to having a hysterical witch show up on his porch, but still calm. Still strong.

      “I’m okay,” he whispered.

      I cried harder, and he let me. My face hurt, but I didn’t care. Something about that heartbeat anchored me to the moment. Kept me from drifting back to Marilyn’s. To the beach.

      Andy didn’t stroke my hair, didn’t whisper nonsense words of comfort. He just waited. I had no idea how long we stayed there, but finally I wasn’t crying anymore.

      “You have to tell me.” My voice was a wet rasp, thanks in large part to my now-stuffy nose and too much crying. I pulled back so I could look into Andy’s eyes. “You have to tell me what’s wrong.”

      He held my gaze for a long minute. I couldn’t read his expression. “I’m sorry,” he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper.

      I shook my head. “Don’t be sorry. Just tell me what’s wrong. Please.”

      He put his hands on his chest as if reaching for a suit jacket to tug. He didn’t find one, just his soft—now wet—T-shirt. “Something is wrong,” he admitted carefully. “But I’m handling it.”

      I closed my eyes, and the last of my hot tears streamed down my cheeks. I forced myself to look at him again. “That’s not good enough,” I said quietly.

      Andy opened his mouth, but I held up a hand.

      “I’ve tried to give you space. And time. I’ve respected your privacy. But you haven’t been getting better. You’ve been getting worse. So I need to know. You can tell me now.” I sucked in a sharp breath, forced the rest of the words out. “Or I’ll find out myself.”

      I expected a fight. Goddess only knew that’s what he’d taught me to expect lately. But instead, Andy looked away, gathered his thoughts. Then he turned back to me.

      “My birth parents were bad people.” He said it in a voice empty of emotion, a pure statement of fact. “I don’t want to talk about it. Most of the time, it doesn’t matter anymore. The past is the past.”

      He settled into a cross-legged position and folded his hands in front of him. “When you didn’t speak with me for a month, I volunteered for a task force. It was a rough case, and it didn’t go as well as we’d hoped. I was in a dark place, and I made some bad choices. Fell into old habits.”

      “What kind of bad choices?” I asked. “What old habits?”

      Andy shook his head. “It doesn’t mat—”

      “Tell me or I’ll find out myself,” I repeated. I hated forcing this conversation. I’d been in this position myself, been forced to spill my guts on a subject so personal I didn’t want to share it with anyone. But I couldn’t wait anymore. Not when his recklessness could get him killed.

      Andy stared hard at me, as if he could make me drop it just by letting the silence stretch long enough. It was a good technique. It worked on most people, and it was probably a big part of his work as an interrogator. But I was a witch. Silence didn’t bother me.

      “I almost struck a suspect.” His voice was softer, but still matter of fact. “I didn’t, but that doesn’t matter. It’s been building, and I should have done something about it sooner.”

      I didn’t understand what he was getting at, so I waited without speaking.

      He was quiet for a long minute, but then continued.

      “I struggled with anger issues for a long time. My mom and dad,” he gestured to one of the photographs on the wall, indicating his real parents, and not the biological pair, “helped me cope with it.”

      “The suit,” I whispered.

      “Dad was big on suits. He said nothing kept people from getting on your case like a good suit. If your suit is clean, no stains, no wrinkles, then as far as the world knows, everything is just fine. It shows the world a man who’s in control, a man with authority. And he was right. People treated me very differently when I wore the suit.” He tilted his head. “I treated myself differently. I felt different.”

      “Then your parents passed away.”

      Andy nodded. “I didn’t realize how much I still leaned on them. So now I’m starting to realize I need to find a new way to deal with my anger.”

      “The suit was a good way to cope with anger in the moment, but unfortunately, if you don’t deal with where that anger comes from, then it’s always going to come back,” I said. “Have you tried therapy?”

      “Arresting bad guys was my therapy,” Andy said. “But then…”

      My stomach tightened. “Then I pointed out there were bad guys getting away. There’s a whole new world of bad guys.”

      “And I can’t arrest them.”

      “That’s what you meant. At the docks. When you said it was my fault.”

