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            ANDROMEDA

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm smart and talented, and I scare more men than a vasectomy without anesthesia.

      “Let me repeat this to be sure I understand what you’re telling me.” I tapped my fingernails on the rim of the generic white coffee cup and tried not to laugh in his face. “You’ve found a new financial management company?” He nodded eagerly. “And they’ve come up with a new and better way to predict the market.” Nod, nod. What a moron. “And you think I should invest in it?”

      My date’s blond hair flopped over his eyebrows, he nodded so enthusiastically.

      No point in even bothering to try to hide the incredulous tone in my voice now. “And the minimum deposit is fifty thousand dollars?”

      Mitch and I had hit it off well enough at the speed date last night. I’d been hoping it might turn into something more than a few awkward minutes in the middle of a night chock full of blunders.

      Last night, while we’d still been hopeful idiots, we’d made arrangements to meet for breakfast, and I’d gotten up a whole stinking hour early just to straighten my hair into a sleek knot. The springy black waves had nearly defeated my try at smooth. Bits had already begun working their way loose, but, meh, no loss. This man was either a shill or a fool. Honestly, I was slightly more irritated that I’d gotten so dressed up. As I listened to him talk, I shook my head. Nope. I was definitely more irritated at the equivalent of a bad timeshare he was trying to sell me. This horrible pitch was worse. At least I looked pretty dang good as I prepared to slap ol’ Mitch down.

      “Yes, Andromeda. What do you think?” Mitch’s confident smile had gained a fixed quality at my sarcastic tone. The grin reminded me of my nephew, pretending he hadn’t taken a cookie while the crumbs were still all over his mouth. Ingratiating and a little scared. That smile meant he knew he was in trouble, but he also knew that his only chance at pulling this off was staying confident in his answer. Even if that answer was totally wrong.

      What’s even wronger than wrong? Insult. That was the word. This was an insult.

      On a toddler, that look might be cute. On a grown man, not so much. Mitch’s hazel eyes flicked from side to side, their light color harmonizing with his tan and well-styled streaked blond hair. An excellent styling job: his clothing, casual but upscale, completed the picture of an affluent man without cares. He was well put together.

      Pity he’d just tried to sell me on a terribly concealed Ponzi scheme. No doubt that the whole persona of a man in control was the front he affected in order to lure people into his scheme, probably women that looked at him and saw an attractive, potentially rich man and wanted to please him in order to gain more of his attention. His attention wasn’t something I cared to have. Too bad for him.

      Leaning forward, I batted my eyelashes. “I think that a guaranteed thirty percent return yearly for the next ten years shows that you think I’m either greedy, an idiot, or probably both. Please, illuminate me more on this, ah, opportunity.” Leaning back, I smiled at him, eating another bite of my pecan and strawberry oatmeal.

      The bacon and eggs on Mitch’s plate were my heart’s love, but unfortunately not my waistline’s. That, too, might have contributed to the sharpness in my tone. I wanted to snatch his bacon.

      Not his proverbial bacon. Don’t be dirty. His literal bacon.

      The poor schmuck spluttered, staring at me in shock. No doubt he wasn’t used to someone seeing straight through his load of crap, and even less so when it came to someone telling him that it was a bum deal. Bonus points for me being a woman. “I’ve invested my personal assets there,” he said in a whining, defensive tone. “It’s real.” Leaning back, he narrowed his eyes and lowered his voice. “I was trying to help you out.”

      Oh, my hero. Be still my heart. “Kind of you. If it’s true, and not you trying to scam me on your own, I’d suggest you get out of it as soon as possible.” I slid out of the booth, the hem of my white maxi sundress floating around my ankles and playing peekaboo with my favorite gold ankle bracelet. I was 5’1, but the heels gave me another three inches of height, and I liked long skirts. The white contrasted with my skin, giving it a bit of a glow. I’d worn one of my favorite outfits for this dud of a date, but I looked better than usual, so maybe this hadn’t been a total waste of time.

      “You’re leaving?” Man, he really didn’t take rejection well.

      “Yeah, sorry bud, but I don’t think we’ll suit. I’ll pick up the check. It looks like you’ll need all your liquid cash soon.” I grabbed the paper on the corner of the table and whirled around to walk toward the register near the door.

      There hadn’t even been a quick lay before he’d tried his pitch.

      Ugh. This was the third date gone all wrong in as many weeks, and I was beginning to wonder if I’d been put under some kind of curse of loser attraction. If so, could someone put me out of my misery and just tell me so that I didn’t have to keep wasting my time on guys like this? I could’ve still been at home in bed. I had a great book I was dying to dive into.

      Or sleeping. Probably sleeping.

      The little café, located on the ground floor of the building where I worked, had seemed an ideal location. I’d expected the date to last long enough for me to head to work after, but it looked like I’d be putting in a little extra time this week. No point in going home just to turn around and come right back.

      After paying, I strode for the elevator, catching it just as it opened, and stared at the doors, avoiding enticing conversation from the other occupant, a silver-haired man about my age.

      The hair color suited him, contrasting with his mature—though not old—face and frame. The color wasn’t found often in nature and had likely come from a box, which I didn’t mind at all. I enjoyed the scenery from the corner of my eye as the elevator whisked us upward. He put off some sort of spine-tingling aura or something, cause I felt electrified just being beside him. Weird.

      A pack of caffeine distracted me from my shivers, as I hadn’t yet had a chance to drink more than a sip of coffee before More-Money-Mitch had begun his spiel. I sighed at the thought of the pot that was likely ready at the office. The receptionist, June, made it in exchange for me and my coworkers providing the coffee, which worked for all sides.

      I bade my elevator companion goodbye with a glance and nod, then walked into the office. Yolande, our HR rep, stood enjoying her java and the view out of the window in the reception area. She glanced in my direction and raised her brows as I walked in. “Date this morning?”

      It wasn’t my first failed breakfast date at the downstairs diner. “Yes.” I shrugged. “The lucky streak continues.”

      She gave a breath of a laugh, then headed for the office she shared with Trevor, our IT guy. He was likely already hard at work. It was almost eight, but he was usually in by six, checking to see if there had been any reputation disasters overnight.

      RepuPair contracted with celebrities and companies facing fallout from many kinds of unwise decisions that became public. We worked to give our clients back a façade of good behavior—though in some cases that façade was paper thin.

      I went into my office, warm mug in hand. It was reduced caffeine, but I’d take it. Anything would help at this point.

      Compared to reception, my view wasn’t as good from the narrow window, but the door and the desk made up for it. One I could close for some privacy and the other was big, with lots of drawers and a cushy chair.

      Bottom line, my office was comfortable.

      The potted miniature sunflowers I’d brought in yesterday made a nice pop of yellow against the sleek black and chrome. I kept other personal items to a minimum: a box of tissues and a small picture of kittens and puppies snoozing together. The concentrated cuteness took the edge off and helped me stay calm when I wanted to start shouting at someone.

      Damn temper had gotten me in trouble since early childhood.

      I settled into my chair, took a sip of coffee with a relieved sigh, opened my email, and sighed again in a not-so-relieved kind of way. Over five hundred messages. Someone had been naughty last night. All of the notifications were about comments and shares of social media posts or news articles about or by our clients.

      Sure enough, one of our clients, a bonafide rockstar, had put up an Instagram post that he hadn’t run by us first. I made a note on a sticky pad next to my keyboard. If I remembered his contract correctly, he owed us a fee for breaking our social media clause.

      He could have all the views and opinions he wanted to…just not where they impacted his brand while we were working to rehabilitate it. He, like some of our more difficult clients, didn’t seem to realize that rebelling against us while we were trying to dig them out of a hole was only kicking dirt right back in.

      Trevor was doing his IT thing, already trying to bury mention of the post. It had been deleted, of course, but screenshots had been taken while it was still up. Such was the nature of the internet. I moaned and sipped my coffee again, hoping for some liquid fortification.

      This particular client was more work than he was worth, and his views infuriated me—I didn’t like his attitude about women and mental illness—but Franklin, the company founder, insisted we keep him.

      Four hours later, I could no longer ignore the siren song of the coffee pot and a third cup. Between Trevor and me, the crisis of the morning had been reduced to manageable levels, and I hadn’t yet had to call in any favors to see if I could keep it off the major news distributors. I knew several influencers who were usually willing to do something controversial for me to light a counterfire. It helped them and me. I saw to it that the majority of the attention was positive. And it usually drove the indiscretion I was covering out of the spotlight.

      A quick check on my hair in the small mirror on my door before I went out revealed it had gone from sleek to casually tumbled. Eh, well. Not the ultra professional image I wanted to project, but nothing to be done about it on such a busy day.

      The pot had only a thin layer of coffee in it. I held it up, looking sad, and glanced at June in hopes she had a miracle pot up her sleeve.

      She met my gaze, obviously waiting, and finally said, “We’re out of coffee beans. You forgot to bring a bag, and it’s your turn.”

      Oops. "That means we’re going to have caffeinated coffee for the next week." At least there would be full energy…once I brought it in.

      She laughed. It was a running joke amongst my coworkers that I was better off on decaf. Trevor often commented, “It has the same full rich taste.” Which I thought was from a movie or maybe commercial, but wasn’t sure. Wherever it was from, it was a damnable lie.

      Stretching my legs would be nice, too, once I finished the emails. Standing in front of the woefully empty pot, I texted Trevor and Yolande. Going on a coffee run in fifteen. Let me know what you want. I told Jane the same as I typed on my phone’s screen.

      She smiled at me and shook her head, used to my antics.

      I settled back at my desk, working my way through the remaining, now blessedly small, list of emails.

      My door opened, interrupting my flow.

      I glared in that general direction. People didn't normally disturb me when I was working, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      Franklin walked in. He was short, only a few inches taller than me. Once, he’d been athletic but had since run to a nice layer of fat. Not that I minded the extra padding. He was still attractive, until his personality ruined it. His bespoke suit concealed it well, tried to make him appear taller, and generally spoke well of his choice of tailors.

      The man could charm the scales off a snake if he wanted. It helped that he was about as trustworthy as most people thought of snakes being. We’d disliked each other from the day my sister introduced him as her fiancé, and ten years of him being my brother-in-law hadn’t lessened the feeling one whit. I worked here because my sister had begged me to when he’d started the firm, and because he interacted well with men of certain views…the ones that I didn’t work well with at all.

      I still wanted a different job, but whenever I’d made noises about it, my sister would cry. And I was a sucker who fell for the tears every time, no matter how many times I told myself I wouldn’t or how I felt in the span of time between each tearful conversation. She was my sister and I loved her, sometimes to my own chagrin.

      The broad smile on Franklin’s square face boded well for no one, especially me. He only pulled out that smile when a questionable deal was in the air, and I’d learned I had to dig my heels in more often than not. Thankfully, I was a pretty strong woman, and however much I hated it, I was capable of dealing with my smarmy brother-in-law.

      I turned away from the computer, kept my booty firmly planted in my chair, and folded my arms, waiting for his proclamation.

      He walked over and leaned a hip against my desk, just out of my personal bubble. Franklin was a lot of things, not many of them flattering, but at least he was smart enough to have learned not to get into my space. “Andi, the company’s been approached by a new account.” He hit me with that smile again, the one that said he believed in me.

      Pfft. My left titty.

      “It’s one that your unique talents would do very well for.” Every square inch of his stance spoke of confidence and warmth. Franklin was laying it on thick this time.

      Too bad for him he’d done it one too many times. “Franklin, I’m swamped. I’m handling all the clients’ PR remediations, and I’ve told you there are only so many hours in a day. If you want to add clients, you’re going to need to add staff.” There. Put that in your smile and poke it.

      That had always served to stop him before. Franklin loved the profit and didn’t want to take the hit to them that a new hire’s salary and benefits would entail. Even June helped out with some of the less complicated parts of repairing reputations, as did Yolande, despite the fact that it wasn’t supposed to be a part of their job descriptions.

      Yolande had actually been hired when I’d told him it was that or I’d be going directly to my sister over his suggestion we become closer friends. Before that time, the receptionists had all been young, pretty, and left after about three months with a decent severance check. I’d tried to tell Cassie, but she wouldn’t listen and had gotten angry with me for misinterpreting Franklin’s friendliness.

      The fight had turned a bit ugly then. College days and serial boyfriends of mine had been brought up. Neither of us had ever had great taste in men. I was just able to admit it, while she’d married her mistake and refused to give it up.

      And then, she’d lost their baby, only a year after they were married. It had nearly broken her. I’d promised I would always be there for her, and I kept my promises. She was stuck with this buttface, and I’d be there for her through it.

      Franklin’s smile grew even broader, his pale brown eyes twinkling, projecting an air of amused trustworthiness.

      Oh, no. Sorry, fella. Not falling for it. I knew him too well for that.

      He sucked in a deep breath and crossed his arms, his expression elevating into smug. Now my suspicions were well and truly up. "Actually, I’m interviewing several people today.” He leaned in almost conspiratorially. “I'd really like for you to concentrate your energies on this account. It's large and very complex. The fees will take my company up to the next level."

      Hmph. His company. Despite the fact that I did most of the work.

      Again, he leaned forward, eyes intent on my own. Franklin had learned not to touch me to emphasize his words a long time ago, thankfully. Smart man, because if he tried to touch me, I was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to get that appendage back, whatever it happened to be. He was getting a little close for comfort. A bit too much inside my bubble. I didn’t want to have to explain to my sister that I’d maimed her husband because he’d gotten handsy with me. No doubt that would be misinterpreting his friendliness again.

      The whiff of danger hit my sixth sense. “Really.” I narrowed my eyes at my brother-in-law and pushed my chair back a little, uncomfortable being so close to him. “This isn’t someone involved in illegal activities, right?”

      Franklin flushed. I hadn’t let him live down the time that he tried to get me to do PR for a cartel head, mostly lying about who it was. I had my limits, and basic research had easily revealed the client’s identity and what they did for a living. I’d reinforced my hard lines to Franklin in exquisite detail that day. Some might say I’d lost my temper, but since no punching had been involved, I believed it should’ve been classified as an upset. A snit, if you will.

      Dropping the fake smile, Franklin glared back at me. Clearly, he’d figured out that I was not feeling this account, and I certainly didn’t believe that I could trust him. If I couldn’t trust him, then how was I supposed to trust this client who he was trying so hard to shove down my throat? "Of course not. The client is secretive, however, and wants to meet with you in person, with no recording devices present. He is willing to allow pen and paper though. After you sign an NDA."

      Oh, really? An NDA… My eyebrows shot up. Needing an NDA for an initial meeting was weird, although not the strangest request we’d ever gotten by far. "Not a stylus and a wax tablet?” I pointed at my brother-in-law. “I’m not signing anything I haven’t read."

      Franklin shook his head. "It's a multi-million dollar account. I'm telling you. We all need you to take it. The NDA is in the email I’ve just sent you, read it all you want to."

      I sighed. If it was a multi-million dollar account, I had to at least consider it. "I’m going to do due diligence on the account before I agree."

      After the cartel incident, Cassie bawling and pointing out the company would go under if I didn’t stay had been the only thing that had kept me from quitting. I’d insisted on the right to refuse assignments as part of my job description after that. I loved my sister to death, but I refused to be involved with any kind of activities that would make me unable to look in a mirror. The company could suffer before I’d give up my integrity.

      "Fine." Franklin heaved himself to his feet, a frown darkening his face. “I want you to decide by midnight tonight. When you make the right decision, wrap up the other accounts so someone else can handle them." He strode out, closing my door with a small slam, as if that show of force would somehow change my mind. Pfft.

      Although… The schedule looked like he might actually be interviewing. That was a first. Could this be legit this time? I’d see and get all the information I could before making any sort of decision.

      I finished the morning’s work and opened the NDA that, for a wonder, actually was in my email, then decided coffee was in order before reading it. Grabbing my purse, I headed out but then noticed something on the floor. Franklin must’ve dropped an object near the door on his way out. I bent to grab it. Odd. A string of onyx worry beads.

      My fingers flinched from the feel of them when I picked the strand up. Sticky and unpleasant—what on earth was on Franklin’s hands? Freaking gross. Pulling a plastic bag from a desk drawer, I dropped them in it and left the bag on my desk to pass to him later.

      The others had texted their orders to me, but I paused by June’s desk on the way out. "Do you want anything from the coffee shop downstairs?"

      "A chai latte, please." She smiled up at me gratefully. “Thanks.”

      Grateful was a bit much. It was my fault we were out, after all.

      I barely made it to the elevator before it closed, sliding between the doors like in a comedy movie. The only other occupant, the silver-haired man from earlier, and I did the awkward not-quite-meeting-eyes-or-speaking thing. Hmmm. Who’d he been on that floor to see, the engineering group or the medical billing?

      He was quite tall, one of my pet peeves, because he was very attractive, too—why weren’t there more attractive short men in my world? I tended to wear very high heels to combat the height difference, and the fact that subconsciously, my height made people want to take me less seriously.

      As the door opened, he caught me sneaking a peek at him and smiled. He had a face-transforming smile, one that took him from attractive to smoking hot. Holy crap. Someone grab a mop, I was going to puddle.

      Flustered, I took a hurried step forward and, the story of my life, stumbled as I jerked to a halt, unable to go forward. One of my heels had slid into the gap between the door and the elevator cab. I wobbled, windmilling my arms, but then a firm hand under my elbow kept me from face planting as the heel broke off of my shoe.

      Damn it! I stared at the broken shoe in despair. This pair was brand spanking new, the first day I’d worn them, and had cost the world. I wasn’t sure whether to cry or yell, although neither option would help keep my professional image intact or make me look any more graceful to the hot, tall, silver-haired man.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, glaring down at my ruined shoe. To add insult to injury, the elevator door closed, leaving me unable to retrieve the heel. No doubt the broken piece of my shoe had fallen to the abyss underneath the elevator. It wasn’t likely I’d be able to get it repaired, but it would’ve been nice to try. Still, I let it go and turned away. It wasn’t like I could have superglued the heel back on, so I let the elevator have its tax.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” The mystery man’s voice was low and pleasant, with a trace of an accent I couldn’t identify. Very sexy, although I wasn’t exactly in the mood to appreciate it at the moment.

      “Not unless you’re a cobbler.” I forced a smile, taking off my other shoe and putting both into my bag. I’d get the damn coffees barefoot and then pull out the emergency flats I kept in my desk for just such an occasion. Heels did wonders for my height issues, but they were also prone to cracking far more than they should have, which was at least half the reason for the massive array of heels that I wore daily. Of stinking course , the one I’d just broken was one of the expensive ones. Of course.

      “Sorry, that isn’t among my talent’s .” He nodded and headed for the outside doors, moving with the grace of a big cat, smooth and deadly. Why had I thought that? He’d been nothing but nice. Not deadly at all.

      I appreciated the retreating view for a moment, then took the ten steps to the cafe next to the elevators. At least I didn’t have to leave the building.

      The barista, someone different from a few hours ago at my failed breakfast date, glanced at my feet, then met my eyes and smiled brightly. “How can I help you?”

      Smart woman. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d known exactly what the problem was, and had probably gone through it herself at least once in her life. “I’d like a chai latte, a cold brew, a macchiato, and an espresso to go.”

      Five minutes later, pastry display successfully resisted and order in hand, I ignored all glances at my feet as I headed back up. When I walked in, Jane stared at me with one eyebrow up.

      "Oh, stop. I don’t need it from you, too. Elevator accident. Could you take the coffees to Trevor and Yolande while I get new shoes on?”

      She tried not to giggle as she took the drinks from my hand, but her gaze kept darting downward, toward my feet. “Of course. I’m so sorry, they were Louboutins, weren’t they?”

      Not the time to cry. “Yes. Yes, they were. I’m pretty sure I’m going to buy a plot and bury them in it.” My smile might have been a bit feral as I made the joke.

      June made calming sounds as she walked around her desk. “I’ll take care of this.”

      Flats didn’t go with the maxi dress, but barefoot was too earth-goddess-y and also not legal in most places. Also, they were black, and the dress was white. It wasn’t as if I had a pair of emergency flats in every color, although I was tempted to change that now. Oh, well.

      Deal with it, Andromeda. First world problem.

      Pushing my serious-but-not-serious problem out of my mind, I opened the NDA. It specified I couldn’t reveal any personal information about the client(s) ever. That was pretty standard. Couldn’t reveal what the clients wanted. Or pretty much anything. It said this all without telling me who the clients were.

      So how was I supposed to research them again?

      No-go. Franklin could stew.

      I pushed back from the desk and my coffee fell on its side, soaking me before I could jerk out of the way. I yanked back, peeling the material of my sundress away from my skin before it could go from pleasantly warm to the inside of a volcano. What the actual eff? I wasn’t normally this clumsy or inept! What was happening?

      A sign. This was all the universe telling me I was done with today. I had personal time to burn, and I was going to use it. Today and tomorrow. Then a single day at work before the weekend.

      Three emails later, I changed into the casual outfit I stored in the office. People had said I was paranoid for having changes of clothes and shoes, but who wasn’t wearing a coffee-stained white dress and broken shoes now? Me, that’s who! …and walked out of the office, waving at Jane as I went.

      My phone buzzed on the way to the elevator, and I glanced at it.

      Cathy, an old friend who’d ended her most recent relationship a few months ago. We traded ice cream and wine meetings.

      How’s your day?

      I typed as I stepped onto the elevator, no worries about heels getting stuck when the heels were flats. Ha. Sucky.

      Wanna split a bottle at your place this eve? I’ll bring food. Boss is being a jerk.

      I laughed under my breath. Cathy was self-employed, an artist. She was her own boss.

      Sure!

      Finally the day was looking up.
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      Reynard slapped his palm in the center of the circle that controlled his vehicle, and I winced in anticipation. The strange vehicle emitted a noise like a braying donkey, only louder and more unpleasant.

      The seething number of similar machines packed together like a mass of iron cattle all made those sounds along this enormous roadway.

      I liked it not one bit. My pointed ears, hidden under a small illusion, flicked under the sonic assault. “What do you call that terrible noise again?” I asked.

      Reynard cut his eyes at me, mildly amused. “These are all types of cars, vehicles. And the noise is the horn.”

      There was no avoiding the hideous cacophony. Even if I had left the vehicle, which, stuck as we were on this roadway I could, many more of them surrounded us, moving slower than men in knee-deep mud.

      No escape. I slumped down in the unyielding leather seat and glanced out of the window. A large part of me hoped against hope that this wouldn't be a representation of all life here on Earth. “Please do not force the elementals, confined within and providing the magic to power these vehicles, to make such a noise again,” I requested, to which Reynard only snorted. I hadn’t much hope. Recent experience indicated it was a false ambition.

      Even better, I might be out of this transport soon, and not worrying the trapped elemental would rediscover its freedom and the entire road would become consumed in flames and wind. What was humanity thinking, to settle their magic in this form?

      “Bran, get a grip. This isn’t an elemental. It’s fossil fuels converted into a liquid called gasoline. It’s a bit more complicated than that, but this world has adapted to no longer use the magic that exists right in front of their faces.”

