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      “My money’s on a murder.”

      Peasblossom’s announcement drilled into my ears, exponentially increasing the migraine throbbing in my temples. I planted my elbows on the desk in my kitchen that sat where my dining room table should be, focusing on the warmth of my teacup cradled in my palms and breathing slowly so as not to dislodge my head from my shoulders. Nine thirty a.m. on an April morning in Ohio meant cloudy grey skies more often than not, but today? Today the morning sunlight poured through my small kitchen window, taunting the agony arching through every neuron in my brain.

      “Please, stop shouting. I told you, I have a headache.” The glow from the computer screen on the desk in front of me sent laser beams of light directly through my pupils and into my brain. I squeezed my eyes shut and groaned.

      The pixie sprawled out on my shoulder like a wilting flower snorted her derision directly into my ear. “Andy will be here any minute to take you to the oracle and pick out one of his ice files, and you’re doing your best impression of the shambling dead. And I’m not shouting.”

      “With your mouth that close to my ear, you might as well be. And they’re called cold cases, not ice files.”

      Peasblossom rolled onto her stomach. “Ice files sounds better. And anyway, that’s not the point, is it? You wanted to be a crime solver and now there’s an FBI agent on his way to your house with a literal trunk full of ice files for you to choose from, and you can’t tell the difference between shouting and a pleasant conversational tone.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Your nightmares are getting worse. It’s been two weeks since you swallowed that dream shard, and you still didn’t sleep more than two hours altogether last night. Not to mention you woke up screaming so loud this morning you’re lucky the neighbors didn’t break your door down thinking you were being murdered. Actually, it all started before the dream shard, didn’t it?” She drummed her fingers against my shoulder. “I think it’s the cat.”

      I breathed in the fragrant steam from my black tea, pushing away the images that threatened to flood my mind on the heel of the pixie’s recap of last night. Shadows and monsters with glistening teeth, irises of green flame. Screams of terror and pain. Something inside me pulled taut, snapped.

      I rubbed my chest over my heart. The metaphysical thread under my skin pulsed, accentuating the fraying tip fluttering in the darkness. I’d severed that bond years ago, decades… Blood and bone, for all I knew, it had been centuries ago. It hadn’t hurt this bad since the weeks following the fated cut. My sister’s face hovered in my mind, and I shoved it away and forced my eyes open.

      “You blame Majesty for everything.” I took a sip of tea and held it in my mouth to let the honey coat my tongue before swallowing.

      “I don’t like him.”

      I glanced at the cat—or rather, the kitten—in question. Majesty lay on the backrest of the grey sectional couch that took up most of my small living room, his black-striped grey side rising and falling with every sleepy breath. He cracked open one blue eye as if he sensed he was being discussed, but closed it after only a second, dismissing whatever the pixie might have to say as unimportant.

      “You think the kitten is causing my nightmares? Not the angry sorceress who promised to visit me in my dreams?”

      Peasblossom sat up, sliding closer to my neck as she gave Majesty an uneasy glare. The sunlight bounced off her translucent wings and made her pink eyes glitter like precious stones, and her long blush-colored ponytail swung heavily from side to side, brushing my black turtleneck and the flower-petal skirt of Peasblossom’s dress. “You didn’t have nightmares before he got here. And the fluffy monster has enough magic to kill you in your sleep.”

      “Majesty is in pain. He’s here so we can help him.” I bit my lip, studying the feline in question. “Whoever cast that spell on him to keep him from aging must have known what the consequences would be.”

      “Maybe he’ll explode,” Peasblossom suggested.

      “That’s not funny.” I forced myself to stand and shuffled over to Majesty to run my fingers over his side. A purr vibrated against my fingertips, softening the angry snapping of magic underneath his downy fur. I reached for my power.

      “Apstergeo.” Blue energy seeped from my fingertips, sinking deep inside Majesty, and the magic coiled tightly inside him. I couldn’t remove the spell hissing and spitting beneath the kitten’s fur like a metaphysical parasite, but I could calm it. My magic slid over it like an oily sheen, smoothing out the frazzled ends until it stopped crackling like exposed wiring in a condemned building.