      “I didn’t mean it,” Andy said firmly. “Not you. It’s just…” His jaw tightened. “How much more do you need to know?”

      “All of it.” It wasn’t the kindest thing I could have said, but I’d given him enough time.

      He closed his eyes, then immediately forced them open, forced himself to look at me. “You look a little like my birth mother.”

      The words were both a salve and a blow to my heart. On the one hand, I was grateful that it wasn’t me causing Andy so much pain. On the other, it meant that Andy’s bad temper had no easy fix. It wasn’t just something I’d said or done to upset him. These wounds ran deep. They’d taken a long time to inflict, and they’d take a long time to heal.

      I looked behind Andy at the ghosts. His mother held her hand over her mouth as a tear slid down her translucent cheek. Andy’s father gritted his teeth. He definitely had anger toward Andy’s birth parents and how they had failed him.

      “Is that enough?” Andy asked finally. He gestured between us. “Are we all right now?”

      “You need to get help,” I told him. “You need to deal with the underlying issue. A coping mechanism equivalent of a Band-Aid isn’t going to be enough anymore.”

      “I know. Are we good?”

      I wanted to argue, to insist that he have a plan. Something actionable. But now that I knew a little more about what was going on, I realized there was only so much I could do to help. This wasn’t an Otherworld problem. He didn’t need magic. He needed a friend. And that meant taking it slow.

      “Don’t shut me out,” I said. “As long as you’re taking this seriously, as long as you’re taking real steps to get better, then we’re good.”

      Andy nodded, then got up and went into the kitchen. I heard him filling a pot with water, heard the click and soft whoosh of a stove burner flaring to life. The sound of mugs clinking together, the pantry door opening. I concentrated on those familiar sounds as I let my eyes drift closed. Now that I had my answers, and knew Andy was okay at least for the time being, the rest of the day’s events caught up to me. The pain of the burns began to make itself known, reminding me that it was time to reapply my salves. Drink another healing potion.

      The scent of tea drifted over me. I opened my eyes to see Andy offering me a mug of hot tea. Honey and lemon.

      He even had a honey packet for Peasblossom.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

      A tiny sob worked its way out of my mouth. “My face hurts.”

      Andy studied the burns on my cheeks, his expression schooled into his serious FBI mask. Then he reached for the zipper of my waist pouch. I didn’t move as he pulled it open, lifted the flap a few inches. “Bizbee, do you have any burn cream?”

      It was the first time Andy had ever spoken to the grig. Bizbee popped out, fuzzy antennae swaying, a tub of homemade burn cream in his arms. He stared hard at Andy, then at me, probably trying to figure out what had prompted the change.

      Andy took the tub of burn cream and unscrewed the lid. The clean scent of aloe tickled my nose as he rubbed it over my cheeks, his touch surprisingly gentle.

      “Tell me what happened,” he said.

      I did. I told him about Alicia, and how she’d attacked me. I told him about Simon and my failure to save him. I told him about Morgan, and all her insinuations about Scath, her insistence that someday I would understand what she’d done, the spell that obviously kept her from saying more. I told him about how Vazkasi had melted the artifacts, and there was nothing left. Nothing to return to the owners. Nothing to allow me to satisfy Flint’s demands.

      I told him I didn’t care.

      Finally, I told him about the bloody message on the rocks.

      Andy was silent through it all. He finished with the burn cream and set the tub on the floor, then sat back with his cup of tea cradled in his large hands.

      He appeared to consider everything I’d said. “Do you want me to come with you when you tell Flint?”

      I pushed my hair out of my face and shook my head. “It won’t help. Honestly, if he gets really angry about it, having you there might be worse.”

      “Because he might take it out on me to upset you,” Andy guessed.

      I nodded. Then I looked at Scath. The sidhe had come with me into Andy’s house, but she hadn’t moved from her position near the door. I thought at first she was guarding against intruders, but she was facing me. Watching.

      “I have help,” I said, staring at Scath. “Flint won’t hurt me.”

      I realized as soon as I said it that it was true. Flint could hurt me if he wanted to, under the contract. He couldn’t kill me, but he could hurt me. But if he tried, then I’d hate to see what happened to him. Scath obviously didn’t like him. I would imagine she’d be happy for any excuse to hurt him.