      I had not called up my own power to examine these constructs, since the sheer mass of magic here was far beyond what I was accustomed to in Dream, my home realm.

      Most of this Gaialy magic, Earthly as Reynard had called it, had been frozen by humanity’s concept of science, but that magic which was still loose here exceeded that of Dream the way an ocean was larger than a puddle of fresh rain.

      “You’ll get used to it.” Reynard gave an uncharacteristically sincere smile. The world had changed so much since I, along with my goblins and the other magical peoples, had been driven into the land of Dream by the mages. When last I walked in this, the real world, humanity had just started working bronze for weapons. In the absence of the other races, mankind had embraced the science paradigm and channeled all of their magic into maintaining that static world view.

      The fruits of science were impressive where they did not contain the rage of thousands of confined elementals, though. Buildings made all of glass, the fact that humanity’s numbers had expanded to rival bee swarm levels—fascinating and disturbing all at once. So many new things to see and explore, creatures to meet, even vehicles soaring through the sky. It was hard for attraction and educated terror to be in bed together, but it described my feelings best.

      Times would get interesting for the sky constructs when the dragons arrived, however. Dragons were not well known for sharing territory.

      On the whole, this new world was enticing. Especially if the creations could be duplicated without freezing the magic and elementals into one form.

      Except for the noise. That I firmly put in the ‘get rid of as soon as possible’ list. Gaia, Earth, was far too noisy.

      Reynard, the first of those imprisoned in Dream to return to Gaia, had warned all of the kings upon his visit to Dream that the magical races needed to step carefully in this new world. Humans, as the only race living on Gaia for so long, now numbered in the billions, and had created a technology that rivaled the most talented and powerful fire magic in its destructive potential.

      The news that so many humans could either be an ally or a threat had been a revelation—to me, to us all. It was dizzying to try to remember the customs Reynard had described to interact with humans successfully, especially since they had so many variants.

      We goblins, as the magical people who had settled closest to the barrier, had watched many human dreams in the mists. We’d been lucky to have a chance to see how humanity’s wants and needs and fears had changed over time. The mists in Dream contained all the nonsensical and aspirational places the human minds went when they slept.

      Those dreams had served as a distraction from a terrible truth, discovered soon after the banishment: the Gaian mages, our jailers, had released a disease upon all of us, one that made children born in Dream revert to more savage roots, losing their intellect and twisting their bodies. It could at times infect adults as well, with similar results.

      The need to ally with humanity fueled my push to return to Gaia, since finally the wall had weakened enough for me to press through.

      While Reynard the trickster had been blessed with the calmest spirit, I’d cultivated in myself the mildest manner. Though, admittedly, aggression came easily to me.

      The other leaders had agreed with my reasoning, albeit with a few snide comments on just how passive I was. My council, however, who knew me better, had argued against it. For once, I had ignored them. The privileges of rule were few enough, and I’d invoked one. I would cross and experience the world without an entourage. Be made a fool of by way of lack of knowledge without a scribe recording every moment for the entertainment of generations to come.

      I had enjoyed seven days of guilty freedom from observation and responsibility as I’d learned, and now came my second task. Time passed differently in Dream. This week in Gaia should only have been a few hours, and my people were long lived. They had not been harmed by this short break I’d taken to learn the language and to practice my magic again.

      The car lurched to a sharp stop a finger’s width from the one in front. If the machines met, would the elementals fight, or be freed and kill all in the area? I clenched my hands on the straps across my chest that held me in place, my knuckles whitening, and clamped my magic around us, ready to fight the elemental, should it break loose.

      Reynard, my brother king who scorned his title, smiled at me encouragingly. "I promise. You’ll grow accustomed with time."

      I decided to forgive the very faint ripple of amusement in the trickster’s voice. Reynard had dwelt some decades here, smoothing the way for the others to follow. According to him, at no little personal cost, forced to serve a capricious human woman. I was not entirely sure even now if I believed the tale that Reynard was selling, but it was worth a smile, at the least.

      Because of that service, and what he’d learned in the years dwelling among humans, Reynard had decided he would woo and wed a human woman to bind his people closer to humanity.

      His reasoning was simple: bind humans to our cause, and we would not be banished again.

      The reverberations of that logic and decision had echoed throughout Dream. Upon great consideration, I had endorsed Reynard’s plan and had decided to do the same. As soon as I could figure out what the current customs for wooing were. Reynard said they varied even more than those for greetings.

      This world had made women even more complex. A difficult task, to woo and win one.

      Towers reared around us as we followed the wide black road into the center of the city. I had watched the seeing device in Reynard’s home and had learned that humans concentrated their numbers in small areas to do their business, then vanished away at night to tiny identical homes where their fields should have been. What would they do if someone sieged them? The city could be taken swiftly and easily by any worthy war leader. The arrangement made no sense.

      I remained unsure if I approved of all of this change or not, but my approval was unnecessary. Survival of my people and the others was.

      “Tell me again what the plan is.” Reynard nudged the car close to a large square expanse of concrete. It was not the first time that I had repeated this plan back to my friend, but I did not begrudge Reynard his caution. Much rested on this series of actions, this arrangement.

      The emphasis on repetition was possibly due to the unfortunate meeting between me and the matchmaker Reynard had hired. I’d found the questions prying and impertinent and had so informed the minion questioning me. Possibly I had loomed over the unfortunate young human as well. The interviewer had been swiftly replaced by an older woman with a presence forcibly reminiscent of the now long- deceased troll queen mother.

      A terrifying woman, that.

      So, for this next meeting Reynard was earning a small revenge for the scene I had made by making me repeat over and over what I needed to do. I reminded myself to be patient. Reynard might have had a small point.

      "I will proceed into this building. Find the elevator, enter it and then press the button marked twenty-three. When that number is in lights, the doors will open, and I will step into a hallway and turn right. The first door on the left will have a small sign saying RepuPair etched on an internal window. I will enter this area and request to speak with Mister Grady.  Then I shall give him his instructions.” Reciting the list had become almost a reflex.

      The other metal vehicles behind ours made more of the hideous noises. Honking.

      Reynard nodded. "Yes. I’d do it for you, Bran, if I could. But you lead the council, and the agreement has to be made for all of us. And you know what they’d do if I presumed to make it for them.”

      So much pride in my brother king. I, of course, was untouched by that vice. I smiled a bit at the foolishness of that thought.

      Tilting his head and sniffing the air, Reynard continued, "These repairers of reputations are very good at what they do, and we need to have the wheels turning now, before the less-human of our people follow. The mages have done a very good job of making this world hostile to us."

      I frowned. I remembered the dreams. The magical races had been transformed into monsters by stories the mages, now called scientists, had spread amongst mankind. I changed the subject before my temper soured further. "Have you ever met this Franklin Grady?"

      “Not in person, though we have spoken at a distance and he has signed all the needed papers. In blood, I checked.”

      “Good.” Too many humans did not keep their word. Of all things good to change, that one remained the same. Untruths seemed to be the universal truth, both of Dream and this world, no matter how much I hated that it was so.

      I brushed my fingertips against the sleeve of the garment that Reynard wore and used my magic to duplicate the style on my own person. Illusion was good, but I had no desire to appear too strange if my focus wandered. Better to physically alter the garments.

      Reynard nodded. “The style suits you. The jacket is often removed when working and hung off a finger at your shoulder or on the back of a chair. The shoulder hanging action seems attractive to many females.”

      “Noted.” I yanked the door-lever and unfolded myself from the car, then headed for the entrance to the huge building. Concrete buckets of red and blue flowers tried to soften its lines—without success.

      If nothing else, the structure was a testament to ambition. If only it were not so ugly in its lines.

      Like all goblins, I enjoyed creating new things, from homes to clothing. The building should have been beautiful, if not for the fact it lacked all grace. Still, I appreciated the craftsmanship if nothing else, the work it had taken to create a structure this large.

      The door opened as I approached. It must’ve been manned by invisible beings, so I noted their presence as potential guards. A wide expanse of marble floor, patterned black and white, met my eyes, and a human female sat at a nearby desk, flanked by two men wearing blue. The men glanced at me as I approached but did not move. Some sort of guardians, then.

      “May I help you?” the woman asked.

      “Yes. I have an appointment with RepuPair, on the twenty-third floor.”

      “Use these elevators.” She pointed.

      Pleased at navigating the new hazard, I turned in the direction she indicated. Reynard had shown me a variety of pictures of what elevators looked like. An attractive, fierce but small human female in a long, white dress joined me on the elevator just before it swallowed us.

      The velvet brush of a witch’s power against my own magic raised my brows. This woman was witch-blooded, though her power felt unused and untrained. Still, the encounter was a relief. Back before the mages had exiled me, witches, strong users of human magic, had been uncommon but not rare. I had encountered many humans since I arrived back in the material world seven nights ago, but this was the first time I’d felt the presence of power. It was odd that I would find a witch here, of all places, but not unwelcome. Strangely comforting, if nothing else, to feel human magic here not spent maintaining science.

      She didn't speak, staring forward at the doors. I enjoyed the subtle scent of her perfume. It brought summer flowers to my mind, and I sensed no direct animosity from her. Perhaps her silence was typical of strangers, although my people would have greeted anyone they met, especially someone they were trapped in this strange metal box with.

      The door opened and she strode out after glancing over at me, the hem of her dress flashing over bright red heeled shoes that increased her height and made her gait sway enticingly. She entered the same place I planned to, so I paused, watching through the window as she spoke a few words then vanished behind another door.

      Only then I followed. A dark-skinned female smiled at me in a pleasant manner. “Do you have an appointment, sir?”

      I did not correct the form of address. I’d learned it was standard in this language.

      "Yes, I am here for my appointment with Mr. Grady."

      Her fingers tapped the not-magic scrying table. “Your name please?"

      "Bran Smith."

      A small smile curled her lips, coated in a reddish-orange color. "Go right in, sir."

      I followed her glance and walked to the door, opening it.

      A stout human male sat within, and witchy power in the room tried to clamp around me. I frowned and shrugged it off, flexing my own magic against it like a slap.

      The short human flinched as he rose in greeting and raised his hand to his nose. As it started to bleed, he snatched white tissue from a small square box and waved a hand.

      “So sorry, I’m prone to nosebleeds.”

      Liar. This man was of a strong witch blood, one of the lineage who siphoned fortune away from others. I had never liked that kindred, though those I had met had never tried to steal quite so aggressively as this man. The few I’d interacted with had at least tried to hide their theft so as not to anger anyone, but perhaps this man was not used to his prey being able to feel his magic. Whatever the reason, this was clearly not the first time he had done this.

      No wonder his company was successful. I would use the tool that Reynard had given him. If I had to, I would deal with a thief and despoiler.

      The other man rose and approached with hand extended. He wore clothing similar to what Reynard had affected, that I had copied. "Mr. Smith! Happy to meet you. I’m Franklin Grady."

      I merely bowed slightly, despite the movement going against current custom. I had no intention of taking that hand and having the little man attempt to siphon off what luck I had.

      Grady didn't miss a beat at the snub, gesturing toward a chair as he settled back behind his desk. "How can we help you?

      I now understood why Reynard wore this type of clothing. It seemed that it was some kind of status display. "Reynard Jones has already spoken with you, and you have already signed the contract and this non-disclosure agreement and messaged it back to him. Correct?"

      Grady nodded, his smile fixed in place like a star. "Yes. Though he wasn't particular on the details, other than it was for a well-funded principle. We do need to know how we can help you or the client." His voice was smooth and charismatic, his expression sincere. His power wrapped around me again, and I permitted it, though it annoyed me. I wanted to know if this was a conscious behavior or not.

      "Are there cameras in this room?” Reynard and I had discussed this issue and decided how to deal with it.

      "Yes, for security purposes."

      "Before we speak further, I request they be turned off."

      A pause. Reynard had said greed and curiosity would allow for a brief pause in monitoring.

      My friend was correct. His brow furrowed, Grady made a brief call. "They're off for the next five minutes."

      I dropped the illusion of humanity. The other man gasped.

      The illusion was superficial in most respects. It concealed the sweeping points at the tips of my ears, the fact that my teeth were those of a predator, thinner and sharper than human. Each of my fingers had an extra joint, tipped with a short but functional claw. My true skin tone was more ashy than fair, though my pale hair color was the same. Without the illusion, there was no mistaking me for human. Not even this fool could look at me and not realize that I was not of the same kind as him, something I was glad of at this moment.

      "I am a goblin. I am here representing others who are coming back to the lands humanity inhabits. We have noticed that we have a reputation problem in human memory and story. We wish to be perceived in the same light as the good so-called fair folk.” Reynard had taught me to crook the tips of my fingers to indicate sarcasm when the words were spoken, made more emphatic by the additional joints on my fingers. “You have been recommended in the highest terms. How quickly can you do this?"

      Words finished, I pulled the illusion around me again like a cloak.

      “How did you do that?” He blinked rapidly, clearly troubled. I had no time for his theatrics.

      “Magic. Please answer the question.” It was tiresome to have to play this game, but I had no desire to cause a panic. Before I came here, Reynard had shown me newspapers with photographs of persons whose appearance was other than human and the hysteria among humans that ensued. Often those people were hurt or persecuted for their strangeness, and while I was certain that I could dispose of anyone who tried, I would prefer not to subject my people to it if it could be avoided.

      Greed and speculation in his eyes, Grady nodded and tapped his pen on paper thoughtfully. "You'll need our very best."

      "And that probably costs dearly. Yes. We understand that. How quickly can you do it?"

      "We will need more information… But we can start work immediately. Luckily none of you have actually done anything boneheaded on social media of which I'm aware—are you aware of anything?"

      "No." Whatever social media was.

      "Good. I'll contact my best employee." Grady rose but did not offer his hand. Clearly he had learned his lesson the first time, which would at least avoid the strange awkward gesture being repeated.

      "Your services are appreciated." I smiled at him insincerely, then left. The meeting left a foul taste in my mouth.

      I met the same attractive young female at the elevator again. She eyed me subtly, and I smiled back at her, intrigued. Her slightly flustered expression made my smile warmer, then the door opened and she hurried forward.

      I caught her elbow when she stumbled, the very thin heels of one of her shoes snapping as the elevator ate it. It justified my caution about the mechanism. Clearly she trusted it more than I did, and look where that trust had gotten her.

      When she made it plain that she had no wish to be helped, I tried to dismiss her from my mind. It was unsurprisingly difficult, given her magical potential and lovely figure, but I prided himself on my disciplined mind.

      Errant thoughts firmly suppressed, I departed the building. I had precise instructions on how to hire a taxi, which was good, because elsewise I would not have known what to do next. That fact frustrated me to no end.

      Next was a trip to a bank where Reynard would transfer property to me. We were friends, but we needed distance to remain friends, and Reynard was paying back a number of old favors with money and property.

      I would have saved him from being murdered for his pranks regardless, but this way Reynard felt the weight of debt less.

      I would achieve my independence as rapidly as possible in this new world. That was the only way that I could help my people.
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      Never ask yourself if a day can get any worse. The answer is always yes.

      Henry Mowbry, my most recent ex, and holding the dubious distinction of having been my longest relationship, was waiting for me in the lobby of my condo. He was engaged in flirting with the person manning the reception desk, who didn’t know him well enough to know that he was basically an eel in human form. Maybe even an electric one, because if she held onto him too long, she was bound to get shocked.

      Despite my better sense, I still liked him.

      "Hi, Andi.” He grinned and touched my arm. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with you lately so I decided to stop by and see if we could talk. Maybe have lunch?"

      "It's two in the afternoon." No amount of displeasure could break him of using that nickname. I’d tried. For a very long time, and now either he was too oblivious or too petty to catch my drift.

      "And knowing you, you haven’t had any. Making you crabby." He grinned at me, the expression infectious. After a moment I relaxed enough to smile back. He wanted something, of course. But he was usually willing to pay for whatever he wanted with flattering attention. And Henry had more than enough charm to make an hour or two in his company pleasant.

      After the discussion with Franklin this morning, I could deal with a little attention and flattery. There wasn’t any risk, since I had no problem shutting him down if he crossed any of my boundaries.

      I nodded. “The tea house down the street?”

      We’d gone there a lot when we were together, and he liked the afternoon tea. It was a short enough walk, and the weather was nice.

      I held myself to his pace as he collected his cane and we proceeded down the street. Traffic was lighter than usual, and the flowers shone bright and cheerful in their planters outside the restaurant.

      He dropped into his seat with a sigh of relief at getting off his feet, and we ordered.

      A pang of misplaced guilt ran through me at the new lines on his face. We talked about weather and news while we waited. Henry held off until the cake was served to cut to the chase. "So, there's a first edition of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in town. I was wondering if you could help me out a little bit and smooth things out for me, get me an introduction with the owner before they decide whether it’ll go back up for auction."

      I sighed. Henry was obsessed with his rare book collection, and he’d used my connections before, when we were a couple. Usually it didn't bother me, but today after Ethan not even bothering to put a gloss on trying to use me, it stung a little bit. Even knowing what these guys were up to, hope sprang eternal on some level in me that they would want to be with me because they liked me, rather than because I had something they wanted.

      If this was a game, I’d achieved expert level in living with disappointment. I shrugged. "I'll see what I can do." My tone made it clear I wasn't enthusiastic.

      He considered me, his sharp but handsome face intent on my expression. His brown eyes met mine, a slow smile appearing on his face. "I can sweeten the deal, if you like." He brushed his thumb over the top of my hand.

      Dirty pool. I hadn't had sex in quite some time, and he was actually really good in bed. On the other hand, getting paid with sex also didn't really appeal. I pulled my hand back, trying not to seem stung by the implication I couldn’t get any on my own. Even though I hadn’t for far longer than I cared to admit.

      "I said I'd see what I can do. Is there anything else you want?" My tone removed the option of discussion.

      He withdrew his hand and signaled for the check. "No. Thanks for listening. I do miss you, Andi. Do you want to try again?"

      Ugh. Should've seen that coming. "I miss you too. But given everything, I don’t feel it’s a good idea."

      The server returned, sparing him from having to reply. He paid his portion, but I asked for another cup of tea. It was kinder of me to let him walk away, rather than force him to match my pace.

      I watched as he limped away. The accident when he’d gotten the knee injury had been when I was at the wheel. We’d been t-boned. Someone had run a red light into the intersection we’d been crossing.

      My driving wasn’t at fault, said the police, but Henry had blamed me when he’d woken up in the hospital. His anger and my unreasonable guilt had ended in a shattering quarrel that had driven me away for the rest of the year of physical therapy it had taken for him to walk again. He’d called me a few months later, apologizing, and while our friendship had recovered, it wasn’t the same, and we both knew it.

      It helped that I’d learned to view him as an eel, actually, I took the jolts of temper and the predatory behavior less personally. And the image made me laugh.

      The door closed behind him, and I finished my tea in peace, paid my bill, then headed home on that depressing note.

      It only remained for my oldest friends, Cathy and Ximena, to text or call and tell me she wanted something.

      The chances of that were almost nil. Ximena had made a fortune and now hid out in the woods in Alaska and Cathy was happy and comfortable in her career and life and had never asked for anything from me but my company and the occasional split of a bottle of white wine. She couldn’t drink red. It gave her migraines.

      The familiar sight of my condo helped with the remaining tension and sadness. I’d gone for natural wood and light upholstery, accented with vivid splashes of color. The faint smell of incense soothed too, reminding me of morning yoga and meditation. I inhaled deeply, trying to let the tension seep out, and pulled a bottle of pinot grigio from the rack and put it into the refrigerator to chill.

      I changed again, into jeans and a t-shirt, and worked remotely on my laptop until I heard the door rattle. The sound made me smile. Cathy had a key I’d given to her years ago. She took care of my plants when I was gone, and I took care of her cat when she went on vacation.

      She blew in, carrying a bag of Greek takeout, her wavy, red hair flying everywhere and a happy smirk on her face. “Here's to celebrating.”

      "What are we celebrating?" I asked. I grabbed the bottle from the fridge, pulled the cork and poured two glasses with a practiced tilt of my wrist.

      “That the planet is still revolving around the sun." Cathy winked at me. "No one can argue with me about that. Also, I’m trying something on a lark, and I want company. I figure you’ll say yes after a couple glasses."

      "That wild?" I asked, amused.

      Mischief gleamed in her eyes. "No, but it’s something I’ve never done before. I had a feeling about it.”

      I straightened. "Really?"

      Cathy’s feelings were nothing to joke about. They crossed the border into uncanny, and I’d learned to never ignore them.

      "A dating service." She toasted me with her glass and took a sip.

      "Really?" I repeated in a much flatter tone, choking a bit on my sip.

      She nodded. "Yeah, it’s really exclusive. I was poking around, researching, and it just felt right to sign up. They give you a variety to choose from for your meets, and if one of the original six possibilities works out then they claim it as a success. Which isn’t unfair."

      I raised a brow. "Why now?"

      Cathy shrugged. "I’m bored. I know you’re still looking. Why not give it a try? I’ve already been accepted, and I can give you the friend discount code."

      She had me at that. And it would simplify the process…

      Sensing me wavering, sipping her wine, she continued, "I’ll text you the information for the service.”

      "It can't be worse than what I’d been doing on my own," I replied dryly. Why the heck not?

      She changed the subject, and we ate gyros, watching a silly action comedy with no redeeming social value. Once the movie was over, Cathy took a moment and texted the information to me.

      I stared at the text in the quiet after my friend left, watching the stars. An irate text from Franklin arrived at midnight informing me that I had not signed the NDA, which I ignored. I knew that, and I wasn’t going to dignify it with a response.

      I tossed off the last of the wine into my glass and even though it was midnight, I called the number that Cathy had left, expecting a voicemail.

      A brisk female voice answered. "MDA, how may we help you?"

      Holy crow. "I'd like to make an appointment." I spoke fast, getting the words out before I hung up. Before I gave myself a chance to chicken out.

      "May I ask who referred you?" Still brisk, but now somehow soothing. Probably because if it was as exclusive as Cathy said, then at least knowing I was supposed to be calling this number would tell her that I had been referred, instead of some random person.

      "My friend is Catherine McAllister."

      Keyboard keys clacked in my ear. I wandered out to the kitchen and put on another bottle of wine to cool. Why not?

      "Yes, here we are. When would be a good time for you?"

      "Today is fine."

      I heard the breath of a chuckle. "Well, it does happen that we have an opening at eleven o'clock. Shall I put you in? May I have your email and phone number?"

      "Yes." I gave them to her while my stomach churned with butterflies. Why was this making me nervous?

      “I’ll send you an email with our address and our intake questionnaire. Please fill it out at least two hours before your appointment. I’m very happy to be of service.” She hung up without a goodbye.

      I stared at my phone. How odd. Eh, maybe I’d woken her up. Still, I couldn’t help but be at least a little bit curious about this exclusive dating agency. The chance to meet just one reasonably attractive guy who might potentially make something more was tempting, let alone six, and the worst-case scenario was that I didn’t find what I was looking for and I moved on. Like I’d told Cathy, it couldn’t be any worse than what I was doing now, and I was eager to see what this mysterious dating agency had in store for me.