      “Any luck with that name I gave you?” I asked Peasblossom.

      “No. But then, you wouldn’t expect her to give Mrs. Harvesty her real name, would you? Not if whoever cast that spell knew the furball would end up on your doorstep.”

      “Peasblossom,” I warned, setting down my cup of tea.

      She crossed her arms and stuck out her chin. “He’s dangerous! Someone bound his life force into a ball, and it’s feeding in on itself like a…like a…” She huffed. “Well, I don’t know what. But you said yourself, that energy has to go somewhere. And you’re the village witch, so whoever bound that spell to the beast had to expect he would suffer for it, and that daft woman would bring him here.”

      “You’ve never liked cats.” I sank to the floor and leaned against the wall. “I’ll ask Mother Hazel to see him again.”

      “Why? You want to hear the speech again? You want me to have to hear the speech again?” Peasblossom slid down my arm to the desk’s surface. “You’re not her apprentice anymore. You left; you chose to be a private investigator. She won’t help you with your pet problems.” She paced as she ranted, kicking paperclips out of her way as she went.

      “She owes me a favor.” I caught a paperclip before it could fly off the edge of the desk and put it in the shallow magnetized cup next to my laptop with the rest of the paperclips, thumbtacks, and extra staples.

      “And you would waste it on that ball of fluff?” Peasblossom demanded, her tone a shrill screech of outrage.

      I slapped my palms over my ears and dropped my forehead to the desktop. “Oh, dear gods, stop shouting!”

      I whimpered, remembering too late that it hurt when I shouted too. I sucked in a few deep breaths, and when I thought I could speak without decapitating myself, I whispered against the desk’s surface, “Did I get that apology gift for Arianne in the mail yesterday?”

      “Yes,” Peasblossom grumbled. “But it won’t work. She doesn’t like you, and a trinket won’t change that.”

      “A ring of summoning isn’t a trinket. I put a lot of thought into that gift.”

      “Yes, and you think you’re so clever. But I still say giving her another means to summon a monster after she already sent three after you is asinine.”

      “I want to show her there’s no hard feelings. Besides, Mr. Gunderson gave me that amazing bracer, so I’d rather she send summoned creatures after me. The bracer is a solid weapon against dream shards, but if she decided to get creative…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. There was no shortage of horrible things a dream sorceress could do. Summoning nightmares was the least of my worries.

      Peasblossom sniffed. “Asinine.”

      I stared at my fuzzy slipper boots with their multicolored threads and blinding neon-pink faux-fur lining. Who was I kidding? The pixie was right. Arianne would never forgive me. It was only a matter of time before she put her mind to really making my life miserable.

      Burn down one hotel room and you’re public enemy number one for life.

      “Do we have any more raspberries?”

      “No, but we have cherries.”

      I hauled myself to my feet and lumbered to the fridge. The sight of the large bag of dark red fruit taking up most of my crisper drawer cheered me up, promising the pleasure only out-of-season fruit could offer. This particular treat had cost me seven dollars a pound, but they tasted heavenly. More so for being a guilty pleasure.

      Magic rose inside me as I held three cherries in my palm. “Nutrio.” Green energy filled my palm like liquid, washing over the fruit and sinking beneath the shining red skins. I popped one into my mouth, biting around the seed and spitting the pit out before swallowing.

      “Do you have today’s to-do list?” I asked around a mouthful of fruit.

      “It’s posted right here on the computer you were staring at two seconds ago. Egad, woman, how can you miss a neon-orange Post-it?”

      I ate the other two cherries, waiting for the magic to nourish my tired body before answering. I didn’t respond until the urge to grab the flyswatter and go after Peasblossom passed. “Read it to me?”

      A dramatic sigh, then the rustle of a Post-it. “Prepare frozen dinners for Mrs. Alan to eat while she’s on maternity leave.”

      “Done—she has enough lasagna and beef stew to feed her family for two weeks.”

      “Good thing she has the deep freezer in the garage.”

      I snorted and retrieved my tea from where I’d set it on the floor beside the couch. “She needs it, with four teenage boys and that lumberjack of a husband.”