      “You know,” I said slowly. “The contract I signed with Flint was…sloppy.”

      “How so?”

      I sat cross-legged on the floor, remembered I wasn’t in my twenties anymore, and uncrossed them and scooted backward on my bottom until I could lean my back against the couch. “He knew I had a familiar, but he didn’t make her part of the deal.”

      “You said he couldn’t. You only bargained away your freedom.”

      “But he had to know she’d help me get around his orders anytime she could. Scath too. He could have accounted for them when he gave me this case, told me that any time one of my allies helped me get around his orders, he’d take it out on me. In fact, he knew about Peasblossom when we made the contract. He could have made the penalty for her helping me get around his wishes additional time added to my contract.”

      I looked at Peasblossom. She paused, then nodded. “That would be a standard provision.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Andy asked.

      “I don’t know.” I took a fortifying sip of tea, the cream on my face providing a blessed barrier against the touch of steam on my abused cheeks. “But there are a few things about this whole situation that bother me. These cursed artifacts that he wants stolen from the thief after they’re used, but then returned to their owners. It doesn’t make any sense. Why wouldn’t he want them returned to him once the curses are null because they were already stolen? Returning them to their original owners resets the curse. If he wanted them with the original owners, curses intact, then why not have me stop the thief?”

      “It doesn’t seem like it makes any sense,” Andy admitted. “So if there’s no obvious immediate benefit, then maybe this is part of a bigger plan.”

      “That sounds like a sidhe,” Peasblossom agreed. “They love the long-game.”

      “If that’s what this is, then what part of this case benefited him?” I asked.

      “Well, look at what happened. What were the results?”

      “Simon is cursed,” Peasblossom suggested. “If he did inherit oracle abilities from Morgan, then he has to tell the whole truth. Maybe Flint wants information.”

      “I do think he’s the one who got Simon involved,” I agreed. “And if having a chatty oracle was his goal, then that means he specifically dragged Morgan into it too. Given her hatred for him, he must have manipulated her.”

      “The bracelet!” Peasblossom shouted.

      Andy frowned. “What about it?”

      “We think Flint might have used it to make it look like Simon had oracle abilities. Or at least some propensity for them. Morgan has been chatting with an oracle that won’t tell her what she wants to know. Maybe Flint found out and that’s how he lured Morgan into this case. He made her think Simon was the answer to her difficulty.”

      “But that would mean Simon doesn’t have the propensity, so he probably wouldn’t survive having the visions. So then Flint couldn’t have done all this to get a chatty oracle,” I pointed out.

      Andy held up a hand. “All right, slow down. From what you’ve told me, Flint is a planner. Right?”

      “Most sidhe are.”

      “Okay. And he specializes in desires, in reading people. Right?”

      “Right.”

      Andy leaned forward. “So what if we assume everything that happened is exactly what he wanted to happen?”

      I shook my head. “The artifacts were destroyed. I can’t imagine that’s what he wanted to happen.”

      “What if he did? What if there’s something about them we don’t know, what if he was forbidden from destroying them? Or what if an oracle told him that someday they would be used on him, used to curse him or something?”

      “He knew I had a personal history with Simon,” I whispered. “He knew I’d want to save him, and I’d rather fail and see the artifacts destroyed than let him stay cursed.”

      I jerked upright suddenly, staring at Andy. “You work in the organized crime division.”

      Andy arched an eyebrow. “So?”

      “So, you have to have a lot of experience with complicated enterprises. Businesses with moving parts, people who stay in control without actually doing the dirty work themselves. What if you analyzed Flint as a corrupted enterprise?”

      Andy didn’t react right away, but something about his demeanor changed. Some shift in tension, or maybe his attitude. I felt the give deep in my bones, instinct telling me we’d shifted onto better footing. It could have been wishful thinking, but I decided to hope anyway.

      “We’ll need surveillance,” Andy said slowly. “Every organization has a structure. Based on what I know, Flint is probably self-sufficient in a lot of ways, but even someone who uses cats’ paws to do his bidding will show some sort of pattern. With surveillance, we can learn his routine, learn who he goes to for what.”