      Later the next morning, after answering the questions, some simple, some quite strange—had I had any near death experiences? Really? I headed across town to the meeting.

      I couldn’t get the potential out of my mind. Was this a total mistake? Yes, my friend had some success, but it was a dating agency. No matter how exclusive it was, it might still be like flipping a coin or sticking my hand in the dating pool, checking for piranha. I wasn’t sure if this was a good idea, but I wanted to at least give it a shot. Doing something for myself for once wasn’t totally out of bounds, so I tried to hold onto my excitement as I drove, my fingers drumming on the steering wheel as I chair danced to the music on the radio. Something else that I didn’t normally do, but I was in a good mood now that I’d gotten out of my own head, so I might as well enjoy it while I could.

      Before I left for the appointment, I remoted into work and put out fires as needed. It’d been an average night, but I had no intention of getting behind. I simply had no wish to interact with Franklin if I could possibly avoid it. To be effective, I needed to keep a finger on the pulse of things.

      He paid me well, and I deserved every penny.

      For a wonder, traffic in the morning was light, and I arrived a few minutes early. I liked being on time. Still, this was a bit much. The agency was in a converted family home, nestled between other houses containing a dental practice and insurance agency. They were all of an older style, like stately grandparents looking down at the people passing by. Old trees and a quiet atmosphere of the street added a pleasant ambience, like an island of quiet in a busy room. The roadway even had an empty parking space, which was amazing. It looked like everything was coming up Andromeda this morning, which allowed me to hold onto my good mood as I climbed out of my car and walked up the stone path that led to the front door.

      It was an attractive building, large and airy with a wraparound porch and many windows. This was an older section of town. Given the rent had to be exorbitant, they must’ve been successful. Either that, or they were in debt up to their noses, although I doubted it.

      A pleasant man, who looked fresh out of college, ushered me up a flight of stairs to the agency owner's office. A Ms. Anne Fortuna. Maybe it was an omen? The name could mean lucky… I vaguely remembered something about a goddess of luck with the same name, but surely that was a coincidence, as goddesses weren’t real. Heh.

      She took my hand when I came in, patting it and gesturing toward a cozy little chair arrangement set up around a small table, the grouping calculated to foster trust and confidence. Logically, I knew that, but it didn’t change the way I felt. Actually, if anything, I was kind of impressed by the thought she’d put into it. A folder sat on the table, presumably a file with the interpretation of my questionnaire, or possible information on the people that I was supposed to go on a date with. I would have taken a peek the second that she gave me a chance, but I didn’t think she was going to give me one. Even patting my hand was meant to put me at ease, and it was working. She reminded me of a kindly old grandmother, which wasn’t as off putting as I would have expected.

      The owner was quite tall—I placed her in the neighborhood of slightly over six feet, and perhaps a decade older than me, with large dark eyes and black-streaked white hair worn in a sharp, efficient bob.

      Her clothing both flattered her and projected professionalism. I made a mental note to find out where she shopped at some point in this conversation. If they could do the same for me, I was their next loyal client. I liked clothes almost as much as I liked heels, and if I liked them, then I was going to stick with them.

      “Ms. Quinn?”

      “Call me Andromeda.” I settled in one of the chairs. It was surprisingly comfortable, and so plush that I sank into it.

      “Please, call me Anne. The message you left said that Catherine referred you?" As she spoke, she retrieved a teapot and two cups. She sat down opposite me and poured out a flowery smelling tea in the cups, offering me one with a gesture.

      I waited for her to take a sip, then I sampled the brew as well. I wasn’t normally a fan of herbal teas, but this one had a tart edge to it I enjoyed. Another thing to ask her about once we were finished with business. "Yes. She said that she had high hopes for your agency’s services."

      Anne’s answering smile was brilliant as the sun. I blinked. "Yes! We all hope our clients find joy. Making people happy is one of the reasons I opened this agency."

      I certainly hoped she’d succeed with me…

      She continued, "So, on to our process. After some questionnaires to establish a compatibility baseline, we use a sophisticated algorithm to generate potential matches. We typically offer the six best potentials and then you pick one who appeals. After that, a meeting is arranged at a bar and grill that the agency also owns, to ensure maximum safety for both parties. The folder has a graph of successes versus failures, as well as the questionnaires.”

      The graph indicated a fair number of satisfied customers, though I knew as well as anyone that data could be manipulated. Still, it looked impressive.

      "What is your success rate?"

      "More than fifty percent of the time our clients have found a long-term match where long-term is five years or more. It’s more than eighty percent if you move the bar to a single year."

      "And how many attempts do you guarantee?"

      "As I said, six. Usually a match is found in the first three."

      Okay, then. I’d try it. I liked the fact that they were doing their best to guarantee safety, which was nice. I appreciated that. “I finish by filling out more of these forms?”

      “Yes. The interview is this conversation. Once the rest of the forms are filled out and the background check is complete, it takes about an hour for the matches to be generated and pulled. Enough time to eat lunch, say?” The twinkle in her eyes made me smile.

      We discussed payment options. Their fees were surprisingly reasonable. It wasn’t that I was worried about the money, because I wasn’t. It was more that my natural instincts warned me that I needed to do my due diligence to make sure that I wasn’t going to get scammed.

      As for the forms and the wait, I had taken the day off anyway. Why not? She seemed nice, and I was comfortable here. Besides, I wanted to keep this moving as much as I could, so I might as well get started now.

      First, I signed permission for them to contact my bank and physician for limited information—I made sure I was tested at the end of every relationship and my bank balance was fine. The agency owner took them and started the process.

      In for a penny…
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      My phone pinged as I reached for the door at home. I glanced down and scrolled to the notification so that I could read the message. They’d already arranged a time and location.

      The date itself was for six o'clock this evening. Wow, they really did work fast.

      An unfamiliar frisson of excitement made me smile. I checked the location on GPS with a few quick taps of my fingertips. The restaurant was about forty-five minutes away, taking traffic into account.

      I just had to decide what to wear and get myself there. Three hours. I could do this.

      My phone remained blessedly free of Franklin's further hysterics as I showered and selected my outfit. I decided on red for a pop of color, one of my favorite shirts, with jeans. I applied lipstick to match and smoky eyes, tamed my hair into a loose knot, and generally did all the things to try and make a striking first impression.

      Not a dress, because on the off chance that I didn’t enjoy myself, I at least wanted to be comfortable. I wasn’t about to pour myself into a fitted dress to meet a man wearing jeans and a wrinkled t-shirt who bored me. The clothing was forgivable, the boring part wasn’t. It had happened before, and I wasn’t about to let it happen again.

      Even in a regular shirt, my chest preceded me into rooms and was the first thing most men noticed. No need to emphasize it.

      Putting on my best show was fun. Still, to be honest, what you saw was what you got with me. I looked high maintenance and expensive because I was, but I could take care of myself nicely. No more time wasted on playing games. I had better things to do.

      The restaurant branch of the agency was located in a nearby suburb, on a street with a spectacular view of the mountains. The small brick building was heavily screened by bushes. I drove past it twice before I spotted the tiny discreet sign over the door. A very nice location, although I would have preferred a little better signage instead of having to keep swinging around the block like a lost rubbernecker. Then again, I was fairly sure that a neon sign wasn’t exactly the vibe they wanted to give off here.

      When I walked up, the waiter checked my name off against the reservations before leading me to a table.

      Make that an exclusive little restaurant. Score one.

      The interior was gorgeous. Lovely amber glass coverings scattered the light, lending the interior a soft glow while not making it difficult to see. The scattered tables and chairs were all made of wood glossy with polish, and plants were partially used to conceal the tables and occupants, giving a sense of privacy. I wondered about the pricing of the menus and how much of it served to support the dating agency. Their interior decoration was fantastic. Each nook was secluded from all the other people, allowing privacy to interact while still giving the impression of being in a bustling restaurant.

      My first date, Bran, looked up as we approached, his expression as serious as it was in the photo. Ah-ha. I was right. He was the man from the elevator. I’d thought so from the picture. That silver hair wasn’t so common.

      Small freaking world.

      He remained seated as I approached and settled myself in the chair. I was torn. Men assuming I couldn't seat myself had always annoyed me, but yet he hadn’t made the gesture to be slapped down either. Just another proof that I was hard to please.

      "Andromeda?" His voice was just as low and pleasant on the ear as I remembered. Also, after a brief glance down, his eyes stayed on my face.

      "Yes, hello. It’s nice to see you again." I unfolded my napkin and put it in my lap.

      "I decided to wait to order until you arrived, since I know nothing about your likes or dislikes."

      Again, points for being smart. He was racking them up. I loathed a man ordering for me. Maybe it would’ve been okay if we’d been together long enough for him to learn my customary orders.

      Even then, not so much. What if I was in the mood for something different?

      “I ordered a bottle of white. I’m happy to share it, but if you don’t like it, that's fine, we can order another.”

      The bottle arrived as he spoke, cork still seated.

      I nodded. “A glass would be lovely, thank you.” The menus arrived at the same time, glossy and elegant as they were carefully placed on the tablecloth.

      I perused it. A prix fixe menu. The offerings were salmon, steak and shrimp, or sauteed scallops. Alas for those who didn’t like red meat or preferred chicken, apparently. Or those with allergies. Or vegetarians. Or…

      “Scallops for me,” I said and closed the menu. The least messy of the three, because I really liked this shirt. “Broccoli for the vegetable and crème brûlée to end.”

      Bran ordered salmon with creamed spinach and no dessert. The server departed and we gazed at each other. Was he going to judge me for eating dessert?

      Hmmm. I didn’t care if he did. If he had trouble with a woman enjoying dessert, he could bugger off.

      "I've never done this before," he said, shrugging awkwardly. "Is there a particular conversational path you'd prefer to follow?"

      I choked on my drink, trying not to laugh. I could get to like his bluntness. The formality of his speech was interesting as well as his accent. I was, at a minimum, intrigued. Not a bad start.

      "We could simply talk about ourselves.” I sucked in a deep breath and rattled off a few facts. “I like shopping. I have a collection of handbags.” I had to stop and think about myself honestly, because shopping was all I could think of. “I also enjoy swimming and traveling. I'm pretty busy, I'll be up front about that. But I’m more than willing to make time to explore options.”

      Bran studied me. His eyes were amazing—a lovely gray green with brows and lashes dark enough to define them, but still fair. That hair might actually be real.

      "I enjoy practicing martial arts,” he said. ”As well as hiking and camping, and enjoying silence."

      I raised my brows. "Really?" I let the word frost a little bit. Was he insinuating that I talked too much?

      His expression shifted from solemn to quizzical. "The silence with the dawn, or when you're in a vast place. I enjoy conversation as well."

      Oh. Not tactful, but again I could feel fundamental honesty. And after many of my previous dates, I could get behind that. There was something refreshing about it, that he was so calm and at ease, enough to be honest with me.

      “If we were sitting here two years from now, what would have happened in your life for you to say things are going well?”

      Ethan had answered with his pitch for me to invest.

      Bran smiled. “Finding a stable relationship and a new place to live. I’ve got a large family, and they’re waiting on my opinion of the area.”

      “You’re close to your family?” It was just me and Cassie now. Our parents had passed away a long time ago. I still missed them.

      “Sometimes. When I don’t want to strangle them.”

      I laughed.

      “And you?” he asked.

      A sip of wine later, I responded. “The same for the first part. Possibly exploring new aspects of my career. I think I need a change. Your profile said you enjoy the arts?”

      His turn to sip. “Yes, very much. I work in management, but I prefer to create and see other’s creations.”

      I reached for the bread as he did, and our hands brushed. Electricity chased up my arm. We definitely had chemistry in that department. “Have you ever had a showing?”

      “No, there’s never been time.” He shrugged. “There’s a saying about duty being heavy as a mountain.” He ducked his head. “That about sums it up.”

      Well, that got grim fast. The food arrived to save the conversation.

      “What food is your guilty pleasure?” he asked.

      “Ice cream. And coffee drinks. You?”

      “Lamb. Anything fried.” His smile was infectious. “Though I’ve never had breaded fried lamb.”

      When my crème brûlée arrived, I savored it, licking the spoon. His eyes darkened as he watched, and I hid a smile.

      “Why didn’t you order dessert?” I dabbed my lips with the napkin.

      “I wasn’t familiar with any of them, and I can be picky about flavors. Most things taste too sweet to me.” He smiled. “It’s good to watch you enjoy yourself though.”

      Oh, that voice…and the look in his eyes, pure male, made me lower my lashes as I smiled in return.

      As we paid, I asked, "Would you like to exchange phone numbers?"

      "I'd like that. Would you like to be escorted to your vehicle?"

      All of fifty feet away… But it gave us a little more time to talk, and he had asked rather than assumed. Another point in his favor, meaning that I was leaning firmly toward at least giving him a chance. It was certainly one of the best dates that I’d had in a long time, and I looked forward to seeing what it could be if we gave ourselves a little more time to get to know each other.

      "Yes, I'd like that."

      Bran moved well, power and grace in each movement, which made sense, since he’d said he enjoyed martial arts. Though usually people named a specific style. I’d have to ask him some time. He matched his pace to mine. No simple feat, since I was a foot shorter. We strolled down the sidewalk. The heat of the day had departed and a pleasant breeze had sprung up.

      "Would you like to meet again?" Bran asked.

      "I wouldn't have exchanged numbers with you if I didn't want to," I responded dryly. "Do you have a preference about where we go?"

      He was silent a moment as we walked. "Why don't you pick? It will help me get to know you a little better."

      We paused by the car. I got the fob out and the unaccustomed clumsiness plaguing me today made me drop it. Bran caught it with a single fluid movement. He really was poetry in motion. He handed it back to me, and I touched his hand with a fingertip, tilting my head back invitingly.

      He leaned down, his lips meeting mine. It was a gentle caress, but the same jolt went through me as when we had touched hands. We had a hell of a lot of chemistry. I parted my lips and he accepted the invitation, his tongue meeting mine.

      He was a good kisser, aggressive but not forceful. I lost myself in the moment and the little zings of pleasure his lips evoked. When we parted, we were both feeling a little off kilter. I was, definitely.

      Then, completely unexpectedly, he raised my hand to his lips. "I'd rather meet sooner than later." His voice brushed me like velvet.

      I flung caution to the wind. "I'll text you my address. And let security know to let you up. Let's have supper at my place tomorrow. Is seven okay?"

      "Seven would be wonderful." He kissed my other hand.

      The look in his eyes… I felt my heart flutter. All those promises. I felt like making a few of my own, but that could wait until tomorrow. I saw him watching as I drove off. Completely sweet and romantic, when he did it. The moment I got home I texted Cathy.

      Potential keeper on the first date!

      That's great! Jury still out on mine. He's hot, but he's a bit of an ass.

      I sent her a smiling emoji.

      I'm inviting mine over for supper tomorrow. At my place.

      That's fast. You want me to keep an ear out?

      Just in case, yeah. I'll text you if I don't want you to come by at nine.

      Got it. Hope I don't see you tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      I woke refreshed and smiling. I couldn’t remember any dreams, but I had the feeling they had been pleasant ones. There was always a feeling with nice dreams, that soft contentment when waking. Not like with nightmares, and that sort of grime that clung to my mind, telling me that something bad had happened even though I didn’t remember it. I enjoyed the faint buzz of energy and anticipation. Maybe this would work out…

      I stopped by the coffee shop and got a variety of pastries to share with the office in a burst of goodwill. If I was in a good mood, then there was no reason that I couldn’t spread it around my coworkers. I left the box in the reception area. Yolande blinked as she took in the sugary goodness, glanced at me and smiled. "Nice to see you in a good mood."

      "Indeed." I smiled at her and then went into my office. I had been crabby these past weeks. All the more reason to nurture this bubble of hormone-fueled euphoria.

      Franklin had messaged me as I drove to work about a meeting with a client, Eldora Gold, at ten. I kept my good mood with a little effort. Eldora was a difficult, demanding woman—she ran a talent agency, and she got a special bulk rate from Franklin. So many of her clients needed as much help as they could get. I wasn’t sure what that said about her, not that it mattered. She was a good client for Franklin, and by extension for me. Doing well for her basically guaranteed more work in the future, and maybe that would get Franklin off my back for a while.

      No matter. There were no disasters last night, so I busied myself reviewing her clients and what remediations we’d done for them. Best to have all the facts at my fingertips when I found out whatever her problem was this time. I’d had a belly full of working with her in the past, but since there was no one else, I was stuck. She had so many problem clients that it was as if she sought them out by that quality. No matter. I still wanted to make a new plan going forward.

      The time for the meeting rolled around too quickly. The worry beads were still on my desk, so I dropped them off in Franklin’s mailbox as I headed to the conference room. I shook my hand, fighting the urge to wipe it on my clothes just to get the feeling off my skin. I didn’t know onyx could feel greasy. Maybe it was another stone?

      Franklin and Eldora were already there. She was an angular woman, older than me, with a stern face and equally stern clothing in her trademark color, red. It didn’t suit her, but it did make a statement, which was her intent.

      They both turned to watch me come in. I nodded to them both and claimed my seat, setting my tablet on the table in front of me. "Hi. Ready to start?"

      "Yes, let's get started." Franklin tapped on his tablet and then a picture of the first of Eldora’s clients popped up, a young woman with a bad habit of dating bad boys and then getting into fights with other women over him.

      Ugh. This was going to a micromanaging meeting. Wonderful. I was more than capable of dealing with this on my own, but instead I was required to sit here and listen to them while Franklin pretended he knew more about it than I did.

      "As you can see, this client has used up ten billable hours on management in the past two weeks …" And they were off arguing. I was part of the setting, like the potted plant and the mahogany table. This meeting was nonsensical. This happened once a quarter, and I had no idea why my precious time was required. All they were going to do was bicker back and forth, which did not require my presence. But if I said anything of the kind, they would both turn on me, and I didn’t feel like trying to fend off the vipers right after coming into the office. Then again, it was difficult to hold onto my good mood. I was still managing by the tips of my fingers, but it was getting harder and harder.

      Eldora rose and paced, waving her hands to illustrate her frustration with my subpar skills in dealing with the messes her clients got into. Thus began hour two, followed by dickering, and the end was that we continued as before.

      Uneasiness coiled in my gut, though I had no idea why. This wasn’t my fault, and I could have told them that, not that either of them would’ve listened.

      Moving into the third hour, Eldora’s pacing had turned into circling the room and I was earnestly wishing both of them to hell. Or me, literally anywhere else.

      "Is there anything else I can do to address the problems, Eldora? Other than suggest you let some of your clients go?" I asked. "I recall suggesting this before, but if you dropped three of them your bill would drop too. And then you could take on new clients."

      My tone was calm and pleasant, but I’d started sweating and I didn’t know why. I wanted out of there.

      Eldora did another round of the table. I suppressed the urge to swivel in my chair and watch as she passed behind me. She was circling like a shark, and she had to know that it was getting on my nerves. That was probably why she was doing it, because she couldn’t tear into me until I gave her a reason to.

      "What the hell?" The words burst out as a thin strong hand clamped on my shoulder. Not very professional, but I didn’t care at the moment.

      Franklin dabbed his forehead with a tissue, staring at me across the conference table. The wood gleamed in the light. "I'm really very sorry, Andromeda. But we have to do this. You won’t remember this afterward, if it’s any comfort.”

      I tried to stand, to shout. My legs didn’t move, and no words came out. Terrifying weakness flooded through me, as if something had been slipped in my drink, but I hadn’t had anything to drink in the office this morning.

      I wobbled in the chair, held in place by the hand. My shoulder burned, and all the noise I could make was a thin groan through my clenched teeth.

      My head hurt, the light blurring into painful rainbows. Franklin, an unsettlingly smug smile on his face, met my gaze. Little weasel. I had always hated something about him, but I had never imagined that he would do anything to hurt me. I should have known better.

      I tried to move, gritting my teeth, throwing all my willpower into it. My hands shifted, slowly, but dropped back to my side as my mind fuzzed. Screaming silently, now unable to even think, I wavered at the edge of consciousness.

      What was happening to me?

      The pain in my shoulder stopped and my eyes cleared, though I still couldn’t move.

      Eldora came into view and tapped her fingertips on my forehead. "You'll forget this. You’ll also do your very best to screw up the assignment you just signed for, the one that Franklin will drop on your desk as soon as you get over this migraine.”

      "Hey!" Franklin spoke fast and annoyed. “That’s a lot of money.”

      "Yes," she said impatiently. "Take them for all they’ve got first, but don’t let them get any traction by changing how they’re perceived. We need them to have an even worse reputation than they started with. And since Andromeda’s very good at what she does, she should be able to shred their hopes thoroughly."

      Eldora’s eyes met mine. They were a funny shade of brown, very close to gold. "Now forget, Andromeda Quinn. Forget."

      The world shuddered. My head throbbed, light stabbing through my eyes. I massaged my temples, then raised my gaze again to see both of them staring at me with concern. Well, that was one way to get out of this stupid meeting. Why hadn’t I faked being sick earlier? If I had, I might have avoided this headache. "I'm sorry, this migraine came out of nowhere. I have to go home. Can we reschedule the rest of the meeting?"

      "It’s fine, Andromeda. We were almost done. I’ll drop the notes off on your desk. Go home, you look like you feel terrible." Franklin spoke with concern.

      Thank the gods, once in a great while he was a good boss. I stumbled out and Yolande called a ride share for me to get home as the headache increased.
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      I used a traveling magic to walk back to my home, rather than call for a taxi. I wanted to think, and I would not do that easily with a raging or stuporous elemental next to me. Each step took me seven leagues, so it only took two steps to arrive home.

      Reynard said humans still had legends of boots crossing that distance. The catch was that the user had to know where they were going, or they could overstep and become very lost, very fast.

      I paused in the cool shadows of the trees that surrounded the ranch. Set high in the hills, its roof was made of pink tiles, a style strange to me but not unattractive. The quiet pulse of power, signatures as known to me as my breath, waited in the house.

      Advisor and first among my guard. They had disobeyed me, but I was not usually one to punish where I did not know the reasons why. Knowing that pair, there was a good reason why they had decided to ignore the order and do precisely as they wanted before I left.

      I wondered—often—why the crown had chosen me rather than many of my cousins, who would have ruled with an iron fist. Nobody knew how the crown chose, but the first time I’d felt its weight I wished it on someone—anyone!—else’s brow.

      If they had ignored orders without a fig leaf, there would have to be hell to pay.

      I entered the welcome dimness of the main room, waiting to hear their excuses.

      Both bowed. Christian, the taller and heavier of the two, wore mail and blade openly, as appropriate for a bodyguard in Dream. And a massive headache here on Gaius.

      Harold, slight and with a twisted foot, limped forward after he finished his bow. "Sire."

      "Why are you here?" I regarded them.

      Christian folded his arms. His voice rumbled like an avalanche. "Others have passed through the wall. Your decision to ally with humanity and follow the skinchanger’s plan has not been taken well. People want restitution for the banishment, and want to punish humanity for it."

      "Interesting. They want everything as it was, but they want to act as if they have a voice in the monarchy. Choose one." I rolled my eyes. Hypocrites existed in all worlds, it seemed. "Do you know how many passed through? How many of them are twisted? How many of the guard were injured?"