      “Exorcise the ghost from Mr. Olsen’s teapot?”

      “There was no ghost in that teapot. A mouse got stuck, but it’s out now.”

      A knock on my door interrupted us. Peasblossom peeked at me over the top of the retina-searing Post-it, pink brows arched in a silent question. I straightened my spine and gave her a serene smile. The debilitating migraine was gone, as was the exhaustion.

      “A spell won’t replace a true night’s sleep forever,” Peasblossom said primly. “Get rid of the cat, or you’ll be sorry.”

      If she’d been less snippy with me this morning, or kept her voice to a reasonable volume in consideration of my migraine, I might have warned her that Majesty was awake and crouched on the floor by the desk—waiting for her. But she was in a snarky mood, and perhaps being swatted at by a furry paw was exactly what she needed. So I said nothing.

      I opened the door to find Agent Andrew Bradford standing on my small front stoop. At six foot one, I usually had to crane my neck to see his face, but today I didn’t bother. That angle would send too much blood rushing to my brain, and I didn’t want to arouse the migraine so soon after defeating it. As usual, Andy’s dark blue suit had been starched to within an inch of its life, and the shirt beneath it appeared blinding white in the April sun. I wondered briefly if the glare off his shirt was the reason for the dark glasses he wore, then chastised myself for being rude.

      “I need to grab my bag, and I’ll be all set. Come on in.”

      Andy stepped inside, his hair changing in color from warm chocolate in the sunlight to black coffee in the shade of my house. A man of few words, he remained silent as I ambled to the supply room to fetch my waist pouch, pretending not to notice the way he studied every nook and cranny of my living room as he waited.

      “If you’re expecting my house to be different than anyone else’s, I’m afraid it will disappoint. It’s one thing that always upset my mentor. She said a clean house gives people the impression a witch isn’t busy doing her job.”

      “Your house is different, but not in the way I expected.” The floorboards in the living room creaked under the beige Berber carpet as Andy ventured farther into the house. “Did you move here recently?”

      I grabbed the black pouch from where it hung on a hook on the side of the herb cabinet that took up most of one wall and fastened it around my waist. “No, I’ve lived here for three years. But I don’t entertain here, and I don’t like clutter.”

      “I can see that.”

      I tugged on the hem of my long black shirt to get rid of the wrinkles the pouch caused. I could carry a bag or a purse, but knowing me, I’d end up losing it, or having it spill out all over the place. My mentor favored the classic cloak with deep pockets, but when I tried that, I ended up fielding a ton of questions about what Ren faire I was attending. So enchanted fanny pack it was.

      “You were expecting a bubbling cauldron over a fireplace, maybe some bones and feathers lying about?”

      “That would violate your rule to ‘harm none,’ wouldn’t it?”

      I grinned as I left the room. “You’ve been studying witches.”

      He circled the desk that sat in the center of my dining room where most people would have kept a table and chairs. “I tried. There’s quite a variety.”

      “There is.”

      “Any resources you’d recommend over others?”

      I thought about it for a minute. “Ever read the Discworld series by Terry Pratchett?”

      “No.”

      “Start there. Ever played Pathfinder?” I checked on Majesty’s water bowl to make sure he had enough to drink. The long silence continued behind me, and I sighed. “D&D?”

      He crossed his arms. “I’m sorry?”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, I’m talking about Dungeons & Dragons.”

      “The game?” he asked.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Never mind. Shall we—”

      A high-pitched shriek cut me off, and a flash of pink light zipped across the room to collide with Andy’s neck. I smothered a laugh as the FBI agent nearly leapt out of his skin.

      Peasblossom glared at me from where she clung to Andy’s neck. “You! You knew he was there, didn’t you?”

      Majesty let out a creepy growl-purr-whine and crouched near the corner of the couch, tail lashing from side to side as he peered up at Peasblossom.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I shrugged.

      “Liar!”

      “You’re not suggesting I’m more observant than you? You being a pixie and me a mere mortal?”

      Peasblossom pursed her lips, still glaring at me. “No.”