      “Oh, we’ve got surveillance.” I smiled at Peasblossom.

      The pixie’s pink eyes glittered. “We have an army of surveillance.”

      Scath twitched her tail from side to side. She didn’t seem as excited as Peasblossom, but there was a definite spark in her green eyes. It lifted my spirits to see it, and it was almost enough to make me forget Morgan’s warning about her.

      Almost.

      “But we can’t let him know about any of it,” I warned. “And right now, he can order me to tell him everything.”

      “But if it was my case, and I brought you in to consult…”

      “He’s already given me permission to help you. And when I do, I’m allowed to sign a nondisclosure agreement.”

      “Another thing he never should have allowed,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      She was right, but we had to take this one step at a time. Andy retrieved one of our contracts from downstairs and I signed it.

      “You should know something, Andy,” I said, suddenly remembering. “Flint has been tracking you. I don’t know if it’s on your car or if he’s tracking your phone, but that’s how we followed you to the bar.”

      The paper in Andy’s hands crackled as his grip tightened. “Good to know.” He rolled his shoulders, forcing some of the tension from his muscles. “I’ll start getting a plan together. I already have some ideas.”

      I smiled, but then it faltered. Having a plan was all fine and good, but just because we were looking into Flint, didn’t mean we’d find answers. And even if we did, who knows what we’d find in the process? Flint could have his hand in all manner of unpleasant enterprises. Enterprises that might be hard for Andy to look away from.

      Andy walked me to the door. I paused, looking over his shoulder at the ghosts. His mother looked so worried. And his father was obviously doing his best not to show any emotion at all. They’d heard everything. And it seemed like they had the same concerns that I did.

      “You know,” I said slowly. “You’re not alone. Your parents cared about you very much. They still care about you.”

      “I know.”

      I hesitated. His parents had helped him before. They’d kept him stable. Maybe they could still give him that support. “They can still help you. If you let them.”

      Andy started to nod. Then suddenly he seemed to remember I was a witch. He seemed to realize that maybe I wasn’t just reciting harmless platitudes.

      He froze. “What… What are you saying?”

      I nodded behind him. “They’re here, Andy. I’ve talked to them. And they’re worried about you.”

      Andy jerked his head around the room, taking in the broken figurines. The color drained from his face, making him look like a child who’d been caught standing in the ruins of a bad temper tantrum. And he sort of had.

      “She’s not mad. She’s just worried about you.”

      Andy nodded, the movement too fast, too jerky. He turned to face the ghosts, following my gesture. I could tell when he saw them by the change in his posture. The way he stood a little straighter, jerked forward as if fighting the urge to run to them. He stopped himself and looked back at me. “Could I have some time?”

      My heart eased in my chest, and I breathed a little easier. His mom looked nervous suddenly, as if she hadn’t been ready for this. His father mirrored Andy’s posture, standing straighter. Ready to talk to his son.

      “You can see them?” I asked.

      Andy nodded.

      My smile widened. If he could see them, then his mind was more open to the Otherworld than I’d thought. He must have had some latent talent, some sensitivity before he even met me, and now it was blossoming. If he could see them, talk to them, then he was going to be all right.

      “So do we think Flint’s going to be happy the artifacts were destroyed?” Peasblossom asked as I got into the car. “Or is he going to be really angry?”

      I stared at the dark road ahead and tightened my grip on the steering wheel. “Only one way to find out.”
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      The apartment was dark when I opened the door, but the tension that shot through Scath told me we weren’t alone. My talk with Andy echoed in my head. Everything we’d discussed about our plan to investigate Flint replayed over and over until I was almost afraid he would overhear it. I put the keys in the bowl on the kitchen counter and opened the cupboard to get a mug without turning around.

      “Success?” Flint asked.

      I didn’t jump. Goody for me.

      I could tell from the direction of his voice that he was sitting on the couch opposite the front door. A strategic position. I could also tell he already knew the answer to his question. I put the mug down and walked over to the couch.