      "Eight to ten. Two are unafflicted, one is your cousin Alexander," Harold answered. “The rest are badly twisted, which was why we followed. They need to be found. Two of the guard were injured. Alexander lured them into a trap so the others could pass.”

      I massaged my temples. This was a disaster, one I had hoped to avoid. The twisted were a danger to themselves and everyone around them. The illness warped the body and perceptions, making goblins into feral creatures who delighted in tormenting other creatures and envious thieves.

      One of my hopes was that the human’s magical science could find a cure, since the same magic had created it.

      Finding them would be difficult. My cousin, likely hoping for my death and the crown to settle for his policies, would hide them until they found where I lived and then they’d try to assassinate me.

      Hence, my guard appearing, itching to summon more, and possibly to roll me up into a carpet in a locked room.

      “Have you created the illusion to pass among humans? Let me see them.”

      In a moment, both sprang up. Christian’s was slight, making his skin a dark brown rather than slate gray, shifting amber eyes to a dark brown, smoothing his sharp teeth.

      Harold on the other hand… “Pink hair? Green skin?”

      “There’s makeup and hair dye.”

      “The hair can pass, but the skin…select a less conspicuous tone. They do not wear makeup like that unless they are at an entertainment worship service.”

      “I would like to go to a convention, Sire.” Harold shifted his skin to an olive tone.

      “After matters are settled. That segment of society was one I planned to target first for acceptance.”

      Also, my priority was not to miss my next meeting with Andromeda. It was another step in the plan, made easier by the fact that she interested and intrigued me.

      Which meant this pair needed training and equipping. I pulled my phone out and texted Reynard.

      Christian and Harold are here now. Restitution seekers have passed the wall also. Need equipment and orientation for them. Tomorrow I plan to summon the twisted goblins who passed through the wall. I will need a place to contain them.

      His reply dripped his dry wit. Trouble with obedience, O lord King?

      Of course. How quickly can you arrange a secure shelter for the rogues?

      Unknown. I'll be by your house this morning, with new phones for C&H. Have them watch CSI and show them how to use streaming service, that’ll give them some ideas of how to behave.

      Reynard’s humor grated sometimes. On the other hand, the television was useful for demonstrations.

      The other two had observed me texting with interest. I held the phone up. "These are wonderful devices. Better than scrying balls. Reynard will see about securing them for you. And entering the information needed."

      Harold angled his head. “You’re working so closely with the trickster? Is this wise, sire?”

      “As wise as any plan can be. He’s in the same dilemma we are. In the time I have been here, with one exception, his advice has been sound.”

      “And the time that it was not?” Christian’s eyes had narrowed at the potential insult to his king.

      “Involved a novel food combination. I do not recommend fish roe ice cream, should you encounter it.”

      I walked into the living area and gestured for them to be seated as I used the wand Reynard called a remote. "What else happened in Dream?"

      Harold found the recliner and was playing with the mechanism, figuring out how it worked.

      Cristian took up the whole of the loveseat. “The usual. Have you had any success with the plan, sire?"

      A smile flickered on my face, despite the situation. "Yes."

      Both looked hopeful with that. I was not quite sure how to take it. Instead, I brought up CSI on the scrying device. “This is entertainment involving scientists and guards pursuing criminals. There is some information on correct behavior and information on the laws of the land, though it varies from province to province in the United States.”

      The show and their questions consumed the rest of the evening, and Reynard arrived early, as he’d promised. With two phones and an assortment of clothing, for which he presented a bill with a grin. “Best to keep matters even, yes?”

      Reynard slid a glance at Harold, who’d assumed the red-faced hue he normally had around the trickster.

      I cleared my throat. “I watched the news, they are lying low unless you’ve somehow suppressed a story?”

      Reynard shook his head. “No, they’re hiding. I’ve got a line on a warehouse. I’ll find out tomorrow if the lease goes through. What will you do with them, Bran?”

      “Remind them I am king. Then try harder to find one of these researchers you told me about. If they can find a cure for one of us, they can find one for skinchangers. I know why none of yours have crossed, but my twisted are often a little easier to hold.”

      “True.” Reynard’s voice was neutral, and we ignored the fact that while the disease made skinchangers feral, it awakened crueler instincts in goblins. There would be shackles needed, and possibly cages in the warehouse.

      “I will scribe the circle to call them today, then I depart to see the lady I met last night.”

      “What’s her name?” Reynard asked. Harold’s eyes widened. He would have wanted the information, but had not quite dared ask.

      “Andromeda.”

      “A lovely name.” Reynard’s eyes gleamed with humor. “One hopes you don’t need to unchain her from any rocks.”

      I smiled perfunctorily and retrieved the chalk and began the long labor of creating the circle to amplify his power.

      Precisely at six, I showed up at Andromeda’s door. I knocked, but no one answered. Then I texted and waited.

      The few moments dripped by slowly, and I was torn between worry and rising anger. Then the door creaked open, and Andromeda stood before me, leaning against the doorknob for support.

      Concern lanced through me. Her clothing, a dress in a flattering shade of burgundy, was wrinkled and crumpled. Her normally golden skin was pasty, her long hair fell tangled around her face, and her eyes were dull and squinting. Lines of pain framed her mouth and the corners of her eyes.

      Her voice was wobbly and slurred. “Bran. I’m sorry for not telling you, this may not be a good time.”

      Something was very, very wrong. I could sense it, right down to my bones. The power radiating from her the other times we had met was gone. Had she been attacked?

      “How can I help you?” I softened my voice at her wince.

      She wobbled, and I reached for her elbow to steady her.

      Andromeda thought for a moment, then opened the door further. "Could you make some chamomile tea?"

      I entered the condominium, palm still cupping her elbow. She leaned on it as she staggered back toward the couch. Her leather purse lay dropped next to the door, slumped on its side, fringe and tassels crumpled under it. It was evident from tumbled cushions and throws that she had only made it to the couch. Her shoes lay on their sides, like bright birds next to the couch.

      I might not have known her as well as I wished, but I did know that she was not behaving normally. Ill as she was, she did not strike me as likely to ask for help with something as simple as making tea.

      She had requested my help. I would most certainly give it and discover what had injured her.

      “Let us get you to your room.” It would be off the main hall. I could see three doors.

      She wavered on her feet as I guided her, as if she were going to protest, then sighed, her body loosening as she leaned on me more heavily. "Fine."

      Her lack of protest at me deciding actions for her disturbed me even more. When she shuddered, gagging, I simply scooped her up into my arms and headed down the hall. Unsure which was the bedroom, I solved the dilemma by nudging doors open with my foot, scuffing the bright white paint with the toe of my shoe.

      When I found her room, I settled her on the end of the bed as I pulled the bedspread down on the other side. While the bedspread was a rainbow of colors, it appeared less comfortable to me than simple sheets. Andromeda’s body remained lax as I picked her up again and settled her on the other side of the bed, lowering her onto the pillow with another sigh and pulling another pillow over her head. I wasn’t sure that was the brightest idea, but I also hated to take it away from her. If she wanted to move the pillows, then I would let her do whatever made her the most comfortable.

      “I hate these headaches,” she murmured.

      I missed the whisper of her power around me. With her more comfortable, I focused my attention on her magic. Her power had been drained, and quite recently. Food and drink would help her, as they would help most any illness, but there were other measures that could be taken to make her feel better as well.

      Unfortunately, I had little healing talent. I could help, but I would not be able to do that and maintain this disguise.

      It would be worth it to examine what had been done to her. I decided to assess her injury after I made the tea, so she felt better and would not wonder why I remained by her side.

      She might drop the cup. I had the reason handy.

      As the water heated I invoked the communication demon in the phone to send a message to Reynard.

      Facility found?

      Working. Stop breathing down my neck.

      Where are you?

      With your entourage.

      Good. They were accounted for. I brought in the tea and woke Andromeda to drink. As she sipped, leaning back against me, I asked, "I know some pressure point techniques that often help with headaches. Would you mind if I used them?”

      “No,” she said, giving me back the cup. “If it helps with the headache I'll be grateful."

      “You will need to lie on your stomach.”

      I helped her roll over, and I moved the mass of curly black hair to the side. No lie escaped my lips. The pressure points did help with pain, but it also let me see what had been done to her. Skin to skin contact would help me. I had no healing talent that could sense it from across the room.

      She made a grumbling noise as I pressed on the knot, then the muscle relaxed. I moved to other trigger points on her back. When I was half done, her eyes fluttered closed and her lashes dusted her high cheekbones.

      Her breathing deepened and I held off on working on other pressure points, instead using my magic to sense what had been done to her.

      The illusion flowed off me as I focused. She had been ravaged, the places where her magical energy had been stripped were as raw as any physical wound. I suppressed a growl. There was a whiff of coercion magic as well, human in flavor, wound about her. Another witch had forced her to remain immobile as they harvested her.

      Harvested the woman I desired as if she were a cow to be milked. Leaving her in pain.

      Suppressing the anger, I swept my senses over her, and found a minute spell, layered on top of the remnants of many others of the same type. A compulsion to forget. So this had been done to her many times.

      I settled my hands on her shoulders and began feeding her power to replace what had been stolen. It would not be usable as magic for her, but the infusion could ease the ache and bolster her as she regenerated her magic.

      The bedroom door flew open. A red-haired woman, flushed and angry, stood there glaring at me.

      “Take your hands off of her. I’m calling the police.” She stared at me and gasped. “What the hell are you?”

      Andromeda’s eyes snapped open, and she rolled onto her side, staring up at me. My illusion had slipped as I’d labored to help Andromeda. The women were seeing me in my true form.

      As the humans would say, damn.
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      Why was someone screaming? Every shrill word stabbed through my skull like a hot dagger.

      "Get out!" Cathy's voice rose to a sharp pitch that made my teeth ache. "Please wake up, Roma, wake up!"

      I winced and tried to roll over, but something was pinning me down. Or was it pulling me up? I couldn't tell. "What the—?"

      "Andromeda! You're in danger." She yanked at my arm, trying to pull me up. "We have to leave, now!"

      I finally managed to sit up, though my head still felt like something was hammering it. "What's going on? What happened?"

      "I don't know, I came home and you were passed out. There's some kind of monster here, standing over you." She gestured wildly, and her voice was as panicked as I'd ever heard it. Given Cathy grinned through white water rafting and enjoyed skydiving, this meant a response was required. I looked through squinted eyes to see Bran in the corner covering his ears, which was comical considering how gigantic he was.

      "He's with me, Cathy. He helped me." I tried to stand and wobbled on my feet. Bran was by my side in an instant, wrapping an arm around me to steady me.

      "What did he do to you?" she accused, rounding on him. "Ten seconds ago, he had gray skin, and his ears... and eyes." She shuddered. "He's not human, Roma, come on." She tugged on my arm again, still looking at Bran like he was going to stew her and eat her.

      "I didn't do anything!" he protested. "I got here, saw she was very ill, and called my friend, who is a paramedic. He's on his way." He shrugged. "I don't know what she's talking about with the ears and stuff."

      Pain nearly made me vomit as I leaned forward and grabbed my head. "Stop yelling," I muttered. "And there was no need for calling an ambulance. I have a migraine, but I'm not ill." I waved toward Bran. "Cathy, he's clearly not some wild monster about to kill us both. Calm down. The dim lighting must've played tricks on your eyes."

      "Sorry." Cathy softened her voice as she sat next to me on the bed, still gripping my arm. "Are you okay? What's wrong?"

      I shook my head as memories started flooding back. Franklin. That absolute slimeball. I'd thought he was bad before, but it was so much worse than I'd thought. Something had happened and now I remembered everything. All those meetings with Eldora. They'd been messing with my head every time. These awful migraines were their fault. Whatever they'd been doing to me had caused them.

      More memories trickled through my pounding head, memories of... magic? Oh, my—I didn't have words.

      Cathy had been talking all the time I'd been realizing something horrible had been going on. "What?" I said groggily, interrupting her. "Listen, I'm sorry. Cathy, Bran is nice. He's not going to hurt me. Why don't you go on home? I'll wait for his paramedic friend and let them check me over, just to be safe, okay?"

      Someone knocked on the door just then, so quietly I barely heard it, but Bran's head swiveled a few seconds before the knock. Had he heard it? Must've. He rushed from the room and returned a few moments later with a man in a paramedic uniform. He wasn't very big, but had an absolutely beautiful face. He limped, but from the bed I couldn't see why. A second man in uniform peeked into the room behind them. This man couldn't have been more different from the first. He was enormous, possibly bigger than Bran, and even peeking in he filled up the door frame.

      My home was a freaking circus.

      "Andromeda, this is Harry and Christian. Let them have a look at you, okay?" As he spoke, he walked around the bed and held his hand out to Cathy. "I promise I'll take good care of her."

      "But," Cathy said weakly, then swallowed as she looked around the room. "Your face."

      "I promise, the last thing in this world I want is to hurt Andromeda." Bran spoke gently and put his hand on her shoulders. "We'll help her, then we'll go."

      Cathy hesitated another moment, then nodded and let Bran lead her from the room. Their murmuring voices got quieter as they moved further away from my bedroom.

      "Let's take a look at you, Andromeda," the smaller man, Harry, said as he came to sit on the edge of the bed. "I'm a, well, you'd call me a healer, and Christian here is my assistant. We're here to help you."

      That was a novel way to put it. Maybe the city had changed the guidelines for EMTs to make them feel friendlier. I nodded and tried to brace myself up a bit so he could check me over, but a wave of nausea made me sink back down. "What's wrong with me?" I asked weakly. "I feel awful."

      "You'll be fine in just a moment. Lay back."

      Doing as he said, I settled back on my pillow and relaxed while he touched my head, then my stomach, and then my head again. Warmth surged through me and just like that, my headache disappeared. Harry sat back with a satisfied grin. "There, all better?"

      "What did you do?" I asked, sitting up slowly.

      "Healed you," Harry said. "It's what I do."

      I frowned and put my hand to my head. There was no pain, no throbbing, nothing. It was as if I'd never had a headache in my life. "But, how?"

      "With magic, of course."

      Magic. Holy... I pushed away from Harry, launching myself out of bed and belatedly realizing Bran had come back in. How long had I been lying there, letting a strange magicman heal me?

      Now that the pain was gone, memories flooded in. "Franklin," I snarled and walked out of my bedroom. My brother in law was a dead man walking when I got my hands on him. I needed something to drink. Maybe something very strong. Storming down the hall, I bit back a scream of frustration and anger. All this time, I thought I had debilitating migraines. "And Eldora!" I slammed a mug onto the counter so hard it shattered.

      "Andromeda," Bran said quietly from behind me. "It's okay. We're here to help you."

      I turned and glared at him, though a small part of my brain nagged at me. I shouldn't be mean, it said.

      Too bad the bigger part of me was so angry my hands shook. "And you!" I grabbed a towel and began cleaning up the bigger pieces of the mug. It had broken into a few big pieces, so it was easy to deal with. "You, what did Cathy see?" I gave no room for him to answer before continuing. "Or should I say, what did she think she saw? Am I going crazy? Is she?"

      "No," Bran said firmly. "You're not going crazy, and neither is Cathy. I promise."

      Cathy. "Oh, crap." I put the towel down and ran my hand through my hair. "I need to go talk to her."

      "Andromeda, wait," Bran called. I stopped short halfway out of the kitchen and whirled around. Bran's two paramedic friends stood behind him, almost protectively.

      As my chest heaved with fury, all three looked a little bit like naughty boys who'd been busted for stealing cookies. "What did she see?" I growled.

      Bran exchanged a look with the larger of the other two men, then stepped forward. "Come into the living room. Sit down, and we'll show you."

      Magic. Magic was real. Real! And Franklin had been using it to do something to me. "Why did he want to hurt me?" I growled as I stalked into the living room.

      There was no way I could sit down right now. I was too angry, too hurt, too... everything. I paced back and forth while Bran and his friends watched me.

      The smaller man stepped into the kitchen and returned a few seconds later with a bottle of water, cold from my fridge. "Here," he said, holding it out to me. "You need to drink something."

      I snatched it from him and downed half the bottle before coming up for air. "Thanks." That did feel better. Until the memories crowded in again and I remembered Franklin and Eldora performing their freaky magic on me. "Why?" I cried. "Why did they do that?"

      Whirling around, I fixed my stare onto Bran. "Did you know? Do you know?"

      He nodded slowly. "Yes, I'm the one who made sure you'd remember. They'd been layering memory spells on you for years."

      "Ten," I said bitterly. "Ten years. But what was the point of giving me headaches and then making me forget that they were the cause?" Clenching my fists at my side, I paced back and forth as the men sat on the couch looking up at me with wide eyes.

      "Well, first," Bran said. "Let me show you what Cathy saw."

      He swallowed, then the air in front of him shimmered and he—he changed. His skin turned gray, and his ears elongated and pointed. His hair stayed close to the same, but somehow was fuller, wilder.

      "Holy sh—" I cut off as the other two men changed. The big one got a little bit bigger, and his skin was a darker gray than Bran's. Almost black. He grinned at me and his bright green eyes twinkled under a short shock of blond hair that had a blue tint to it. I would've thought it was the lighting, but no. It was definitely slightly blue.

      In contrast, the smaller one seemed to shrink a bit more. The reason for his limp became obvious. One of his feet twisted inward. His hair was as dark as Bran's was light, but also long and even springier, like a lion’s mane. He had blue eyes the color of the sea. His features didn't change that much. He was still beautiful, like a classic painting.

      They were gorgeous, all three of them, with a wild vitality that drew me. "How?"

      Their transformation had taken all of the wind out of my sails. They were monsters, just as Cathy had said. All three of them. There was no other word for it. Monsters.

      "We're goblins."

      Or there was another word, okay. Goblins. "H—How?" I asked again, sinking into my recliner, though I stayed on the edge. Not because I was scared. Somehow I knew these men wouldn't hurt me.

      "That's a long story," Bran said through his plump lips and sharp teeth. Holy guacamole, those teeth looked deadly. "We can resume the glamour if that helps?"

      I shook my head. "No. No more lies. I want to know everything."

      Bran nodded and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "Andromeda, we need your help. And I believe we can help you."

      "What was Franklin doing to me?" I asked. "Let's start there."

      Bran sighed. "Franklin and the other woman you mentioned were stealing your magic."

      My magic. This was going to be good. "Elaborate?"

      "You have some of the strongest magic I've felt since arriving on Gaius."

      Arriving on Gaius. I set aside the fact that he'd said I have magic for a second and blinked at him. "You're not from Earth? Is that what you mean by Gaius?" I asked, feeling a bit like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole.

      "Yes," Bran said. "We're from a place called Dream."

      "And what exactly is Dream?" I asked. I was starting to feel a bit dizzy from all of the revelations, but I pushed on.

      "Dream is a place where monsters are banished to. We want to move back to Earth, to Gaius, but the humans here have forgotten about us. They don't believe in monsters anymore. And what they do believe is generally bad."

      "Yeah," I said weakly. "Yeah, they'd definitely freak out about you guys. Call you demons. Except for the ones who’d want the name of your stylist."

      Bran nodded and exchanged a look with the other two men. "Which is why we need your help, Andromeda. We want to move back to Gaius, and we want to be able to do it without being feared or persecuted. We need someone who can help us bridge the gap between humans and monsters."

      I frowned. "But what does that have to do with Franklin or with me having magic? And what sort of magic do I have? Am I a goblin?"

      "No, I believe you're a witch," he said. "If you knew how to harness your power, you'd be quite a powerful one, too."

      I swallowed hard. A witch. Me. I always knew I was a bit odd, but a witch? "Okay. And what does that have to do with Franklin?"

      All three goblins looked toward the door, and a split second later, someone knocked. "Oh, geez, what now?" I muttered.

      Reaching out my hand for the doorknob, I jumped when Bran put his hand on my shoulder. "Let me," he said, looking like the human man I'd met and gone on a date with again. "Just in case."

      I stepped back. "As you wish, oh mighty one."

      With a snort, Bran leaned forward and looked through the peephole. "That's Reynard."

      "Who?" I spread my hands and looked at the goblin-man-date-person. "You're inviting people to my home now?"

      He gave me a sheepish look as he opened the door. "Sorry, but you're in the thick of it now that I know what Franklin was doing."

      "What was Franklin doing?" the man, presumably Reynard, asked. "Who is Franklin?"

      "Franklin owns Repupair," I explained. "And my boss." I sighed, sucking in a deep breath. "And my brother-in-law."

      "Ah." The man bowed his reddish head and winked. "I've only had the pleasure through email. What has he done?"

      Something about him made me want to trust him. The rest of me after the day I’d just had, pushed that part of me into the closet. “Why should I burble all this to you? I don’t know you.”

      He grinned at me. “Because I’ve been in the modern world thirty-five years now, and only been arrested a few times. Never convicted! Could you trust a man who’d never been in trouble with the law?”

      I stared at Reynard, bemused. He winked at me and pointed at Bran. “This is a man who will never need bail. Dull, dull, dull.”

      In response, Bran gave him a patient look.

      The laugh snorted out of me. Reynard was absurd, but the playfulness did help with the sheer awfulness of the situation. He did seem to have much more of a sense of humor. I moved back to the recliner, this time sinking back into it. "Apparently, I'm a witch, and according to Bran, he's been stealing my magic then using a spell to make me forget, which also gave me horrible, incredibly painful migraines."

      Reynard touched his chest in horror. "No." The anger in his eyes seemed genuine, but who knew? Was he also a goblin?

      "Yes," Bran said gravely. "I just told her she's a witch."

      With a slight sniff in my direction, Reynard nodded. "I'd agree with that assessment, though it'd be difficult to pinpoint her particular flavor before she's harnessed all that power floating around her." He sniffed again, then waved at the two goblins still on the couch. "Harry. Christian."

      They gave him short, curt nods. Not fans? I couldn't tell.

      "Why are you sniffing me? Is that a goblin thing?" I asked bluntly. I was so far past the point of politeness.

      "My apologies, I try to be discreet, but I find out most of my information with the good old olfactory senses. And no, I’m not a goblin, thank the divine. I'm kitsune."

      "Kitsune?" I asked weakly.

      He ducked his head, then looked back at me through flashing hazel eyes. "A fox shifter. We’re a trustworthy folk, kind, gentle…think of us as the scouts of the monster world."

      I wasn’t sure which of the three snorted, but it was loud.

      "Of course." This was all a lot. Like... a lot.

      "Why are you here?" Bran asked politely.

      "Ah." Reynard pulled a packet out of his jacket’s inner pocket. "I have the papers for Harry and Christian."

      "Excellent." Bran took them, looked them over, then gave IDs and passports to the two men. "If Andromeda is well, I think you may both leave."

      Harry nodded. "Her memory is whole, and she shouldn't suffer any further headaches. I didn't find any other health problems."

      Well, okay. Good to know I was healthy.

      Bran held one hand out, and they shook. "Thank you for your assistance."

      "Bye," I said weakly.

      Reynard was first out the door.