      Andy cleared his throat. “Are you okay?”

      The pixie beamed and patted Andy’s shoulder. “I am. Thank you for asking. It’s so nice that someone cares if I’m mauled.”

      I braced my hands on my hips. “Majesty wouldn’t maul you. He’s proven it several times over the past few days. All he does is nibble on your flower-petal skirt.”

      “Yes, and see what he’s done to it.” She stomped to the edge of Andy’s shoulder and held up her dress for his inspection. “See those holes? Tooth marks! And who’s to say it won’t be my vulnerable flesh next time?”

      Concern drew a deep crease between Andy’s eyebrows as he studied the flower-petal skirt and the kitten in turn.

      I wagged a finger at Peasblossom. “You’re scaring Andy. Knock it off. You aren’t in danger.”

      “Make her get rid of the cat,” Peasblossom continued, ignoring me in favor of her new captive audience. “He’ll kill us all. He’s a magical time bomb, did she tell you that?”

      “Perhaps we should be on our way?” I suggested. “It’s never good to keep an oracle waiting.”

      Peasblossom threw her arms in the air. “You can’t keep an oracle waiting. She already knows what time you’ll be there.”

      “Is that true?” Andy asked.

      I shrugged and pulled on my red trench coat. “Sort of. If Andrea wanted to see exactly when we’d be there, she probably could. But mostly, she gets impressions, not detailed knowledge of the future.” I opened the front door and locked it. “I’ll explain on the way.”

      Andy followed me out, not panicking when Peasblossom seemed content to remain on his shoulder. For a man who’d only found out about the Otherworld less than two months ago, he was handling it well. His eye wasn’t even twitching.

      “I find it comforting that you drive a big black SUV,” I said, opening the passenger door.

      He circled the SUV to the driver’s side. “Why?”

      “I’ve found that television crime shows are rather misleading in most aspects of actual crime-solving. But you and your vehicle hold true. It’s nice.”

      Andy climbed behind the wheel then paused with his key halfway to the ignition. “Wait, me and my vehicle?”

      “Yes.” I hauled myself into the SUV with as much dignity as a five-foot-three person could when getting into a vehicle with a seat higher than their butt. “You’re the perfect FBI archetype, the spitting image of Agent Booth.”

      “Booth as in the FBI agent from Bones?”

      I grinned. “Indeed.”

      He seemed to consider that as he started the car and eased out of my driveway, ignoring the beeping sounds as Peasblossom duked it out with the buttons on the GPS. “You don’t have a TV. I wouldn’t have thought you watched much television.”

      “Not anymore,” I admitted. “I don’t have time anymore. But when I was Mother Hazel’s apprentice, her house used to put a TV in my room when I had a bad day.”

      “The house put a television in your bedroom?”

      “Yep.”

      Another pause while he considered that. “So I’m what you expected from an FBI agent, but you’re not what I expected from a witch.”

      To his credit, he didn’t glance down at my multihued leggings. Today the leggings were covered in abstract patterns in bright blue, red, yellow, black, and white. I’d chosen them because the oracle liked them, and I wanted her in a good mood when we visited her for help. Andy’s restraint in not commenting deserved a reward.

      I opened my trench coat so I could get to my waist pouch. “You’re right. Hold on.”

      I dug around in the pouch, discarding various objects that arose during my search. After the first minute, I caught him stealing peeks at me, but it wasn’t until I’d pulled out a squirt gun, a ball of rubber bands, and seven sets of chopsticks that he spoke up.

      “The bag is magic, right?”

      “Hmm?”

      He gestured at the pouch without taking his attention from the road. “You keep pulling things out of it that shouldn’t have fit in there to begin with. It’s like watching Mary Poppins.”

      “She had a carpet bag,” I said. “But it’s the same principle. The bag is bigger on the inside, and yes, it’s magic.” I found what I wanted. Smiling, I drew out a pointed black hat and pulled it on.

      Andy was not amused. “Hilarious.”

      I held up a finger. “Ah, but I’m not done.” I touched a finger to the hat. “Invisibilia.” The air shimmered with purple energy, and the hat disappeared.