      Flint’s expensive cologne tinged the air, teasing my senses, but not overwhelming. I reached over and tugged the chain on the lamp, filling the room with soft light. Flint’s hazel eyes contracted as the darkness fled, but they adjusted quickly.

      I stood there looking down at him for a long minute, letting him get a good look at my damaged face. Reminding him what I’d been through. What I believed he’d predicted. Maybe not exactly. But he’d definitely known I’d get hurt. Badly.

      “I did my best,” I said, keeping my voice low and even. “But the artifacts were destroyed. Simon used them, and the dragon melted them down to try and save him. It didn’t work,” I added.

      I watched him carefully, ready to look for any sign of emotion that might give him away. The scrutiny wasn’t needed. The emotion that bathed Flint’s face was intense, uninhibited. He didn’t try to hide his pain. It was all there in the way his eyes glistened and he hunched forward as if I’d punched him in the stomach. He took a deep breath, held it, then let it out slowly. Without standing, he shook his head.

      “Did you even try?” he asked softly.

      “I told you I did my best, and I meant it. I let Simon use the artifacts, as ordered.” I curled my hands into fists. He wasn’t hiding his emotions. I wouldn’t hide mine. “You know I wouldn’t have done that if I had a choice. And I tried to stop the dragon from destroying them.”

      “What prevented you?”

      I didn’t look at Scath.

      Flint did. He snorted and shook his head. “Of course.” He leaned forward to put his elbows on his knees, shoving his hands through his hair and messing up the “bed head” that he must have spent so much time perfecting. “And who was it that suggested destroying the items?”

      “It was me,” Peasblossom said vehemently. “I told them it might help Simon.”

      Flint’s shoulders drooped, and he dropped his hands from his head, clasping them in front of him. “How much did the wizard tell you about those artifacts?”

      “He said the Unseelie used them to pass power on to adopted children.” I hesitated, then decided there was no point holding back. “He told me your Seelie father kept them after your mother’s death. Instead of giving them to you, he gave them to your stepbrother.”

      The mention of his father squeezed Flint’s shoulders, tightened every muscle in his body. I watched him force his muscles to relax bit by bit.

      “The Unseelie value strength. Not just in the short-term, but the long term. We go out of our way to procreate outside our species, to consistently bring in new blood. It’s why we’re more powerful than our arrogant Seelie cousins. Artifacts like the ones you’ve been dealing with allowed us to keep our bloodlines strong. It allowed us to pass on our power, our heritage, to children even when the child wasn’t sidhe. Or only half-sidhe.”

      He rubbed his face, took another deep breath. “When my mother was killed, those artifacts should have come to me. Instead, my father ran back to the Seelie court and used them to buy his way into a new marriage.” He snorted. “Hypocritical bastards. They claim to want to keep their bloodlines pure, but they know it’s costing them power. And instead of admitting it, instead of acknowledging that they need new blood, they pretend to hate it. They use marriage to an Unseelie as punishment so they can pretend they would never have lowered themselves to lay in an Unseelie bed, all the while benefiting from the new bloodline they create.”

      He looked away, swallowed hard. “My father used the artifacts on my Seelie stepbrother. Gave him a taste of his bloodline—my bloodline. And then, as an added insult to me, my stepbrother had the items cursed. He poisoned them, then handed them out to humans.” Flint scoffed, staring into space. “He wanted to give them to easy targets. People I could steal them from. Take with no effort at all. He wanted me to humiliate myself chasing humans all over the world, getting back my mother’s things. And in doing so, suffer further humiliation.”

      It was all as Jim and I had guessed. “That’s why you wanted them stolen and returned.”

      Flint closed his hands into fists. “I wanted to make it clear that I had nothing to do with the thefts. I wouldn’t lower myself to playing his game. No one would have believed I had nothing to do with the thefts, so I needed them returned.”

      “But why let them be used? Why tell me the thief had to get away with it?”

      “A warning to other thieves.” He hesitated, then sighed. “And to know what curses my stepbrother put on them.”

      Once again, it seemed Jim and I had been on the right track.