      Stopping the goblins in the doorway, Bran said quietly, "Find out everything you can about Franklin, this Eldora, and their lineage. Who does he work for? Is her sister involved? We need to be informed."

      When Bran closed the door behind his friends, he turned and smiled, still human-looking. "Would you like for me to attempt to create dinner?"

      I chuckled at the way he phrased it. "I take it you've not had much experience cooking?"

      "On the contrary. I love to cook. I'm just unfamiliar with Gaian spices and food combinations."

      "Why don't I order something to be delivered?" I suggested. "Chinese?"

      He nodded. "I'm not picky. Order me whatever you like best."

      I liked a lot, so I just went ahead and got four different dishes, and told them the tip would be generous if they hurried. Now that my headache was gone and I'd had some water, I was absolutely ravenous.

      We sat back down to wait. "So." I cleared my throat. "I'm not sure where to go from here."

      He tilted his head. "What do you mean?"

      I shrugged. "I'm a witch. You're... whatever you are. And my brother-in-law is apparently some kind of villain."

      He frowned. "Franklin will need to be dealt with. I met him once, and didn't like him then. He attempted to take magic from me, though I thought it was a subconscious thing at the time. Now I realize he knew all along what he was doing, which leads me to believe there are still magic users on Gaius who are aware and practicing."

      "Maybe someone can teach me." I leaned back and rubbed my hands together, trying to feel for magic, or find it in myself. "Nothing. Nothing feels any different."

      Bran's eyes softened. "Give it some time, Andromeda. You've only just found out. And you’d been drained to almost nothing earlier."

      “How do I get it back?”

      He smiled. “Rest, food, exercise. Doing something that gives you joy. From what I understand, the rate depends on your emotional state. You should try not to worry about it.”

      And that wasn’t like telling me not to think of pink elephants at all. "I guess so."

      We were both quiet for a bit as my mind went so fast I couldn't keep up with it, then Bran finally broke it as he shifted in his seat. "Do you want to talk about this more? Do you have questions?"

      "I do, but I can't seem to formulate them. Can you just... tell me stuff?"

      Bran grinned then took a deep breath and began. "What you or any human would call monsters have been banished to Dream for centuries. Since then humans have forgotten the truth about us, just know. We want to move back to Earth because it's our home. We're friendly, for the most part. There are a few bad apples, but they're in the minority."

      He paused as the doorbell rang. "That will be the food," he said, getting up to answer it.

      I used the opportunity to try to wrap my head around everything he'd just said. It was a lot to take in, but at least now I had some answers. And more questions, of course, but that was to be expected.

      Bran came back with a few bags of food, and we quickly set it all out on the coffee table. The delicious smells of garlic and soy hit my nose and my mouth watered. I dug in without hesitation, and he followed suit. We ate in silence for a few minutes, then Bran spoke up again.

      "You're probably going to have to pretend your memory is still blocked," Bran said in a sympathetic voice. "I know that won't be easy."

      Fury boiled up inside of me. The crab rangoon I had in my hand squirted out filling as my hand clenched. A little hit Bran. "He stole my memories!" I grabbed a napkin and scrubbed my hand. "How dare he? And how can I just go back to work tomorrow and pretend I have no idea?"

      "You'll have to find a way," Bran said, wiping some stray crab filling off his hand. "Because if Franklin knows you remember, he'll come after you. And so will whoever he works for. I don’t believe he’s strong or smart enough to have been draining you alone for years. If you must, call out of work and give your migraine as an excuse. Buy us time to find out anything we can."

      I sighed and nodded, knowing he was right. "Fine," I said. "But I'm not happy about it." I was still so worked up, but freaking out did neither of us any good. "Tell me about you?"

      He wiped his mouth on his napkin and took in a deep breath. "I am the rightful heir to the throne of Dream. I am a powerful sorcerer as well as goblin. I have many friends in high places. I am very wealthy. I am very handsome."

      It took every fiber of my being not to burst out laughing. He'd said all those things as if it were a list he'd long ago memorized. "Is that so?" I teased.

      He grinned. "Actually, it is. And what about you?"

      I shook my head and played along with his bluntness. "I am a public relations specialist. I have a degree in communications." I couldn't help but be amused in the process of reflecting his candid manner back at him. "I love my sister, sometimes to my own detriment, doing things for her that, at times, aren't best for me." Like keeping my shitty job. "I am from a wealthy family." Admitting those last two things was surprising, even to myself. Though they were true, I wouldn't normally be quite so honest. Remembering the last thing Bran had said, I added on in a sarcastic tone, "I am very beautiful."

      He nodded and smiled, agreeing with my last statement.

      Well, then. That was a quick way to make a girl's heart flutter, despite all of the drama of the day.

      It was all too much, so I ate in silence, enjoying the tangy sweet-and-sour chicken and beef with broccoli. Bran sampled all of it as if he’d never tried it before. He wrinkled his nose at the chunk of pineapple like a kid tasting something sour.

      When we both finished, Bran helped me pick up the empty containers and throw them away after putting the leftovers in the fridge.

      I could brand them as hot men who cleaned, if the others were like him. That would get them followers. Maybe play up the humor in their unfamiliarity with the modern world to make them seem harmless. It would be a tough campaign, but I had good building blocks.

      "So, what now?" I asked as he came back into the living room.

      "You look exhausted, despite being healthy."

      He was not wrong. As if on command, I yawned until my jaw creaked. "Yeah, I think I'm going to hit the hay. Thank you for everything, Bran. I appreciate it."

      He nodded and hesitated at the door. "Could I stay?" he asked. "I worry about you. I'd rather not leave now that we know your brother-in-law has nefarious intentions for you."

      With just a moment of hesitation, I nodded. "Yes. You can stay."

      I spent a few minutes in my bathroom, brushing my teeth, braiding my hair, and then put on a pair of comfy, pretty pajamas. Nothing overtly sexy. I wasn't letting him stay over to jump his bones. Wasn’t even considering it. Nope.

      Bran sat in the little antique chair in the corner of my room, his back ramrod straight. He overwhelmed the delicate feminine thing, almost making me feel sorry for a piece of furniture.

      "Come on," I said. "It's a king bed, there's plenty of room."

      He looked at me, then the bed, and finally stood. He walked over to the bed and laid down on top of the covers.

      "You can take your shoes off," I said, pointing at his boots.

      He did as I asked, kicking them off and placing them next to the bed. I turned off the light, leaving only the soft glow of my reading lamp on.

      "Good night, Andromeda," Bran said as I got into bed.

      "Good night, Bran," I whispered back. "You can call me Roma." A nickname I allowed only a select few people to use. Though if he asked me if it was like the tomato, I might kick him out of bed.

      He just smiled and nodded. "Good night, Roma."

      I turned my back to him, not wanting to think about the fact that a gorgeous man was in my bed. A gorgeous goblin. Not man.

      Sheesh.
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      I wanted to roll over. I tended to wake up a couple times in the night to get in a more comfortable position, but tonight an ache in between my legs brought me out of my sleep before anything else did.

      It was still dark, lit only by the dim glow of my phone charging, no sign yet of dawn. Heavy arms were wrapped around me. When had that happened? Not that I minded. Not that or that one of my breasts was held in a large palm. My nipples were peaked so sharp that when I breathed, I was so stimulated that I quivered down to my center.

      Heat encompassed my body and pressed against my back. A large bulge bumped up against my bubble butt. I had to be dreaming. I started to turn, to look, but the sexiest rumble vibrated against my back.

      I froze as memories of Bran thundered into my mind, the six-foot-three goblin. Who would’ve thunk that one. In my sleep deprived daze, the memory of me not going to bed alone flooded me. And in my sleep I’d I curled up and got snuggly with a goblin.

      Oh, boy. Though one look at him would have any woman doing the same thing as me, and a lot of men too. Illusion gone, his true appearance as a goblin was still insanely hot.

      He pulled me in tighter against his defined body, and his nose nuzzled my neck. His lips grazed against my skin. I gasped as sensations flooded me, overwhelming me.

      Slowly rubbing my body against him, I felt like a feline angling for a long stroke. Especially for the likes of Bran being the feline’s master. Though given the cats I’d known, wet-food-opener was a better term.

      And while having thumbs helped in the can opener department, he was good with the rest of his hands too.

      I slammed my eyes shut and purred at the heat and tingles that nipped at every inch of my body that caressed him.

      Bran squeezed my breast inside his large palm, and lust shot up my spine. I arched my back to fill his hand with more of me. His lips sucked at my neck, then grazed their way to my ear lobe where he licked.

      “You feel so good. Rubbing against me like that.” His deep gravelly voice made my heart race. He pushed his hips against me. He was as aroused as I was.

      I let out a loud gasp, and my hands reached out to touch him. I placed one over the hand that was kneading my breast, and over the hand that held my hip in place. He was making sure I didn’t go anywhere.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as the realization of what I was doing started to hit home for me.

      What was I doing? This wasn’t like me. Well… it was a bit like me with a human. He was anything but human. Probably I should’ve given it a few more dates before jumping into bed with a goblin. Eh, I’d forgive myself. I was overwhelmed and needed a release. I was too horny to not take advantage of this situation.

      “Do you want me to stop?” His palm stopped and only held the weight of my breast. At the same time, his hand at my hip eased up on the tension and slowly rose to rest on my waist.

      My heart pounded into my chest. Every sense was in overload. I wanted it all but was too shocked to understand what I was doing.

      I barely know the man. Goblin. Whatever.

      When had I ever experienced such sensuality and so quickly before? When had I been this turned on?

      Bran started to pull away from me and a chill seeped into my skin at the beginning of his departure.

      I threw my hands over his, pushed my back against him, and guided his touch to what he was doing before.

      He came back to me instantly and surrounded me. His mouth sucked and kissed all over my neck as his hands wandered and studied my curves. He danced around the hem of my shirt before flattening his palm against my skin, pushing up to cup my bare breasts.

      I lifted my hand behind me and held his head closer to me. I didn’t want the worshiping of his lips to end.

      “I want to taste you all over,” he said in a husky voice.

      “Yes.” I couldn’t speak fast enough.

      He moved my head to face him, and his lips plummeted down over mine. He took no prisoners when he ravaged my mouth.

      Rolling over, I threw my leg over his hips and straddled him, pinning him beneath me. His hands cupped my face, and he owned the kiss. Nothing pleased me more as I lowered my body down on top of his, and every bit of desire I felt launched from zero to sixty in point zero two seconds.

      I panted into his mouth, shivering and quaking in his hands. Everything inside of me amplified to high extremes. I lifted myself up and sat on his hips as I threw off my pajama top then lifted the hem of his shirt. It had to go, too.

      Skin. I needed skin. Our skins to be touching. “Off. Need this off.”

      His devilish smirk hit me dead center of my desire, and I moaned. I had no shame, only need. “Hurry.”

      I was in a frenzy. What was going on with me? I bit my lip, and no doubt I looked crazed. Because I felt it.

      His shirt was finally off, and I stared gob-smacked at him and his stone-tinted skin. Bran was beautiful in goblin form.

      “How many abs do you have?” I reached out and poked at them, then splayed my hands flat to roam.

      Nerves started creeping back into me like I’d been doused with a glass of ice water. The franticness of my desire waned.

      I dipped my head to the side and studied Bran. “Was that you? Did you do that to me?”

      “Yes.” A sheepish smile played on his lips. “I woke up with you pressed against me and didn’t control it well. My apologies, but you get me so worked up. My power is empathy, and sometimes it goes the other way, where I share the emotions with others. I haven’t lost control like that since I was young.”

      My eyes went wide. Seriously? “Do it again?”

      Now it was his turn for him to be surprised. “Yeah?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I purred the word, as I realized that I was sitting on top of his hard length, topless, and I wanted to feel the multiplied desire again. It had made me bold and sexy. I wanted to embrace all of that.

      Yearning slammed into me at full force, and I became consumed with Bran. I threw myself against him and kissed him to only be overpowered and thrown onto my back, with him on top nestled between my legs, and commanding the kiss.

      It was the sexiest experience I had ever had. I was wanted so badly he wasn’t able to control himself. Talk about a major compliment.

      If I were alone right now, I would be doing a ridiculous happy dance and clapping my hands. But I would much rather have been experiencing this physical specimen of sex over me.

      Bran’s lips didn’t leave mine, but he was miraculously able to get me completely nude and himself down to his boxers. Very good with his hands indeed.

      I played with the elastic band, and he grabbed my hands, entwined our fingers and held them down above my head.

      My knees shook as he tenderly kissed me everywhere. I shut my eyes to embrace the cherishing act I was receiving. It was like worship. Reverence.

      As my emotions were riding high, and Bran was leading me to the pleasure palace in the sky, a small light of energy was gaining in size in the middle of my mind.

      It was reaching out, calling for me. I could feel its power. It wasn’t reaching for me. It came from me.

      Bran’s empathic powers were building, but I could finally feel my magic, like he led me down a path right to it. Holy crap. His lips and tongue were all over me, and the pleasure that induced made everything align for me. I clenched my fingers tighter with his and lifted my hips up to make him notice where I needed him to go.

      His eyes lifted to mine, and he winked at me before going back to the torture with his mouth.

      Now that I knew my magic was there. That it could be used. That I could utilize Bran’s power... I wondered where I could take all this. How far could it go?

      I squirmed in Bran’s hold. I wanted him to release me, or to do something more. Give me what I needed.

      He nipped at my skin. “Stop, Andromeda, enjoy.”

      His command made me follow, and my toes curled at the dominance in his tone. He held me enthralled with his eyes as he let go of my fingers and crawled down my body. He didn’t once break his gaze, and I was too hypnotized to look away.

      He licked his lips and smiled at me when he got to where he was heading.

      Before I could respond, his mouth latched onto my heat. Where I desperately needed him. I cursed at the sudden shift. My head fell back down onto the pillow. I squirmed myself closer and farther from his mouth all at the same time. I had no idea what I wanted or what I was doing.

      Only Bran seemed to be able to give it to me.

      The emotions were too much. I had to shut my eyes to take away a sense. I could hear the lapping of his lips, smell the musk of his sinful cologne, my skin puckered at the cool air against my heated damp skin, and I could taste Bran’s kiss on my tongue and every time I sucked on my bottom lip, I tasted him there.

      He ravished me and I kept building up to a major explosion. He wouldn’t let up, except when I was about to be detonated. Bran stopped and his touch completely left mine.

      I cried out and popped my eyes open. “Bran?”

      He stood at the end of the bed, stripped the last of his clothing, and I gulped down one heavy dose of lust. He slowly crawled up the bed and over my body. “Don’t worry, Andromeda, I would never leave you wanting.”

      Then he leaned down and gave me a kiss that ended all kisses. Could goblins enslave lovers with the power of their lips and tongues?

      I thought probably. Because I was now all Bran’s.

      “You found your magic didn’t you?”

      “How did you–”

      “Empath, remember? Let’s use it.”

      He dropped down and devoured my mouth again. I would never tire of him doing this. We could be in the middle of a bank being held at gunpoint and he could still kiss me like this. I would tell the robbers to screw themselves. There was no way I was going to deny myself a kiss from Bran.

      My arms curled around his shoulders, and I pushed every part of my body against two thirds of his. Because let’s be honest, he was huge compared to me. I loved it.

      I was building up to that massive release again. I wouldn’t let it stop this time. Wouldn’t let him stop.

      Bran lifted his lips from mine and pulled me in tighter to him.

      “Where do you find the magic? How do you sense it?”

      I wanted to argue, because come on yes, I found out I had magic today, but couldn’t it wait? Preferably when we weren’t naked, and I wasn’t curled around Adonis.

      Bran wrapped my legs tighter around him and reminded me physically of how we were laying.

      “It will blow your mind.” He nibbled along my jawline as he spoke.

      I stuttered. “It’s like a small ball of energy that’s constantly swirling.” I moaned at his kneading hands. “Little threads lash out and make me think that they're going to zap at something.” I inhaled deep when Bran rocked against me. “I sensed it in my head. Your magic led me to it, I think.”

      Energy was pulling and building at my center, as my limbs were turning into putty.

      “That’s perfect. Now, take that ball of energy. Focus on it specifically.”

      He kissed down along my collarbone, rocked against me, and his fingers slowly glided over my skin, barely touching, causing shivers to dilate on my skin.

      “Right. Focus. Sure.” Fat chance.

      I would’ve rolled my eyes too, if they weren’t already at the back of my head after what Bran was making my body go through.

      “Do it, Andromeda. Now.”

      I clenched and shook, loving the deep voice and the commands.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the ball of energy as I worked to distract myself from the heavenly touches.

      The ball reappeared in my mind, and I couldn’t get over the icelandic blue shade it harnessed. When I had my attention placed on it, I became more in tune with my body. My breathing sharpened, as I grew more sensitive. I mewled at the tightness that wound up inside of me.

      “Ah, you found it.”

      Bran’s smirk played out in his voice.

      “Move that energy where you want it to be most at this moment.”

      Bran swayed against my heat, and I sighed.

      I mentally started pushing my magic to my pleasure spot as I was coiled up tight.

      Bran rolled against me again, and he captured my gasp with his mouth, then we slowly became one as he eased into our new level of magical connection.

      The energy pulsed inside of me, and I directed it towards a dynamic release.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing. You got it. This will feel so good. I promise.”

      I was already good. It’s so intense. Not only were my toes curling, but every cell in my body had twisted in on itself.

      Bran started to move faster, and he wrapped my legs tighter around his hips. He leaned down on his forearms over me to not crush me, and his fingers wrapped around my long braid, as my head rested on my pillow.

      We shared the same air. But I couldn’t open my eyes, I had to hold onto the magic. Even though my mouth watered to get a look at him.

      The friction we were powering against each other kept building. The magic ball was quadrupled in size. The pulsing it exuded was pounding into me, along with the thrusts of Bran.

      I synced up the movements, and I was on the tightrope holding on until I could make it to the end because it's about to snap at any moment.

      Bran’s breathing got erratic. His movements were a little sloppy. He was just as close as I was.

      “You’re there now, Andromeda, release the energy.”

      With his words it was like I took a pin and popped the energy because it ruptured, and Bran and I both cried out as the mightiest orgasm consumed us and we entered the shadow world only to come back to life.

      I blacked out and came through as a crumpled mess on the bed, with Bran collapsed next to me.

      He’dt moved enough to the side to not crush me while making sure we were still connected.

      I worked to get my breathing back on track, but it would take some time.

      I turned my head and met his eyes. He looked as dazed as I felt, with a tenderness in them that melted my heart.

      Whoa. That had been...

      Whoa.
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      I seethed as I walked into work the next day. It was hard to keep my cool around Franklin, knowing that he had lied to me. But I had to act like everything was normal.

      I’d decided not to hide and take another sick day. Playing the princess in her castle while everyone around me moved to defend me didn’t sit well. To remind me that keeping cool was a must, I’d chosen an outfit in blue-green tones, a flowing maxi dress with beautiful lines. I’d bought it on an impulse and loved it ever since, even though it wasn’t a power outfit. I opted for low heels just in case I needed to move quickly. Strange as my life had gotten, it was best to be prepared. And I drew the line at flats or athletic shoes.

      A woman had to have standards, and mine were on my feet.

      The plan was to stay in public areas as much as possible and avoid Franklin. If that wasn’t possible, avoid physical contact. Bran had said it was necessary to make the link to steal magic.

      Luckily, he was late as usual and I was in my office with the door closed by the time I heard him arrive. The sound of his voice brought a cascade of anger with it, and I breathed deeply, regretting not calling out sick. I should've. He would've totally bought it, considering it was his fault I had the migraine to begin with.

      June arched her eyebrows at me when I stomped my way out of my office and over to the coffee pot. I'd remembered, almost too late, that we still needed coffee, so I'd bought a couple of bags of heavenly fully caffeinated from the shop downstairs. They'd recently begun selling their bags.

      Lifesavers.

      "You okay?" June asked with a lot of questions in her tone.

      I glanced at my friend and co-worker, then down at my clothes. So it looked more like something to relax in that dominate and conquer all who came across my path. They were lucky I hadn't worn yoga pants. Or a frikkin' bikini. "I had a bad day yesterday. I needed comfort today." She hadn't yet seen the hat I planned to wear this afternoon. I’d fallen in love with it, even if it was a little…whimsical.  That would really complete my look.

      "Andromeda," freakin' Franklin called out his office door. "Can you do me a solid and go over to Eldora's office? She needs an in-person meeting with you. One of her clients is in crisis."

      My heart beat in my throat as I considered the ways I could kill him, just based on the objects in this room. There was a paperweight on his desk. I could bash his head in with it, then claim it was an accident. No one would ever know the truth. June would probably vouch for me.

      The coffee was almost done. I could pour the boiling water over his head, though that might not actually kill him. The screams might be nice, though.

      There were wire coat hangers in the closet next to me. I could twist one around his neck and pull until he—

      "Hello? Andy?"

      The possibility of getting more information outweighed my aversion by a hair.

      "Don't call me Andy," I said through clenched teeth. "I'll go."

      Freakin' Franklin smiled, his oily, smarmy grin that said he thought he was on top of the world. "You're a peach, doll."

      I could shove a peach up his—

      "Take your coffee to go," June said before I could finish that colorful thought. She held out a paper cup and lid. "You're going to need it."

      She was right, of course. I downed half the cup in one long drink, then picked up the other half and my phone. "I'll be back."

      Luckily for me... or maybe not so luckily, Eldora's offices were in the same building, on a different floor. I got off the elevator in two minutes, not quite finished with my coffee, and not nearly ready to face the woman who had been stealing the magic I hadn't known I had.

      Eldora was waiting for me in the reception area.  Today her jacket was a shade of red far too close to blood, even if it was beautifully tailored. The familiar annoyance with the fact she was half a foot taller than me helped with the jitters, too. I normally wore high heels for a reason. The low ones today emphasized the height difference.

      "Come in, Andromeda, thank you so much for coming." The hint of smugness in her tone rasped over my nerves.

      "Of course." I couldn't help my stiff voice, as my imagination was trying to find ways to unalive Eldora as we walked down the hall toward her massive office.

      “As you know, Robert requires special handling…” she said as she opened the door.

      Her words hit my ears as a flood of…something…warm and sticky felt like it coated my skin, making it prickle uncomfortably. Was this her trying to hit me with the magic again?

      I glanced down surreptitiously. No, no coating of goo had spontaneously manifested all over me, even though I could still feel it..

      Holy crap. What was I supposed to do? Bran might have been wrong, and this was her establishing that link?

      This was the first time I'd really felt someone else’s magic. It slithered against me, sticky and thick like tar, cluing me in that she was going to attempt to siphon magic off of me. The last time, a couple of days ago, I'd have started sweating, then the pounding headache would come on. That was the only way I would've known what was happening, by my physical symptoms.

      Crapola! How to handle this? I shifted from foot to foot, then rushed forward to sit in one of her chairs. "Sorry," I said, trying to sound breathless. "I'm not feeling well today."

      That was the truth, at least.

      "Oh, my dear," she said, coming around to sit in the chair beside me. "Let me see if you're warm."

      Before I could stop her, she placed her hand on my forehead and goo poured over me.  Oh, my gosh she was trying hard. I shifted uncomfortably, pulling back from the physical contact.