      Flint leaned back, sinking into the thick couch cushions. “Those artifacts were one of the last things I had of my mother’s. Tell me the truth. Did you really try?”

      I met his eyes without flinching. “I did as the contract demanded.”

      Flint smiled, but there was no pleasure in it. Just a sort of sadness. “That’s what I thought.”

      He stood without another word. I felt a stab of guilt. Pity for his pain. As soon as I had the feeling, I tensed. This is how he wanted me to feel. I stared down at my lap, gathering my wits about me. A green light caught my eye, and I realized I had an unread text message. I fished my phone out. I had a message from Blake. The numbers I’d asked for.

      I opened the message and scanned the numbers as Flint made his way to the door. Simon hadn’t made many calls the day he’d met with the handsome stranger. In fact, he’d only made one anywhere near the time he was at Shannon’s Diner. I typed the number into my phone, then looked at Flint. Holding my breath, I hit the call button.

      Flint’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked down. He turned, a confused look pulling his eyebrows together.

      “What is this?” he asked, raising his phone.

      I thought about lying, but that would be a waste of time. Flint would just keep pressing, and the contract would demand I answer truthfully if he managed to phrase it right.

      And he would.

      “That’s not your number. But your phone rang when I dialed it. I’m guessing it’s one of those apps that generates an alternate phone number. So you can pass it out to people you don’t want to have your real number?”

      Flint frowned. “Where did you get it?”

      I met his eyes. “Simon.”

      This time, there was no emotion broadcasting straight from the leannan sidhe’s heart. No pain, no anger. He shut down.

      “Take some time off,” Flint said finally. “I’ll have another job for you soon.”

      I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t going to stand here and ask questions I wouldn’t get answers to. I’d have all the answers I needed in time.

      Flint opened the door, and suddenly his back went so rigid I felt a stab of sympathy for his spine. Scath’s ears pricked forward, and I rose from the couch, leaning to the side to see what had riveted their attention.

      A woman stood outside the door. Her hair was a beautiful shade of blonde that looked gold when the light caught it, and it was long, falling past her waist, brushing the back of her thighs even in a ponytail. She wore casual human clothing, but I’d have bet my last tea bag it was glamour. She didn’t look like the jeans and T-shirt type.

      She smiled at Flint, and that smile seemed to make the room brighter. Literally brighter. Seelie sidhe.

      “Flint Valencia,” she said sweetly. “It’s been a long time.”

      Flint didn’t say anything. He grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, holding his arms out so the woman could get a look at his bare chest. The movement was so sudden, so unexpected, that I couldn’t stop my eyes from traveling over all that bared skin, the smooth lines of ink that I knew more about than I wanted to. I clasped my hands in my lap, fighting a sudden urge to reach out and touch him.

      Blood and bone, I hate leannan sidhe.

      He did a slow turn, giving the woman a brief glimpse of his naked back. The stranger stared hard at his exposed skin, but it wasn’t sexual, or even appreciative. She clearly didn’t feel the same urge to touch him that I did. Damn her eyes.

      No, she was definitely looking for something. The wrinkle between her brows said she didn’t find whatever it was she expected to see. She reached forward and touched his chest, running her hand over his skin. Not that she seemed to enjoy the feel of his smooth flesh pulled tight over thick muscle.

      Peasblossom pressed her hand against my neck, and the urge to touch Flint receded. I hadn’t realized I’d stopped breathing until I sucked in a breath, felt my heart was pounding. “Thanks,” I whispered to Peasblossom.

      “Stupid leannan sidhe,” Peasblossom muttered.

      Flint twitched as if fighting the urge to recoil from the blonde’s touch, but he forced himself to stand there and take it.

      “Tell him it’s over.”

      The crease between the blonde’s brows deepened and she dropped her hand from Flint’s body. He left without another word, angling around his unwanted visitor and vanishing out of sight. The woman stood there for a moment, staring after him. Then she turned to look at me. The light from the lamp reached out to make her violet eyes twinkle. “You are his witch, yes?”

      I arched an eyebrow, then headed back into the kitchen for my mug. “For a few more months.”

      The woman waited, but I didn’t invite her in.

      “I am Nikita,” she said finally. “I’ve come here to learn the location of a set of artifacts. A bowl, a chalice, a knife. Do you know the set I speak of?”

      “I do.”

      “Where—”

      “Destroyed.” I filled my electric tea kettle and plugged it in. “Melted down.”

      The woman blinked, shock clear in her expression. “Melted down? You swear it? On your magic?”

      “I swear on my magic that I witnessed the artifacts you refer to get melted down. Destroyed by dragon fire.”

      “The items that belonged to Flint Valencia’s mother?” she pressed. “They had his family name—”

      “Yes. The artifacts his father stole from him and handed off to his Seelie stepbrother. The ones his darling stepbrother used and then violated. Those artifacts.”

      She blinked again. “How extraordinary.”

      I reached into the cupboard for a tea bag. When I looked back at the door, the sidhe was gone.

      “Someone knows the artifacts were activated,” Peasblossom guessed.

      “I get the feeling she thought it was Flint.” I put the tea bag into my mug, inhaling the scent of Earl Grey. “Stepbrother wants to see if his nasty surprises worked.”

      Peasblossom tapped her foot. “Is it just me, or did Flint seem to guess that’s why she was here?”

      “He did.” I retrieved a spoon from the drawer, letting my mind wander over the evening.

      I paused. An idea formed in my mind. I dropped the spoon on the counter and rushed over to the desk Flint had put in the middle of the dining room where a table should have gone. I grabbed a sheet of paper and a pencil and tried to sketch out the mark I’d seen on Simon’s cauldron. I’d only gotten a glimpse, but I remembered most of it. When I was done, I jabbed it with the pencil.

      “Peasblossom, do you know what this mark means?”

      She hopped off my shoulder to the desk and went to stand over the mark I’d drawn. “No. It’s not a regular rune. It looks like someone combined a few existing sigils to make a new one.”

      I took a picture of it with my phone and sent it to Jim. Maybe the wizard could identify it. After all, Flint had “learned” his magic from wizards. After a second of thought, I sent a follow-up text asking if Jim preferred to be paid by check or cash for his work with the artifacts. Best not to owe a favor. And of course, I should probably pay him for his work before asking him to do more work. Agnes would insist…

      “You think this has something to do with Flint,” Peasblossom said, as if reading my mind.

      “Bear with me for a minute.” I went to the open door and stuck my head out, making sure Nikita hadn’t lingered to eavesdrop. Feeling a little paranoid, I did a brief sweep for magic, just in case she was using magic to hide. When I was sure no one was there, I closed the door and locked it. “What if Andy’s right? What if everything that happened is exactly what Flint wanted to happen?”

      “You think he wanted the artifacts destroyed?”

      I paced over to the tea kettle and poured hot water into my mug, my brain spinning with a new theory. “What if he wanted everyone to think they were destroyed?”

      Peasblossom stared at the door. “You think he knew someone was going to show up when the artifacts were used.”

      “And he was letting me see how upset he was to establish a disturbed emotional state. So when his guest arrived, he could storm off, dodging questions and leaving me to swear on my magic the artifacts were destroyed.”

      Peasblossom’s eyes widened. “You think he spelled Simon’s cauldron. Maybe the artifacts weren’t destroyed, but just teleported somewhere else? If he knew they weren’t really destroyed, then he couldn’t lie about it. But you could.”

      She stared down at the mark. “That would be a complicated process. He had to teleport what was in there almost instantly. And he had to make sure melted gold showed up in its place.”

      “If we’re right, he had a lot of time to plan this. It’s possible that’s exactly what he did.”

      “That’s a lot of moving parts, even for a sidhe,” Peasblossom said.

      “Not too many. Not for a sidhe who hangs out at Nightcap talking to oracles…” I retrieved the honey and lemon and began preparing my tea. “The curses on the artifacts. Only the three on the individual items are irrelevant now that they were stolen from the thief. The truth curse is still there, would still activate if someone used them.” I stirred my tea and looked at Peasblossom. “What do you suppose the chances are that Flint just wants to have the artifacts for sentimental reasons, and doesn’t intend to use them?”