      As if in response to my discomfort, some force welled within me, coating my skin in what felt like a soothing balm, insulating me from the stickiness. I felt better when it happened, and tried to keep doing whatever it was that I was doing.

      "There," Eldora folded her arms and stared down at me, her voice firm and commanding. Not a tone I responded to well. "Now. Who visited you yesterday?"

      Crap. Crap, crap. I searched my newly-revealed memories for how I spoke to them before, when they'd questioned me in the times they thought I couldn't remember. I'd been frank and myself. "Bran," I said squarely. "He helped me after I had that horrible migraine."

      "Yes, I know the goblin came. But he wasn't the only one. Besides your friend, Carrie—"

      "Cathy," I corrected. "Goblin?"

      She sailed right past that. "Whatever. She doesn't interest me. Bran and his friends do. Who were the others? How do you know Bran?"

      I answered, shading the truth as much as I could. "I joined a dating service with Cathy and Bran and I matched. He came over for dinner, but I was sick with that migraine. He knows a paramedic. And that guy brought his co-worker. Even if they’re certified, some people might think they were kind of dumb. They just let Bran tell them what to do. They took my vitals, made me drink some water, and the like. Nothing major. A sucky date, though."

      "There was one more man." Eldora’s tone sharpened and she  tapped her foot impatiently.

      "Oh, what was his name?" I squinted my eyes and furrowed my brow, starting to enjoy this. "Randy or something like that. He stopped by and gave Bran some paperwork, then left. It seemed like business. I kind of wondered why he was working so late, but I’ve pulled some overnighters myself, like when your one client decided to—"

      "But what did you talk about?"She cut me off, pacing, frustrated with my answers.

      "How did you know I had visitors?"

      Eldora waved her hand and kept moving. "If you could remember these conversations you'd know I have cameras outside your condo. But you don't, and you won't remember it later, either. For which I’m actually sorry, because it would cut down on a lot of repetition But your brother-in-law insists."

      I stared at her in shock. I'd missed that in the memories, somewhere, but then, there'd been a lot of them to go through. She'd been spying on me. "You've been following me?"

      "Of course. You're the only one in your family who's shown promise in decades. I'm not going to lose you now. I need an heir, someone to take my position over when I die. You’re what I’ve got, once you’re ready to train."

      A shiver ran down my spine. "What if I don't want to help you?"

      She stopped and turned to look at me, her face set in lines of stone. "You will help me, or you will die." She scoffed. "It's not like you have a choice."

      Eldora was serious. This wasn't a game to her. It was life or death.

      And I had no idea how to beat her at it. Nor any idea of what was going on from her point of view. Why did she think I was her heir?

      The wicked woman began walking around me again, and the magic pressed at me, like an animated tar pit. Gasping in mock sickness, I grabbed my head and moaned.  "I think I'm going to be sick."

      "Oh, dear," she said, coming to my side. "Let me help you to the couch."

      Her hand closed around my arm and she tugged me up out of the chair. I had to go with her or make it obvious I was faking, so I hobbled along to her couch.

      "You don't seem too terribly sick," she said, her voice laced with skepticism.

      Instead of looking up at her, I rubbed my forehead. "The headache isn't quite as bad as last time. Maybe I still have some of the medicine I took in my system."

      She clucked her tongue. "I doubt that. I hope you aren’t getting resistant, I don’t want to have to use more extreme measures. Back to the subject—you were telling me about the matchmaking system you're in? Is there anything strange about it?"

      "Oh, yes." I blinked several times. "Was I? Well, yes." Had to pretend to be confused. "It's been nice. Nothing weird, all the staff were very professional and pleasant, nothing creepy. I liked my first match quite a lot. Bran. He's new in town. So handsome, and very romantic. And athletic and smart!"

      Her face hardened. “You do not want to enter a relationship with him, Andromeda. He's a terrible match for you. Take the sex, it will be great, but don’t get attached. Humans don’t mix with monsters long term.”

      The words slapped at me, her magic pressing against my skin, as if it were trying to pass through and make a home inside me. Though it constricted, it couldn't get past the soothing film I’d conjured up, which I hoped meant I’d figured some way to counter this woman’s power. Because I was darned if I was going to let her and freakin’ Franklin start dictating my love life as well as my work life.

      I breathed in through my teeth. When in doubt, let them assume what they wanted to believe.  “Why are the men I attract always terrible?”

      Her face relaxed a tiny bit. “Just bad luck, my dear. I know someone much better for you, and I’ll see you’re introduced as soon as possible.”

      Uh-huh. Sure. Not in this lifetime. I shut my eyes and shook my head, pressing my fingertips against my temples.

      She tutted again and touched my arm, the pressure of her magic letting up  a little. "How are you feeling now?"

      I made a retching noise and she jumped back, moving to snatch her wastepaper basket and put it in front of me. I did it again for good measure and slumped forward holding onto the arms of the chair. Maybe I should pursue a career in acting? "I just need to rest."

      "Yes, you do that," she said hastily. The sticky magic pulled away from me, stretching like taffy before it snapped back to her. "You stay right there and rest. I'll tell Franklin you're here and check on you later."

      She bustled out, the door shut with a click, and I was alone in Eldora's office.

      Much as I wanted to act like my favorite characters in books and films and hastily search her desk, I refrained. Letting out a sigh of relief I dropped my head in my hands to keep my face concealed while I planned. If she had a camera outside my home, she probably had at least one in here, too.

      What to do now? Staying wasn't an option, I had no desire to sit like a lump for the rest of the morning. After a few minutes, I'd had all I could take. Leaving and taking a sick day had just become the plan.

      I hopped up and cracked the door open, peering down the hallway. The faint clatter of keys told me that the administrative assistant in the next office  was busy on her computer, and the coast was clear.

      This was my chance. Tiptoeing down the hallway, I made it to the lobby, then straightened my spine, smiled at the receptionist, and got onto the elevator. As the doors closed, Eldora walked out of a doorway down the hall. As fast as I could, I pressed my hand to my forehead and moaned. The doors closed, and I jammed twenty-three as hard as I could. "Move," I muttered to the elevator, much good it would do.

      It finally lurched and started moving down with my sigh of relief. Running from confrontation had never been my style, but in this case discretion seemed the better part of valor. Eldora had skills and powers I lacked, and getting into a contest with her when I didn’t know what I was doing would be stupid.

      While I hated to pretend to be under her spell, even faking it, but at least now I had an idea what they were trying to do with me. Careful to keep up appearances, I wobbled into my office rubbing my temples and shut the door.

      I emailed that I was taking the rest of the day off, grabbed my hat,  pulled out my phone and texted Bran. My home is under surveillance. Cameras outside.

      He replied within seconds. We will be careful. And I'll have Harry go check and make sure there are none inside.

      The flash of anger at the thought made me draw a long hissing breath. It made sense, but if Eldora and Franklin were surveilling my personal moments there would be heck to pay for it. I rubbed my temples more as I left, ignoring the sympathetic gances I got, and waited until I was out of the office and in the lobby before I decided to tell Bran I wanted to meet him.

      It took me a minute to think of a place we could get together where I wouldn’t run into people who knew me. That left sushi and Indian food out of the picture, as well as steak places.

      I finally got on my phone's maps app and found a wine bar that wasn't in my normal traffic pattern. I'd never been there before, and it wasn't a place I'd normally hang out. Wine bars weren't exactly my forte.

      I shot off one more text to Bran, asking him to meet me at the bar as soon as possible. We had to figure out what in the world to do next. And it was strange to use the word we—I didn’t normally wait for other people to give their input on my decisions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            ANDROMEDA

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite being away from people who made me angry, I was a little on edge as I walked into the wine bar. It was a popular spot to see and be seen, crowded even at lunch, and though it wasn't exactly my scene, due to the fact too many of my clients hung out there at the moment, it would be a good place to meet Bran. At least there was no danger of Franklin walking in. This was far too trendy a place for him. He was more likely to be in some gentleman's club, the few that still existed in the world, full of cigar smoke and leather. And misogyny. My sister had mentioned they hadn't gone anywhere for fun in years, just business functions.

      "Excuse me," I said to the hostess, a young woman with purple-striped black hair. She wore a crisp white shirt and black trousers, narrow at the ankle. "Has a Bran Smith arrived?"

      "No, but he does have reservations." She smiled at me, grabbing two menus and heading for a table.

      Of course they did. I was the one who'd made them under his name thirty minutes ago, including the request for a table in back. "I'll just have a seat and wait for him, then." Even though it was unlikely Franklin would think to look at this particular randomly chosen restaurant, I'd avoided using my name to be safe. Heck, I probably should've put them under a fake name like Dolly Parton or Seymour Butts.

      The woman walked me through the dim restaurant to a small table in the back corner. The server came over immediately with a glass of water. I ordered a glass of pinot grigio and a charcuterie board. I didn't know exactly what Bran would like, so I got a side order of olives, a beef tenderloin and fontina cheese gourmet pizza, and in a moment of whimsy, potato skins. Something for all palates. It wouldn't hurt to take some home for leftovers, or Bran could take it to his goblins.

      His goblins. What a thought. Goblins were real and the ones I'd met so far were, well... they'd been a delight. They probably ate a lot. Didn't monsters have large appetites? They certainly did in all the stories, but then, none of the goblins in the stories looked like Bran, either. Not even slightly.

      I couldn't help but feel a little impatient as I waited. I'd asked Bran to meet me here as soon as possible, and he’d affirmed, but I had no idea how long it would take him. Every minute felt like another opportunity for Franklin and Eldora to use whatever it was they did to find me and try to mess with my mind again. Fury pounded against my temples, thankfully painlessly, but it kept me antsy. I needed to hit something. Or someone.

      Franklin. I needed to hit that son of a—

      The server began to set the appetizers down on the table. I mentally bit my tongue and sighed, then remembered my manners and thanked the woman. It wasn't her fault my brother-in-law was a piece of trash.

      The food did look amazing. I was starving. Maybe a side benefit of magic was it burned lots of calories?

      The cheeses and aged meats were delicious, and the artistically arranged condiments on the board to swipe them through tasted amazing. I eyed the pizza, then took a potato skin instead. Cheese and bacon. Yum.

      I was just about to start in on the olives when Bran finally arrived. Walking in, I watched him speak to the maitre d, but then spotted me. He looked a little frazzled, but no worse for wear. When his gaze landed on me, his face morphed in a way that told me he was truly happy to see me.

      Way to make a girl feel good.

      Geez. He was still just as handsome as the first time I saw him. And the second time. And the third. How had I gotten matched with this gorgeous man?

      Oh, yeah. He was a goblin who needed my reputation skills. Could he have manipulated the match thing?

      No. Surely not.

      "Sorry I'm late," he said , dropping a kiss on my forehead before he sat down with a radiant smile. "I had to make sure my people were taken care of. Neither of them have been…in the city…for very long."

      "It's no problem," I said. I'd been sitting here for almost half an hour by myself, feeling a little awkward as I nibbled. Now that Bran was here, though, I felt better. More secure. He'd keep anyone from trying magic on me. It was then I realized the way I'd been feeling had been incredibly vulnerable.

      I did not like feeling vulnerable.

      Straightening my spine, I glanced at the food. "I ordered some appetizers. I wasn't sure what you liked, so I got a little bit of everything."

      "That sounds perfect," he said. He picked up a piece of beef tenderloin pizza and took a bite. "This is amazing."

      "I'm glad you like it," I said. I took a sip of my wine, then set it down. We had important information to discuss, and I wanted to be completely sober when we did it. I wanted my mind to be completely clear as we had this discussion. "Bran, I need to ask you more questions. We have a lot to talk about."

      "Of course," he said. He set down the little remaining portion of his pizza slice and leaned forward, his gray eyes fixed on mine. "And we need to discuss what happened to make this meeting so urgent."

      "I was wondering if you could tell me more about goblins," I said. "And magic. And what Franklin and Eldora have been trying to do to me."

      "Well, I can show you how to block magic from affecting you. It seems you already did it somewhat." He looked at me with his head cocked, and there was a flare of rage in his eyes, so powerful I leaned forward and touched his hand. He turned his over and enveloped my fingers in his. They were warm and dry. No sweaty palms for this gorgeous goblin.

      "What is it?" I sipped my wine with my other hand, enjoying the feel of Bran stroking the back of my knuckles.

      His gray eyes flashed as he studied me. "I see the remnants. Someone tried to spell you today?" His nostrils flared, and his grip on my hand tightened.

      "Yes," I said, feeling a little shaky. I'd been trying not to think about it, but now that he asked, the fear was back. As if it had ever left. "Eldora called me to her office, tried to put a spell on me, to get me to tell her all about you and your friends. I basically had to fake it, twist the truth till it screamed, then pretend I had another headache. I told her the matchmaking stuff, that we went to the same agency, got matched, and all that. And said that Reynard had some paperwork for you. That's why he stopped by. No real names given,"

      On the fly, I decided not to mention she’d also tried to sabotage any chance we might have for a relationship.

      "Did she believe you?"

      "I think so. I mean, she left after that." I shuddered. "She settled me in to rest for my headache and then I snuck out. I had to get out of there. I don't think I can face them again without ripping them a new one and offering lemon juice to help them clean up."

      Bran leaned back in his chair and ran a hand through his thick hair. "I'm sorry, Andromeda. I wish I could be there with you all the time, but I can't. I have to take care of both my friends and my people."

      "I know," I said. "And I understand, truly." I picked up a perfect cube of gruyere and took a bite, enjoying the bite of the cheese, then set it back down. I'd lost my appetite. "So, can you really teach me how to block magic? Now that I can feel my magic?"

      "Actually, I think you must've done it subconsciously today." He kept looking at me, but I soon realized he was looking... around me? Through me?

      "What are you doing?" I whispered.

      His mouth lifted in a crooked smile. "Examining the remnants of the spell. I can see her magical signature as clear as the nose on your face." He shuddered and focused on me again. "What's left looks tattered. I'll assume Eldora and Franklin can't see magic the way I can. Not even all goblins can, though it tends to be a goblin gift."

      Interesting. There was so much to learn. "If everyone on Earth, uh Gaius, is denying magic, then surely none of us can see it? Though, Eldora. And Franklin."

      He smiled at my mention of his name for this planet. "I'd assume the same. People certainly are good at avoiding what they don't want to see. What did you do today when she attempted to spell you?"

      "Now that I can feel the magic, I grabbed it and wrapped it around me like a..." I searched for the word. "I guess like thin film all over me? But if I want to call it something, maybe I should think of it as a blanket. Or like a shawl."

      His face brightened. "That's excellent! You're a natural. That's exactly what you need to do. It's probably good you didn't know, because if you only did one thin layer, she likely didn't feel the block. Doing more would be noticeable. If you're ever in a more direct, attack type situation, keep grabbing your magic and adding layers of it on. Every layer gives you more protection."

      He nodded encouragingly. "Also, if you can feel the magic, make yours curve around you like a dome. That will make it act like a kind of deflector so that the spells move around you rather than hitting you head on."

      I beamed at him, already imagining how I could do that. It was entirely possible, now that I’d figured out how to manipulate the magic around me. I was happy with that thought, but then sobered as I thought about what else I wanted to ask. "Bran, you said that some of your friends are in danger, and you asked for my help. What can I do? You need their reputations repaired?"

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "It's more complicated than that, Andromeda. It's the reputation of our entire species. And of the other peoples banished to Dream." He selected a black olive and took a bite. After a moment, he swallowed and looked at me. "When you think about Fae, what comes to mind?"

      An elf running lightly over a plain sprang to mind. Movies and television series with lots of eye candy and CGI. "Um, mostly stuff from movies. Beautiful, tricky. Swathed in mystery."

      "But do you get a good or bad feeling about them?"

      I shrugged. "A little of both, I guess. They seem dangerous, though I suppose they feel overall good."

      "That's the opposite of the reaction we get from humans when the word ‘goblin’ is mentioned. They imagine us as horrible monsters, and they don't know what to think. There's never a good response to a goblin. In all the mythology and lore, goblins are horrible, disfigured, despicable creatures to be feared and killed."

      I winced. "That's harsh."

      Remembering a recent trilogy of movies and how nasty the creatures called goblins in them were, he had a point.

      "Yes, it is. And it's why we're in danger. If humans ever find out about us, they would come for us. They would try to kill us all, because they think we would try to kill and eat them."

      "So we need to change their opinion," I said. "Somehow make them see that goblins aren’t automatically evil."

      He nodded. "And that's where you come in, Andromeda. You're the key to changing the way humans see us. If you can show them that we're not monsters, that we're just like them, then maybe they'll start to see us in a different light."

      "Okay," I said slowly. "Well, you're not just like them, are you? What has happened to give you guys this horrible reputation?" If they were all as hot as Bran and his friends, even beautiful Harry with his twisted foot, my job wouldn't be all that difficult.

      "Several different circumstances. First, there is a group of humans..." He trailed off and chewed thoughtfully as he studied my face. "Many years ago, when we were banished, the effort was led by a group of humans who said magic allowed monsters to thrive and only science- their version of magic- would save humanity. We called them alchemists at that time.

      “Magic is fundamentally belief and will. They wanted a kind of magic that gave the same results, every time, and called it science. I understand now the term alchemist has evolved to mean a magical science, which is ironic. After much discussion and research with Reynard, we believe people who are descended from the alchemists who banished us are now scientists of various studies. They have turned anything magical in this world into pure science."

      "So it's all connected," I suggested. "Science and magic."

      "Yes," Bran said. "But the alchemists don't see it that way. They want to rid the world of anything overtly magical. My opinion is that Franklin and Eldora are, if not members of that guild, being manipulated by them."

      I sat back in my seat, a little stunned. "There's no way Freakin' Franklin is a scientist. He's nowhere near smart enough."

      If my memory served, however, his family was. "I think his father might be in the sciences. I can't recall what Cassie said he did for a living, but I do remember her talking about working in a lab."

      Bran nodded gravely. "That makes sense. Even if his son couldn't go into the family business, he'd still use him."

      "I don't understand how or more importantly why Eldora and Franklin use magic if they hate it?" I shook my head and sipped my wine. "It doesn't compute."

      He pursed his lips. "I think the scientists and magic users who still exist in this world have convinced themselves that their form of magic is physics and chemistry. Or maybe psychic powers, which while it’s a fringe belief, isn’t magic per se."

      "So anything that doesn't completely align with that must go to Dream." I sat back, understanding finally. "If it doesn't fit, it has to go."

      "Exactly." He grinned at me and held up his glass. "To bringing Dream to Earth."

      I clinked my glass against his and took a sip of my wine. "To Dream."

      The server came over to see if we wanted to order anything more, and I ordered ceviche . Bran ordered a sandwich. We both decided to get more olives as well.

      "So, tell me more about your world," I said as the server walked away. "What's it like?"

      He leaned back in his seat and studied me for a moment before he began to speak. "It's a lot like Earth, actually. We have the same animals, the same plants. The only difference is that everything is infused with magic."

      "Do you have cars?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "No, we don't need them. We can just use magic to get around."

      "Do you have televisions?"

      "No, we use seeing pools. Some like to watch humans in their daily lives, but some of the younger set found a way to tap into your entertainment programs. Others simply go to the barrier and watch the dreams that play out on them. I prefer hobbies that are physical."

      We chatted about the world as we waited for our dinner. I was fascinated by everything he had to say, and it made me even more excited to see this place for myself, though that might not ever be possible.

      When our food came, we dug in hungrily. The ceviche was delicious. I felt bad for dismissing this wine bar. While we ate, I asked more about their reputations. "Do goblins have problems? Behavior issues?" Knowing early would help me reverse the damage or keep it from happening.

      He sighed deeply and looked down at his sandwich as if he wanted to hide inside it, between the lettuce and the tomato. Poor Bran. Why was all of this his responsibility? That was another question I wanted to ask but it seemed more personal. Maybe later, in a more private setting. After quality time to lift our spirits.

      "Some goblins are damaged, yes. Some can be violent. Just like humans, there are some monsters who are good and some who are very bad."

      I opened my mouth to ask if they had a police style presence in Dream, but he held up one finger.

      "There's more."

      Oh, goody.

      "Other goblins came through about the time I did. I have my people searching for them, but the goblins we’re looking for are angry and dangerous. They don't want us to come peacefully back to Gaius. They want us to come here, subjugate the world, avenge our exile and then reign supreme."

      "Well, that's not good." And would make my job harder, if they acted up and got caught.

      I'd been sipping pretty heavily on my water as we spoke, trying not to overdo the wine, and the urge to use the restroom hit me. "I'll be right back."

      He got to his feet when I rose, like an old-school gentleman, and then sort of bowed back down until I walked away.

      Geez. He made me feel like a princess in a period drama. A girl could really get spoiled.

      I found the restroom and did my business, taking a moment to reapply some lip gloss and fluff my hair. I was debating whether or not to add a little bit of mascara when the door opened.

      But nobody walked in.

      The hallway outside the bathroom was unusually dark. I peered out into the shadowy hallway, but then jumped back with a squeal when a goblin wearing full battle armor strode out of the shadows, headed for me. I backpedaled into the bathroom, since there was no way out past him.

      This was not a nice goblin.

      He was Bran's height, but looked thicker, and his eyes glowed red in the darkness. He bared what looked like a forest of pointy teeth at me, and I squealed and backpedaled.

      An aura of menace radiated off him, physical in its intensity, and I felt the glife of my own magic as it rose to the surface. As he lifted his gigantic sword, I scrambled to grab the magic coating me and mold it into a shield, in the same vein of thought of the things Bran had been saying at dinner.

      Just in time, I hardened the magical shield in front of me, and the goblin’s sword bounced off of it with a surprising amount of force.

      I stumbled back but quickly regained my footing and prepared to fight.

      The goblin rushed at me. Dodging to the side, I just missed cannoning into the sink as  I slammed my shield into him as hard as I could, trying to get past him. There wasn’t enough room, so I took a step back as he stumbled but didn't fall. I braced myself to try again but before I could hit him, he turned out the door and ran down the hallway.

      My knees were shaking hard enough in reaction I needed a moment to steady myself.

      "Andromeda!" Bran's voice called from what felt like a million miles away. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine!" I called back, my heart still pounding. "A,” I choked back the word goblin, I needed to use another term, “thug just attacked me, but I'm fine."

      Shrieks, yells, and the sounds of crashing and breaking glass from the other room  told me he'd found his way into the dining room.

      I rushed out of the bathroom to see three more goblins, all of them big, scary and wearing armor and toting oversized weapons appear from the shadowy corners of the restaurant and rush past the maitre d’.

      Oh, no. We were being attacked, in a wine bar in downtown Los Angeles.

      By goblins.

      This wasn't going to go well for their reputations.

      I’d fixed worse, but not much.
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      This was Mort's doing, no doubt about it. A large fight between his allies and me, amongst a vulnerable population, emphasizing the monstrous things goblins could do. Since few of the sick ones would stay on task, instead lashing out at the humans surrounding us.

      If only I could strangle the  weasel, two worlds would be a better place for it.