      Peasblossom looked down at the mark again. “Not good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Sign up for my mailing list to be the first to see the cover of Blood Trails, #8!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        My Next Book Release: CLICK HERE

      

      I hope that you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please spare a moment to leave a review. Nothing helps other ravenous readers find a good series like a passionate review from readers like you.

      
        THE BLOOD TRAILS SERIES is a fusion of fantasy and mystery that combines a classic private investigator/whodunnit with the sarcasm and magic that’s made the Urban Fantasy genre so famous.

      

      
        THE BLOOD PRINCE SERIES  is a sensual paranormal romance series that twists beloved fairy tales into original tales of love, adventure, and…well, blood. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and ultimately, you’ll need to sink your teeth into the next book as you follow a desperate desire to find out just what the werewolf, the vampire, the demon, the angel, and the god are really up to…

      

      
        THE BLOOD REALM SERIES is a spin-off /continuation of the Blood Prince series. Though these books can be read in any order, to get the most out of the epilogues, I always recommend following the suggested reading order HERE.

        

        All of my books are written in the same universe (yes, even the Urban Fantasy, which is contemporary, not historical like the Blood Prince/Blood Realm series—and you’ll have to read Deadline to find out how I managed that…). Be ready for crossovers and cameos!
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        OTHER BOOKS BY JENNIFER BLACKSTREAM

        

        Urban Fantasy

        

        Blood Trails Series

        Temptation (prequel, mailing list exclusive)

        Deadline

        Monster

        Taken

        Corruption

        Mercenary

        Caged

        Betrayal

        

        Paranormal Romance

        

        Blood Prince Series

        Before Midnight

        One Bite

        Golden Stair

        Divine Scales

        Beautiful Salvation

        Bonus Novel: The Pirate’s Witch

        

        Blood Realm Series:

        All for a Rose

        Blue Voodoo

        The Archer

        Bear With Me

        Stolen Wish

        

        Join my mailing list to be alerted when new titles are released.

        

        Short stories are not listed here, but can be found on my website here.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Did you find a typo?

      

       

      Typos are the jack-in-the-boxes of the reading world. There you are, reading an amazing story, when suddenly—BAM! A typo rips you right out of the groove. At Skeleton Key Publishing, our editors do their best to correct the typos that slink by our authors, but sometimes they escape and go on their ruinous rampage.

      So here’s the deal. If you found any typos, go to my website and report it. Every month we will put the names of everyone who reported a typo into a hat and pick one out. That person will then be offered a $25 gift certificate to an online retailer.

      That’s right…you can win a gift certificate just for reporting a typo. If you find more than three typos, send us a copy of your receipt and we’ll send you an updated version of the book.

      Thank you for helping us improve the reading experience for later readers.

      

      - The Skeleton Crew

    

  


  
    
      
        Ahoy, ebook pirates!

      

       

      All right, so here's the deal. Certain online retailers have affiliate programs whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to shop on their site. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, the online retailer pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then the retailer takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.

      Now, some of you are reading this because you got your hands on a pirated copy of one of my books. I'm not going to lecture you, or shame you, or beg you to stop. I spent an hour last night begging my daughter to go to sleep, so I'm all groveled out for at least the next 12 hours. All I'm going to say is this: If you got any enjoyment out of my work, please consider clicking on the link below the next time you need to buy something from one of these very popular online retailers I’m sure you already shop at. You won't be spending a penny more than you would have anyway, and I'll get a little compensation for all the time and effort I put into writing the book so I can continue to write more books.

      Clicking the link is not an acknowledgement that you pirated one of my books. Even if you are a wonderful person who paid for this book, if you'd like to use this link to help me earn enough money for the next Lego set with a superhero in it (even though we all know my son's going to build it, then discard the majority in favor of playing with only the little people) then you can click the link too.

      The link can be found here: http://www.jenniferblackstream.com/ahoy-ebook-pirates/

      If for some reason you can't bring yourself to click the link, consider leaving a review for the book. Reviews help too.

      All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,

      Jennifer Blackstream
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