      Goblins streamed into the room, armed and armored to terrify, some afire with bloodlust that didn’t much care who or what became their target.

      How much bloodshed was allowed by human society to defend one’s self and others? I ran through everything I knew about modern Gaiun fights. I'd seen the movie Highlander recently, and it seemed to be quite popular. Also superhero movies. There were a lot of beheadings in the first movie, though the details of what happened when a head was taken weren’t correct. Many deaths in the superhero movies as well.

      Myself, I often tried for nonlethal solutions, but there was no time or space here to achieve that. With regret, I called my blade from the shadows and executed a high cut across the neck of the nearest blood-maddened goblin. She fell to the precise swing, her warcry cut off between one moment and the next. The howling battle cries of the others echoed through the room.

      I was confused by all the screaming from the humans. Wasn't this what they did on TV? From what I had seen, the custom was for them all to conceal firearms on their persons and employ them at the least opportunity. It was disappointing they didn’t; many firearms would make this situation so much simpler.

      Kicking my chair toward the belly of the next nearest goblin, I danced around a middle aged human male who had frozen in place, staring at the crimson splash across  his shirt. His companion stared at me, her eyes and mouth round as coins.

      Did she not see images of this everyday in her available entertainment? Why were they all acting so terrified?

      Another of the attackers threw a table at me. I ducked, and it crashed into the wide expanse of mirror and bottles. Shards sprayed, and the smell of blood mixes with the scents of spilled alcohol.

      I charged him.

      He deflected my first low cut and answered with an attempt to gut me. I hopped back, wishing I had armor. Sadly, unlike my blade, armor didn’t come to my call.

      Grinning, aware of his advantage, he engaged me in a flurry of jabs and thrusts, the happy gleam on his face fading as I parried them.

      I was not King of the Goblins through virtue of weakness at arms, fool.

      Having gotten his measure, and the fact he dropped his right arm when he attacked, signaling his blows before he tried to deliver them, I took the offensive.

      I was in the middle of a swing when I glimpsed Andromeda out of the corner of my eye. Oh, she was magnificent. She stood in the doorway of the restroom, wide-eyed and beautiful, with another goblin bearing down on her. Magnificent and vulnerable.

      Without caring that my opponent would try to take advantage, I threw my sword at the goblin rushing to harm her. It sank into his chest and I ducked as my nearer opponent rushed me.

      Over his shoulder I saw the goblin who had threatened Andromeda fall to his knees, then topple over.

      The screams of the patrons in the restaurant lessened; many of them had found the exits. A blessing; my ears ached with the avalanche of sound.

      I grabbed one of the small knives from the table. I preferred not to parry barehanded, and while I could beat him, I was at a disadvantage. Not least because I was dividing my attention.

      I could see the terror in Andromeda’s wide eyes.  Those lovely eyes narrowed as fury joined fear, and she leaned over to the nearest table and picked up a bottle of wine, and darted toward us, smashing it over the head of the goblin attacking me. I sank my knife into him when he staggered into me.

      "Are you okay?" I asked, grabbing her arm.

      "What's happening?" she asked breathlessly.

      "Mort is trying to take over the world," I said shortly. "He sent his goblins to attack us."

      "Us?" she echoed.

      "You are a part of this now," I said, grabbing her hand and retrieving my sword before tugging her towards the door. "Come on, we have to get out of here."

      As we retreated, a ball of fire erupted from Andromeda's hand. "How'd I do that?" she asked.

      "Magic, dear one." I increased our pace as the flare of fire had caught the attention of those who’d pursued the patrons out the front door. We would take the rear exit.

      The goblins were close on our heels as we ran out of the restaurant and down the street. I could hear their shrill cries and the smash of glass as they paused to wreck the place.

      I’d take the seconds it gave us. While Andromeda’s shoes did wonderful things for her legs, they did not lend speed. The alley we had slipped into was filthy and risking her feet was out of the question.

      "Where are we going?" Andromeda asked, her voice high and tight.

      "I do not know," I said. "Just run."

      We didn't get a chance. Near the dead end of the alley, as soon as we looked toward the street, I saw more goblins, and worse, Franklin, Andromeda's brother-in-law. He was wearing mottled fabric in gray and white and a helmet, carrying a firearm in his hand like a tiny club. He looked ridiculous, even to my eyes.

      "What a doofus. Camouflage gear?" Andromeda muttered as she eyed the goblins advancing.

      I pulled my honor knife out of its sheath in my left boot and handed it to her. "In case they get close."

      It declared her my mate, true, but I would not leave her defenseless here. Explanation could come later. And if all witnesses were dead, it became a small matter.

      And I planned to do it anyway, once she consented.

      I stepped in front of her and did my level best to keep any beast, man or goblin, from touching the woman I was quickly coming to care for.

      More goblins evolved out of the shadows like a never-ending stream. I had no idea where they were coming from, but it didn't matter. I was getting tired, and they just kept arriving. Well, I knew their source. Dream. Why and how they found the barrier so easy to penetrate was the pressing question.

      A fireball exploded near me, and I turned to see Andromeda standing close, looking as surprised as I felt.

      "What did you do?" I asked.

      "I don't know," she said breathlessly. "It just came out."

      Grinning from ear to ear, as proud of her as I could've been, I had to end this. Enough was enough. If we weren't here, the goblins would dissipate.  It was time to take the objects of their desire out of the equation. I lifted my sword and brought it down in a two-handed arc, beheading the nearest goblin. It turned to dust before it hit the ground. "Let's go," I growled, grabbing Andromeda's arm and using my magic to launch us across the miles straight to my home. For a moment, I considered going to Andromeda's, but they'd know to look for us there. And the cat was definitely out of the... what was the Gaian expression? Sack? The cat was out of the sack now. Franklin had seen Andromeda with me. There was no denying now that she knew about the goblins.

      When the magic calmed around us, the area coming into focus as we arrived, rather than the blur of motion from the seven league strides, Andromeda sucked in a deep breath and whirled around. "What was that?" she said in a loud, near-shriek.

      Oh, she was furious. But why? I killed many of our enemies and delivered her safely from harm. "What is wrong?" I asked. "Why are you angry?"

      "Franklin! You!" She growled low in her throat, and it was absolutely adorable. The fiercess was perfect, combined with power and beauty. This woman was everything I'd hoped to meet here in Gaia. Striding forward, she poked me in the chest. "I'm going to help you, but it's on one condition."

      "What? Anything?" I'd give her my kingdom if she wanted it.

      "You will tell me the whole and complete truth. I need to know everything. I’ve never had a client yet who gave full disclosure, and it has bitten me in the butt so often I have scars." With a quick step back, she folded her arms. Bits of hair had fallen out of the sleek hairstyle and hung around her face, softening its elegant lines. "Are you willing to do that?"

      Perhaps this was not the best time to point out I’d seen the scarring on the dimpled curves of her butt. I bowed my head in acquiescence. "I am."

      Since that was part of the plan anyway, it was a simple demand to meet.

      "Fine."

      Before I could continue and give her the promised truth, she threw up her hands and began ranting again.

      Gods, she was magnificent. A never ending flame that rekindled my heart and soul after the long weariness of exile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            ANDROMEDA

          

        

      

    

    
      "I am not a fan of illusions." I pointed at Bran again then turned in another circle. One heel sank into the moist dirt and I snarled to myself, righting myself and looking for more solid ground. This manicured green damp lawn did not belong in southern California. ,

      Anger and reaction from the fight we’d just escaped swirled in me, filling me such strong emotions I didn't know what to do with myself. "Fibs. People trying to kill me. I really don't like any of that."

      "I agree." Bran's voice was low and filled with weariness. "It does suck."

      "And the dry cleaning bills." After pacing to the edge of the yard, yanking my feet each time my heels tried to sink in the dirt, I turned to glare at him. "Don't even get me started on those."

      He looked confused. "I, um, what?"

      "All the blood," I pointed out, stalking back to him. "It's not going to come out of those people's clothes easily." Or their psyches, but the therapy bills were another story.

      “But…” he let the word trail off, shaking his head. He gestured to the door of the house we stood in front of. “Perhaps in private? You are leaving little holes in the yard, and I am afraid you will stumble.”

      “Where are we?”

      “This is the home I bought when I came to this world. My home, now.” He smiled at me. “It would be nice to hear your opinion of it.”

      If he could afford to get a house in this market, he scored points on the able-to-support-himself scale at least.  And my knees had started to shake a bit as the realization that we could have died started sinking in harder.

      I nodded, following him to the door. It was a sprawling storybook ranch style, with dark wooden trim, exposed rafters, diamond-shaped panes in the windows. Very old fashioned, but it suited him.

      Bran opened the door and lifted his hand toward a short hallway. "Please, let us sit down."

      "Fine." I harrumphed and headed into the living room, but then stopped short. It was a comfortable looking room, with two long couches, a recliner, and a wide screen television. What stopped me in my tracks was the goblins sitting on the couches and chairs. Well, goblins and Reynard. The fox.

      Recent memory sent a thrill of fear through me at the unfamiliar faces. I stiffened my spine and spoke, making sure my voice didn’t shake.

      "Hello again." I nodded at Christian and Harry. They jumped up and smiled, oddly mirroring one another despite being so different in looks.

      "Oh, right." Bran rubbed the back of his neck. "I forgot to mention everyone’s already here."

      "Try not to forget in the future," I muttered. Rounding on him again, I poked him in the chest again. Was that a hint of a smile on his face when I did it? I nearly growled at him in consternation. "Stop killing things. Even other goblins. Mass murder is the first way to make sure your reputation will never be reset. Even if it can be argued you’re doing it for the right reasons, the law and people’s opinions take a dim view."

      As Bran nodded, though his expression was quizzical, I whirled again, unable to be still, I spread my hands. "Drop the illusions, please."

      Glances were exchanged, some bemused, others with raised eyebrows, and they did as I asked, one by one revealing their true selves.

      Everyone except Reynard. "You too, please." I stayed polite, but there was an edge in my voice I couldn't stop.

      "Sorry, Toots." The corners of his eyes crinkled, his amused expression almost pulling a smile from me. Reynard lifted both hands and rose in a fluid movement, turning in a circle. "With me, what you see is what you get. I look human unless I'm shifted into my fox form. All this handsomeness is a hundred percent me."

      "You can alter your appearance, though," Bran said matter of factly.

      Reynard grimaced, showing a flash of slightly pronounced canine teeth. "It's very uncomfortable. I only do it in extreme need. It's just shy of painful. And deceptive!"

      The wide innocent amber eyes that met mine didn’t fool me in the least, but they did make me want to laugh and calmed the few trembles that still wanted to make themselves known.

      "Well." I sighed and plopped down on the couch, staring at the horns, claws, and sharp teeth around me. "I never imagined I'd say that goblins are pretty cute, but I think in the right circumstances you guys are." They looked cute now, staring at me with big eyes, no doubt wondering what all I could do for them. "The ones who attacked us at the restaurant, were they goblins like you guys?"

      "What?" Christian stood upright. "Who attacked you? I should've been there to defend you."

      I wasn't sure why Christian needed to defend Bran, but Bran did his best to calm the large goblin. "I took care of things as best I could, then came straight here."

      "After killing a bunch of goblins and leaving them there," I added. "Which will do no goblin any good here on earth."

      "Most of those goblins are sick. They have a disease that distorts their appearance and their behavior. Warpsickness brings out the very worst aspects of a person." Bran looked at me, then at Christian. "It's a virus that's been infecting those living in Dream for centuries. There is no cure."

      “My cousin killed himself when he caught it,” Reynard said, with sadness in his voice.

      Several others nodded.

      "You said 'most’,” I prompted.

      Bran's jaw tightened. "Some of them are simply monsters."

      I considered this, then nodded. "All right. So we need to find a way to get rid of the monsters and help the sick ones."

      "Andromeda," Bran began, but I held up my hand.

      "No." I shook my head. "You said you would trust me. I can't do this alone, but we can do it together. We'll figure out a way."

      He looked at me for a long moment, then nodded. "All right."

      I looked around at the others. "Does anyone have any ideas?"

      "Well," Reynard said slowly, "there is one thing we could try."

      Everyone turned to look at him, and he shrugged. "It's worth a shot."

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "If anyone could find a virologist or medical researcher who's willing to help us, we might have a chance of finding a cure or a vaccine. Well, them and a lab team, since discoveries like that take lots of hours and work."

      I frowned. "That sounds like an excellent idea." My mind whirred, then I remembered Tanni. She’d been a roommate in college and she’d studied microbiology, going on to get her doctorate with a dissertation on targeting viral proteins. We had lunch a few times a year, since she’d founded her own little research company and I gave her tips on PR. In exchange, she gave me jars of preserves from her cousin’s farm. Best blackberry jam ever.

      "I have an old friend who may be able to help. I'll contact her when I go back home." I was pretty sure the challenge would have her on my doorstep within a week. And she was one of the best in her field. It was worth a shot, as Reynard had said.

      "I was really surprised to see you do a destructive spell like that." Bran's voice pulled me out of my thoughts, and I looked at him. "It was really impressive."

      I shrugged. "I just did what came naturally."

      "It must've been the adrenaline." Bran smiled. "Your magic feels more like persuasion. It's gentle. I wouldn't have bet on you to create fireballs."

      "I've always been an overachiever," I said dryly. "Why not in this as well?"

      He nodded toward the goblins on the couch. "Even though you've had no training, they dropped their illusions when you commanded."

      I sat back in the recliner and pondered his words. He was right. They hadn't even questioned me. Who was I to come in and demand anything of them? I was nobody, especially to the goblins.

      Maybe I had a bit of persuasion power after all.

      Huh. Cool.
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      I'd like to meet. I promise, no magic, no deceit. We need to talk.

      Turning the phone around, I showed the message to Bran. Reynard leaned over and read it as well, aloud, because private conversations were apparently not a fox thing.

      The kitsune snorted. "Nope. Speaking as a professional at conning people, not a good idea. Would she say ‘I’m going to try to enchant you, Andy, please stop by?"

      “Andromeda,” I corrected automatically.

      “Yes, I assumed she’d try to make you feel smaller by calling you by a nickname. Basic manipulation never goes out of style.” He walked to a chair and flopped into it, to emphasize his words.

      "I don't trust her," Christian said flatly. He leaned forward, resting his big hands on his knees, staring at me and Bran.

      I met Bran's gaze. "What do you think?"

      He hesitated, then sighed. "I think we should meet with her."

      "Are you sure?" I asked. "She could be leading us into a trap."

      He nodded. "Don't get me wrong. I don't trust her. Call her and let her know that I'll be coming with you."

      "And me." Reynard glared, leaving no room for argument as Harry and Christian nodded behind him.

      I smiled, a warmth kindling in my chest. I didn’t need protection, but the offer was nice.. "All right."

      I called Eldora back, the warm feeling fading as my nerves jangled in my gut.

      "Thank you for calling," she said immediately upon answering. "I'm glad you're willing to talk."

      "I want to hear what you have to say," I replied. "But I'm not alone. Bran, Reynard, Harry, and Christian are with me." I took a breath but didn't let her get a word in. "If we meet, they'll come with me and it needs to be somewhere neutral." The twisted goblins had already proved they didn't care when and where they attacked, but better to have witnesses and space to maneuver if she tried something.

      There was a brief pause. "That's fine. I'll meet you at Hollywood Lake Park in an hour."

      She hung up before I could reply, and I looked at the others. "I guess we're going to Hollywood Lake Park."

      I looked down at my shoes, sighing. They were never going to be the same after today.

      Harry and Christian disappeared down the hall.

      “What’s going on?”

      Reynard shrugged. “You’ll see in just a minute. Goblins and their toys, right, Bran?”

      “I prefer the term tools to toys,” Bran replied.

      The two goblins reappeared with large satchels full of metal armor. Unlike the armor on the goblins I’d seen earlier, this was smooth and silvery, more like something out of a movie about King Arthur.

      Aiding each other, all of them were into the armor quickly, the air full of the sounds of ringing metal and buckles.

      Christian hefted a huge ax and grinned.

      I couldn't help but stare at them all.

      Reynard noticed and grinned. "What? You think we go around looking like this all the time?"

      I shook my head. "No, I just didn't know you had weapons and armor like that."

      "They do. Me, I prefer subtlety.” He waggled his eyebrows at me as he slipped a knife up his sleeve. Then another into his boot. Then another, and another… Hopefully we wouldn’t go near any metal detectors.

      “We have to be prepared for anything." Reynard strapped a light, thin sword to his belt, and it vanished.

      Looking up again, the armor and weapons had vanished from sight on the goblins, too. All of them looked terribly human and innocent- Harry was wearing a t-shirt with a fluffy kitten on it. I nodded, belatedly realizing they were glamoured, then looked at Bran. "Are you ready?"

      After he nodded, I gave the whole group of warriors a severe look. "No mass murder. We run, if possible. We avoid any bloodshed. Words are our first best option."

      Christian looked at Bran in dismay. "No fighting?"

      "Only as a last resort." Bran's expression brooked no argument, and my heart swelled to hear him doing things my way. This was the right decision, even if it was a dangerous one.

      We arrived at the park minutes early and I took a deep breath to try and calm my nerves. The sun was close to the horizon, and it had cooled enough to be bearable. The park consisted of an expanse of grass, dotted with a few young trees, near the reservoir. The famous Hollywood sign looked down on us from a distance.

      Eldora was easy to spot, this time wearing a brilliant red sundress and hat. She sat at a picnic table near the children's play area. An outdoor yoga class was in full swing perhaps a hundred feet away from her.

      Now that I saw all the families here, maybe this was the worst place to meet. If the goblins who opposed Bran attacked, how many children might be hurt? "Let's make this quick," I muttered, then strode toward the woman who'd been stealing my magic for years.

      "Andromeda," Eldora said as she approached. "Thank you for coming." She nodded at my goblin entourage.

      "What do you want?" I asked, not bothering with pleasantries. "Why are we here?"

      "There's much you don't know." She looked at Bran. "Even you."

      "Enlighten us." I sat across from her on one of the benches, trying to project an air of calm I didn't feel.

      "I'm sure you're aware that the monsters were banished to Dream a long time ago."

      I nodded. "What does that have to do with you?"

      "The monsters want to come back to Earth," she nodded toward Bran. "That you know. What you don't know is that the guild is extremely divided about whether or not to let them come back."

      "One, What, exactly, is the guild. Two. I don't think it's a matter of ‘let’," I said. "They're coming."

      Eldora nodded. "On that, we agree. For the other, the guild is an organization of like minded people who’ve protected humanity from monsters since before they were banished to Dream."

      I bristled. I didn't want to agree with her about anything. I wanted to throw a fireball at her. The thought of a bunch of people like her worried me. "What do you want?"

      "I want to help them come back, though I'm a bit in the minority. The guild members in favor are slightly outvoted by the members against."

      Bran leaned forward. "Why should we trust you? You've been using Andromeda's magic for years."

      The smile and eyebrow raise in response to his words were delivered with an air of superiority that made me want to smack her. "Well, she certainly wasn't using it. And there were times I needed a boost."

      What a flimsy excuse. "A boost? You violated my mind. Took my magic and left me sick and in pain." Throwing my hands up, I stood and nearly stomped off. But here she was, admitting she was a part of the alchemists guild, the ones who wanted to boot magic from the world.

      That included me, now that I knew about it. "How many people are like me?" I asked. "How many have magic and are utterly clueless?"

      "More than you'd think, though very few are like you. You're exceptionally strong." Eldora looked slightly contrite but then brightened up.  "But that's good news for our cause. With you on our side, we're sure to win. I believe we can begin introducing magical creatures to the world again."

      I stared at her in disbelief. She thought I would just fall in line and help her after she'd been using me for years? "You're out of your mind."

      "Don't be so hasty, Andromeda. Think about what I'm saying. You know you want to help them." Eldora's voice ran all through me, suddenly cold and sharp, like a needle made of ice.

      I looked over at Bran. "You're being awfully quiet."

      He was watching me intently and I could see the hope and worry warring in his eyes. "I think we should hear her out," he said finally.

      I wanted to argue, but I knew he was right. We needed to know what we were up against. "Fine," I said, sitting back down. "But I'm not making any promises."

      Eldora nodded. "I understand. But think about it. With your help, we could make the world a better place for everyone."

      I wasn't sure what to say to that. It sounded good in theory, but I just didn't know if I could trust her. Especially given our history, and the fact she was cooperating with Franklin. And even if I could, was she the right person to work with?

      "As for the goblins, I do have to draw the line. The sick goblins can not come back. They have to stay in Dream if there's no cure." She placed one well-manicured hand on the table. The nails matched her dress, a little like she’d dipped her hand in blood. "That's not negotiable."

      Bran shifted, looking unhappy.

      "If this were a negotiation, we could agree with that. But it’s an information session, so let's keep to the topic,"I snapped.

      

      "I've already got an idea for how to begin trying to figure out what's wrong with them," I said. "If– and that’s a big if–we begin a partnership with the common goal of bringing Dreamians here, I'll keep you posted about what I find out. And, if there is a chance for a cure, some will have to come here for testing."

      "You need to know goblins aren't all rainbows and sunshine." Eldora glanced back at Harry, her gaze lingering low. She had to be looking at his twisted foot, though he was glamoured. "Did they tell you their history? The facts on how they earned their reputation as predators and monsters?"

      Now Bran and Reynard had both gone still. I glanced from side to side. Bran appeared stoic, but Reynard had tilted his head, the gleam in his eyes like how I’d picture a fox considering how to enter a henhouse. Danger whispered in the air.

      And that didn’t reinforce her point at all, not a bit.

      I hurried into speech to break the moment. "Somewhat. Just that they were banished." Bran had promised to be forthcoming, but things had progressed so quickly we hadn't had time for a full history lesson.

      "Well, sit back and I'll give you the abridged version." She sucked in a deep breath while Bran shifted uncomfortably beside me.

      “Given our history, don’t think I’m not going to verify before I believe you, Eldora.”

      Her smile at my words was unkind. "They weren't all good. This bunch seems to be, and maybe a lot of them are now. They might’ve evolved." Her tone of voice and facial expression led me to think she wasn't so sure. "But back then, they tended to be a bloodthirsty lot. And not picky about their diet."

      Bran huffed out a breath. "Were you there?"

      Shaking her head, Eldora shrugged. "No, but you were."

      I looked over at him in surprise. "You were?"

      "Yeah," Eldora spoke for Bran. "Your boy toy there is over two-thousand years old. Did that come up in the pillow talk?" She tutted, her eyes cold. "How're you going to look as a couple in fifty years, Andromeda?"

      I tried to hide my shock. She was right. If he was already that old, in fifty years I'd be ninety. Or dead.

      Over two-thousand years? That would explain a lot, starting with how oddly he spoke. "You never told me that." It was hard not to feel blindsided.

      "I'm telling you now." Bran shot Eldora a glare before turning back to me. "My age isn't something I think about often. I didn't tell you because it didn't occur to me, not because I wanted to hide it. I was there when we were banished. I was one of the ones who fought against it."

      "Were you one of the ones who subjugated humans? Used them as slaves?” Eldora pursed her lips, looking pointedly at Harry. "At least that's what I've been told. I’m going to gloss over the farms that I’ve also heard about."

      Reynard snorted. “Shall I mention some of the human practices of that time, sweetness? Or shall I gloss over them? I have some fun customs just on the tip of my tongue.”

      Bran’s expression shifted to what I could only call regal. "No. I broke with the council of advisors on that, and argued with our king. Humans have as much of a right to this world as we do, and given time to develop, could create wonders.”

      He caught himself, glancing sideways. It sounded like he’d been retreading an old argument. Finally, in a clipped tone, he said, “When our king was assassinated, I helped police our people. The new king ordered our clans to cease the raping and pillaging.  Nor did the kingdom I lived in ever condone the eating." Eating? Oh dear heavens. He moved on quickly. "So, some of your guild wants to let out some of my kinsmen. On your terms."

      Eldora nodded briskly. "That's the long and short of it. Those who are allowed to come here must work with the guildmembers to keep the violent monsters in Dream."

      Bran and Reynard exchanged a look, then Bran nodded almost imperceptibly at me.

      "Fine," I said. "We'll consider your words. I'll be in touch."

      There was a lot to unpack from what she’d just said, and I’d just gotten the distinct impression Bran didn’t speak for Reynard or his people. And that Reynard had evolved a plan in the moments he and Bran had glanced at each other.

      As regally as I could, I stood and walked toward Bran's car, with him and his friends following.

      I felt like the frikkin' Queen and her guards. Except I wasn't a queen, and my guards were monsters.
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      "Is it true?" I demanded as soon as we were in the car. "Are you really that old?"

      Yes, I was repeating a fact he’d already confirmed. The shock had bitten deep into me.

      Bran's hands tightened on the steering wheel. "Yes."

      "How old?"

      "Two-thousand, give or take a century." He glanced at me out of the corner of his eyes. "Maybe two-thousand, two-hundred, and forty or so.

      I leaned back in my seat, trying to wrap my head around it. Two thousand years was such a long time. Almost unfathomable.

      "The rest of it, while it was true, it wasn't the norm. Most goblins weren't running around raping and pillaging. And we never enslaved humans." He sounded offended by the very idea. "We had human servants sometimes, but they were paid. Or indentured."

      I frowned. "Indentured was nearly as bad. You said you were there when they were banished?"

      "Yes." His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. "As I said, I was one of the ones who fought against it, but there was nothing I could do in the end. The humans won and banishment was the sentence for all of us. We were sent to Dream."

      "It’s all ancient history. We should think about the now." Reynard spoke from the back seat, one of his feet tapping an annoying tattoo on the back of mine. "Where do we go from here?"

      I needed a minute to breathe. "If you could, drop me at my place. I need some time to think first, in my own space. Plus, I need to check on my sister and email my friend."

      Bran sighed and glanced at me. "I don't like the idea of leaving you alone. Not now."

      Hmph. I'd expected him to say something like that. "I was thinking about that. Goblins need shadows to come out of Dream, right?"

      He nodded. "They do. It's part of how we create our portals."

      "I'll turn on every light in my house. How about then? I’m willing for you to be there, too, I just need some quiet time to consider."

      After looking at Reynard in the mirror, he sighed. "Will you let Christian go with you instead?"

      Turning, I found the big goblin grinning at me. "I'll keep you safe."

      That was better than the entire entourage. "If he'll stay in the living room and let me do my thing, yes."

      Bran beamed. "Agreed."

      "Why can't you come?" I asked.

      "Reynard and I need to figure out what to do and if we want to work with Eldora and her ilk. I'm not sure what my people will want."

      His people. He was their leader in this world, sent to figure out how to integrate the goblins back into the world. It had to mean he was important amongst the Dream Goblins.

      Bran gave me a tender kiss before Christian opened my door. He didn't pull away until we were safely inside. I waved from behind the front door.

      Now that I had full access to my magic, it was easy to see the two guys sitting in my lobby, casually reading magazines, were goblins under glamour. I stiffened, but Christian touched my arm. "They're on our side."

      Well, that was good, but I didn't like the idea of having guards. Still, they wouldn't be in the condo with us. I could live with it.

      Could I live with all this? As Christian and I went around my condo, turning on every light and lighting every candle, I thought about what this meant.

      I cared about Bran. A lot. I had no idea if it was love, but it was something strong. And if I stayed with him, I would be giving up my entire life as I knew it.

      Even worse than that, our time would be limited. As I began to really age, it would be more and more noticeable that he wasn't. How could he care about me when I was all wrinkled?

      I was over forty already. I looked good for my age, sure. I'd taken good care of my skin and had some great genes to help, but  it would catch up to me eventually.

      What then? Would he leave me? If  not because of my looks fading, because it had to be incredibly painful to watch someone wither and die over decades. Long term diseases broke up relationships all the time, and no human could avoid aging, as far as I knew.

      And what about my sister? I couldn't just abandon her.

      I had to think about this. I needed more time. Normally in a relationship this would be the point where I’d decide if we were going to keep seeing each other, but what was going on with Bran had grown so fast.

      But it felt right in a way that none of the rest had.

      "All set," Christian announced as he finished lighting the last candle.

      I nodded. "Thanks."

      "No problem." He shrugged and flopped down on my couch. "So, what now?"

      "I need to take a shower and then check on my sister. You can watch TV or something."

      He snorted. "TV seems to be my life right now."

      I frowned. "You're brand new to the human world?"

      Nodding, he leaned forward and grabbed my remote. "Yes, but I hope to be here for a very long time."

      His eyes met mine and held. In that moment, I saw his determination. He would do whatever it took to stay in the human world.

      And that meant he would be a part of my life for a long time, too. Assuming I stuck it out with Bran. Assuming he even wanted me to, long term.

      First, get a hold of Tanni. I’d text her I was sending an email, since all the information wouldn’t fit in a text. Texting her led to my discovery she’d changed her number. I used the email I had for her, then I pulled out my laptop and dug around on my alma mater's website, looking for other emails to try.

      Tanni had some mental health issues a few years back and had reset her social life. She might have done it again, but she wouldn't ignore emails through the school.

      Bingo! It had been updated within the last six months. I copied it and pasted it into an email header, cc’d all the emails I had for her, then carefully crafted a message to her about a close friend who desperately needed a diagnosis. I left her every contact number and email I could think of, even my office number. I doubted I'd be there anytime soon, but it didn't hurt.

      Once that was done, I took a quick shower. As I toweled off, a distant knock brought my head up. I yanked on my robe, hating the feel of the silk on my damp skin.

      Running out of the bathroom and down the hall, I held my hand up to Christian, who held a sword as if he was ready to lop off everyone's head in a five-mile radius. I skidded to a halt in front of the door, not sure what to do.

      "Who is it?" I called, then sagged against the door when a very familiar voice replied.

      "The boogeyman!"

      We'd said that to one another since we were small. "It's just my sister. Let me get rid of her."

      Yanking the door open, I grabbed Cassie's arm. "What are you doing here?" When I turned back, Christian was gone. He must not have wanted to be seen. "It's not the best time."

      Cassandra wrung her hands. "It's important, can we talk?"

      "Yeah." I looked around, no idea where Christian had gone. "Come on."

      It was difficult not to be jittery. "I've been wanting to talk to you, too." I stepped into my bedroom and shut the door behind me, not even looking at my sister as I made a beeline for my closet and some clothes. "It's about Franklin."

      "What about him?" she asked.

      "He's bad news, Cass. Like, mega bad. There's some stuff going on and it is way too much to explain, but I want you to take the kids and go on a vacation for a few days." I walked into my closet to change, and thank all the heavens I did, because when I walked out, Cassandra was gone.

      Franklin stood there, grinning at me in his slimy, toothy way. "You think you're so smart."

      I swallowed hard and tried to keep my composure. I had to get away from him. He must've been under a glamour the whole time and I hadn't seen it. "What do you want?" I asked in a low voice.

      "You know what I want." His eyes narrowed. "But you're not going to give it to me."

      I shook my head. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      He stepped closer, and I stepped back. "I want the world, Andromeda. And I will have it."

      "No, you won't—wait, what?"

      "The goblins, not those pansies you've been working with, the real goblins, they want to take this world and change it. It's overpopulated and full of idiots. They'd be able to do a massive reset on the world, Andromeda, imagine it."

      It wasn't hard to imagine, and it sounded horrible.

      Several things happened at once. I heard a scuffle outside the door, then it was thrust open. Franklin turned to look, but at the same time he shut off the light in the bedroom. A roar filled the air and I screamed. "Christian help!"

      I should've yelled for him much sooner. Something hit me, like a linebacker sacking a quarterback. I went flying backward. My closet was behind me, so I should've hit the floor, which shouldn't have been too bad since there was carpet and a big layer of clothing I needed to hang.

      Instead, in that millisecond it should've taken me to fall, I found myself standing upright in the center of a room lit from above with bright, fluorescent light. There was nothing else in the room. I blinked, and then Franklin was beside me.

      "No shadows," he whispered. "Now we can really talk. Andromeda, I'm already married to your sister. You can fit right into our lives. As this all goes down, I can guarantee your safety."  He squeezed my arm. "All you need to do is submit, finally, to me. Let yourself let go while I handle these things."

      I looked around again, my mind spinning and a strong urge to vomit all over him nearly winning the war. "What is this place?"

      "It doesn't matter," he said, his voice taking on a harder edge. "All that matters is what you're going to do."

      Yanking me close, he pressed his lips to mine. I stiffened and yanked away before I could stop myself. F the best, actually, he wasn’t dumb enough to believe I would give in immediatly. I had to convince him that I would do what he wanted. Otherwise I'd never know where I was or how to get out of here.
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      "Franklin, I don't know about being your side chick, not when you're my sister's husband." Like he'd ever believe me if I jumped right on that idea.

      His face darkened, so I hurried to finish what I was saying. Pushing back, I put a little space between us. "But, that doesn't mean we can't be friends. I just wish you'd clued me in to all this stuff sooner. You stole my magic instead of partnering with me. I'm not saying we can't work together. I'm saying it has to be honest from now on, okay?"

      He clenched his fists, but nodded. "Fine. I can see that's important to you. We'll do things your way."

      His smile was pure evil, but I pretended not to notice. "Good. Thank you. I can't abide the idea of being subjugated by a monster." I spat the last word as if it made me want to vomit. "Bran came in here like he owned the place. I have to say, I prefer my men completely human."

      "Bran is a fool," Franklin said, his voice dripping with venom. "He'll be dealt with soon enough."

      "I hope so," I said. It made my heart hurt to say these things about Bran, but I had to make sure Franklin believed me. "I don't want him coming around here anymore."

      "Don't worry, my dear. I'll take care of everything." He reached out to touch me, but I stepped back out of his reach.

      "I know you will," I said. "I'll be there to help you." I had to go. I had to help Bran or warn him or something to make sure Franklin didn't really hurt him. "What's the plan?"

      He leaned in close, his breath hot on my cheek. "I'll let you know when it's time."

      I nodded and stepped to the side. "Where are we?"

      "I used a spell I've been working on, that lets me move long distances. This is an office within our offices." He spread his arms and stepped back, proud. "There isn't one speck of shadow in this room for a goblin to come through."

      Well, that was good for the bad goblins not finding us, but that also meant Bran couldn't do his little shadow thing and come save me. He would've come in a heartbeat if he knew I was in danger. "What do you want to do now?"

      Franklin's eyes glittered. "I have something to show you."

      He reached out and grabbed my hand, tugging me towards the door. I went willingly enough. I had to find out what he was up to. Only then could I warn Bran.

      Franklin led me down the long hall of our office, which was more brightly lit than I'd ever seen it. We entered another well-lit room with a single chair in the middle. "All we have to do is get him in this chair," Franklin said. "And he'll be gone forever."

      I stared at the chair, which looked like a plain old office chair. "What does this do?"

      "It's a portal to another world. I've been working on it for years, perfecting it. Now, it's ready to use." He looked so smug, so pleased with himself. "This is the key to banishing all the monsters back to their own world."

      I looked at the chair again, then back at Franklin. "And you want Bran in it?"

      He nodded. "Bran is the key to everything. Once he's gone, the monsters will lose their mission and they'll all go back to their own world."

      I frowned. "And what about me? I'm a monster too."

      He shook his head. "You're different. You're special. I need you."

      His words made fear race through me, but I knew I had to keep playing along. As I did, I reached out with my magic, trying to figure out how it worked. It was powered by magic, for sure. "Okay," I said slowly. "So, how do we get Bran in the chair?" I kept feeling with my magic all around the chair until I found something familiar. My own damn magic. Franklin had used some of the magic he'd stolen from me to power this chair. "And where does it send him?"

      "I have a few ideas," he said, his eyes gleaming. "But, I'll need your help to make it happen. As for where, it's not Dream. It's a new dimension, completely unsettled and as far as I can tell, empty. I don't believe anyone who goes there would be able to claw their way back out."

      I nodded, my stomach lurching as I coaxed my stolen magic away from the chair. If I could get it, maybe the whole thing's power would crash. "So, what's the plan?"

      "I'll need you to help me lure Bran here," he said. "That was partly why I wanted you to take him as a client, so he’d trust you. When he gets here, we'll trap him in the chair."

      "And how do you plan to do that?" I asked. "He's not exactly going to just sit down in it."

      Franklin's eyes gleamed. "I have a few ideas," he said. "But, I'll need your help to make it happen."

      I nodded, my stomach lurching. I had to find a way to warn Bran before it was too late. Otherwise, he would be lost to me forever.

      Franklin pulled my cell phone out of his pocket. "Actually, now that I have your cell, I might not need you after all." He turned the screen so I could see it.

      Franklin has me trapped in my office. Please come help.

      "Now. If you'll come with me to your office." He picked up the chair and turned toward the door. "Get the door?"

      Quickly releasing the magic I was trying to coax out of the chair, I left it, hopefully working, and shoved Franklin as hard as I could. He hit his head on the wall, putting a sizable dent in it, and went down without a fight. I reached for my phone, but Franklin was already getting up, holding it aloft.

      I wouldn’t have thought he’d move that fast.

      And the chair. He'd dropped the chair. With his eyes on me, he stood directly in front of it. Before he could figure out what I planned, I rushed him, ramming my shoulder into his soft belly then throwing myself to the side.

      I managed to keep my eyes on Franklin as I hit the ground, sliding back. He hit the chair with a grunt and then just... disappeared. Gone.

      Gone. Holy crow. I'd done it. I really sent him to another world.

      I got up slowly, my whole body feeling shaky. I had no idea what I was going to do next, but I knew one thing.

      I had to find Bran before the bad goblins found me.
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      The phone pinged and I picked it up, hoping Andromeda had worked out what was bothering her. I was almost done with my duty and wanted to spend more time with her.

      I stared at the message.

      Please come help? Franklin has me trapped? The text felt wrong on a number of levels, not least that she would have sent specific requests to me as she planned her escape.

      Worried, I called her cell. It went immediately to voicemail.

      Reynard straightened from his accustomed slouch. “Trouble?”

      “Yes. Would you drive me to her office building?” I raised my hand to stave off Henry’s objection. “Just the two of us. I will call for help through the shadows if it’s needed.”

      Worried about Andromeda, I forbore to comment on the speed and recklessness of Reynard’s driving.  As landscape flashed by us,  I tried calling her office line. Nobody answered.

      “There’s no answer.” I stared at the phone, wishing I could crush it in my hand to alleviate some of the tension. It vibrated in my hand and Christian’s name flashed on the screen.

      I tapped the green button, lifting it to my ear.

      "She's gone," he said breathlessly. "Disappeared out of her brightly lit bedroom. Her sister was with her, and is gone now too."

      "Meet me at her office." I had a bad feeling I was walking into a trap. The urge to smash the phone, or something, anything, increased.

      “She’ll be fine.” Reynard broke the silence.

      “Why do you say that? She’s not a physical match for a warrior.”

      “No, but she’s not going to be trapped either. I think you can rely on her brains and ingenuity.”

      The words helped the worry not at all. In fact, it increased it, as what if she got into more peril escaping a current peril?

      My phone rang again, this time from Andromeda's office line. I nearly sprained my finger accepting it. "Hello? Are you safe?"

      "Yes." She chuckled. "Franklin isn't."

      "I'm on my way to your office." Relief gushed through me. "She's safe."

      He slowed the vehicle a bit as I put the line on speaker.

      "It's a long story, but I think I sent Franklin to another dimension."

      That was not what I had expected to hear. "Okay, you're going to have to explain that one to me when I get there."

      "I will," she said. "Just hurry."

      We pulled up to her office building and after a short discussion with the night security we headed straight upstairs. Reynard assured me that what he had done to confuse them would wear off in an hour or so, not causing permanent harm.

      He’d grown quite considerate of that in his time here. With Andromeda in danger, I didn’t share that concern.

      I stormed out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened and hurried to the office. Andromeda was waiting for us in the reception area, looking a little bedraggled but otherwise unharmed.

      "What the hell happened?" I pulled her into my arms, inhaling deeply. The scent of her skin, fragrant with the accustomed floral notes of her soap and shampoo helped soothe the raging fear and helplessness that had been riding me. The reality of her body against mine took care of the rest.

      She pushed gently on my shoulders. “Need to breathe.”

      I loosened my embrace.

      Leaning against me, she said, “I sent Franklin to another world. With the help of my stolen magic and a chair."

      I frowned. The stolen magic I understood, but the chair part confused me.  "Okay, you're going to have to start from the beginning."

      She nodded. Then raised her voice. “Reynard. I know foxes have a reputation as tricksters. If there’s anything out of place or booby trapped as a practical joke, there will be words!”

      Reynard looked injured. “I had no intention of doing anything like that.”

      I bit back a laugh. He was an excellent liar, but my Andromeda wasn’t willing to be fooled. She glared at him until he moved to a place where she could keep her eyes on him, his hands upraised. Then she launched into the story. "Franklin built this chair that anyone who sits in it gets transported to another world. I don't know how it works, but it does. He wanted to partner with the bad goblins to basically eradicate half the Earth's population, then I don't know what once all the people were dead. Maybe he was going to send the goblins all through the chair at that point. With him, deceit is likely."

      "Do you think your sister was in on it?" Reynard asked.

      Andromeda shook her head vehemently, loose hair flying. "No. Franklin tried to convince me to enter some sort of trio relationship with him and my sister. She'd never go for that in a million years."

      She patted her butt. "Ugh, I keep looking for my phone. Franklin had it in his hand when he went through the portal."

      "Did he say anything about the twisted goblins? Where they are or what are their plans?"

      She shook her head and tugged on my hand. "Let me show you the chair. I felt my own stolen magic in it. At first, I was just going to steal it back, but then I realized that I could use the chair to my advantage."

      I raised an eyebrow. "How so?"

      "When he was distracted I shoved him into it. Now he's gone. Hopefully for good. He said he didn't think there was a way for anyone to claw their way out of that world. Hopefully he's right."

      I studied the chair. While I could sense that it was magical, my ability stopped there. An artificer would need to examine it, to find its purpose and what abilities it had been created with. "Get that thing to our safe house. Cover it with something so it doesn’t get sat on by accident. We'll have Christian contact some trolls to look at it."

      Trolls were the great creators, skilled craftsmen. There were only a few of them now, but this was a dangerous enough creation I wanted an expert’s opinion.

      Reynard nodded. "I will do that."

      He didn't get the chance, however. A door opened down the hall and the room behind it was dark and shadowy. Mort Erikson and Bjorn Thomkins stepped out. My biggest enemies, and the two leaders of the goblins who wanted to subjugate this world. Both of them had fallen victim to the virus physically, though their minds remained whole and focused on their rage at humanity and their desire to rule.

      Shoving Andromeda behind me, I drew my sword and adopted a defensive stance. "I will not let you take over this world."

      Mort's grin split his haggard face. "There doesn't seem to be much you can do to stop us."

      At last, we could meet in the dance we’d been moving toward for centuries. I welcomed the chance; it would clean up loose ends.

      "I can kill you." I smiled back. "Should be easy enough."

      They both launched themselves at me and I strode forward, eager to meet them. Then Andromeda yelled out, and her voice was full of magic. "Stop!"

      To my astonishment, I did. So did Reynard, Bjorn, and Mort. If the air could have stopped moving, I believe it would have too.

      Backing away and to the side, I turned so I could see Andromeda while keeping my enemies in my sights.

      "Give us a chance to try to make this right," she said. She moved forward, her attention on our adversaries.

      Bjorn and Mort exchanged a look, blades easing to a rest position. "How?"

      What in the worlds? They were listening? Those two had never listened to anything in their lives. I had to make this remarkable woman my queen. Her powers of persuasion were both innate and magical. With her by my side, we could take down the goblin threat of invasion for good. Could persuade those who had been twisted to peacefully seek treatment. The possibilities were endless.

      "I've started contact with a friend. If we can get her help, she might be able to find a cure to the virus that causes your looks and minds to change. Once a cure is in place, we could try a little matchmaking," she said. "If you're willing to try it, that is. If human women are interesting to you."

      The two goblin leaders looked at each other again and then Mort stepped forward. "We are."

      I'd heard an expression on the human television, and I muttered it now. "You could knock me over with a feather."

      Mort growled. "This isn't over. We aren't finished. But we are willing to allow your human pet to attempt to heal us."

      Bjorn cut his gaze at me. "This is torture."

      It did look painful. He had horns protruding from the top of his head as well as an enormous growth on his back.

      "I'll find a way to help you," Andromeda said, her words like balm on a wound. "But in the meantime, please try to stay out of trouble."

      Bjorn snarled but turned to me. "We will submit to the king. For now." He bowed, only slightly, but enough to show deference, then Mort followed suit. They strode into the room from which they'd emerged, and Andromeda turned to me with her jaw unhinged.

      "King?"

      Reynard snorted, laughter in every inch of him. "I'll just take that chair home." He disappeared in a hurry while Andromeda stared at me.

      "King?" her voice had grown even more shrill.

      "Did I not mention that?" My heart was light, for the first time in too long. "I am the king of the goblins. And you, my dear, if you'll accept, are going to be my queen."
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      I munched on the garlic bread stick and checked my watch again. I'd finally relented and allowed Bran to sign me up for this dating scheme while he and Andromeda were off touring Dream. If she was going to be his queen, she had to learn all about that world as well as this.

      I was happy for him, truly. Not jealous at all. If he hadn't had such success, I never would've gone in for this date thing. Nor been willing to talk with the dragon of a woman who ran it.

      "You're my last match." A flat, disillusioned feminine voice came from behind me. I turned to meet an intense green gaze, lovely eyes in a face that could make the forest sing praise of her beauty. Her hair was redder than my coat in fox form, falling below her shoulders in a silken wave. "If we don't work, I've wasted all my money, so try not to be a complete dud."

      Oh, she was absolutely spectacular. Jumping to my feet, I rushed over and pulled out her chair. "I have been accused of many things in my life, but never once have I been called a dud, I assure you."

      I didn't need any more information to know this was the woman I'd be wooing on this earth.

      Too bad she didn't look so convinced.
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