      Andy frowned, his gaze bouncing between me and the road. I waited, smiling.

      “That’s…weird. I don’t see it, but it…feels like I see it.” The crease between his brows deepened. “That makes no sense.”

      “Actually, it does.” I paused. “This would make more sense if you’d read Terry Pratchett.” I tapped my thigh. “In a nutshell, it’s about belief. Faith. There’s power in belief, a magic all on its own. Symbols represent beliefs, and they provide a focus point for the belief of hundreds, thousands, or millions of people. That’s what makes symbols so powerful.”

      “And the hat is a symbol.”

      “Yes. Political correctness aside, at some point this hat became associated with witches. Right or wrong, it blended with everything people believed about them, and now this hat will never mean anything else.”

      “How does that relate to your disappearing hat?”

      “The symbol is so well known, so believed in, that it has its own power. I’m wearing the hat, and even when you can’t see it, part of your brain knows it’s there—your senses feel the magic.”

      He fell silent. I let him mull over what I’d said. Magic was a tricky subject, malleable and resistant to definition. Even those who were raised with it often took years to comprehend everything it meant.

      “Recalculating route.”

      “Peasblossom!” I snapped. “Stop that.”

      “What?” she demanded.

      “I saw you change the destination. Fix it.”

      “Fine,” she grumbled. “I only wanted a bit of honey before we went.” She flopped onto the dash, settling in for a good sulk. Then she paused. “Do you have honey in your pouch?”

      “You don’t need any more honey. You sucked down two tablespoons when I was making my tea.”

      “You had two sodas yesterday!”

      “About the oracle?” Andy interrupted. “You said you would explain in the car?”

      I shoved the hat and the rest of my things into the pouch and zipped it shut with a defiant glare at Peasblossom. “Yes, the oracle. She used to be a powerful prophet. Blind to the physical present, but all-seeing when it came to the future. She prophesied some of the most important events in history—both for this world and the Other.”

      “You said ‘used to be.’ She’s not anymore? How is she going to help us?”

      “Andrea isn’t a prophet anymore, but she’s still clairvoyant. She’ll be able to hold those cold cases and tell us which one to start with.”

      “And that will help us more than the system I came up with?” he asked. “I arranged them according to importance and amount of evidence.”

      “And that was helpful for choosing a stack to start with, but Andrea can tell which case we have the best chance of solving if we start now.”

      He flexed his fingers around the steering wheel, then sighed. “Anything to help.”

      We drove in silence for a while, Andy turning over everything I’d told him, and me fighting to hold the zipper of my pouch closed to keep Peasblossom from climbing inside in search of honey.

      “There is something we need to discuss,” Andy said finally.

      My stomach twisted. I’d been waiting for this. The proverbial other shoe. I turned my face to the window, staring out at the entrance ramp to the highway. “I know. Andy, I won’t use magic on you again. I—”

      “Not that.” He sat straighter in his seat, rolling his shoulders until the tendons popped, releasing some of the growing tension. “It’s about what happens after we catch the criminal.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      He gestured toward the back seat with his chin, indicating the locked box of files. “I chose these cases because I got the same strange feeling about them that I did with the Miller case. So, let’s say we investigate, and it turns out that the perpetrator is Other.”

      Understanding dawned. “You’re asking how to punish a non-human.”

      “Right. Last time, you told me our jails won’t hold someone Other. I need to know if we’re going after someone we can’t punish. I won’t watch someone else walk away. Or disappear.”

      I winced but didn’t argue. It was a fair question. “Justice in the Otherworld depends on who committed the crime and against whom they committed it.” I stopped. “No, wait. It will be easier with an example.” I rubbed my thighs, wiping off the sweat forming there and focusing on clarity and simplicity. “Let’s say a vampire commits a crime against a vampire. A vampire is expected to know and understand vampire laws. Thus, vampires will try the case and punish the criminal, all according to vampire law.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now, say a vampire commits a crime against a werewolf. A vampire isn’t expected to be as familiar with werewolf laws, so if he or she can make a reasonable case that they were unaware of the law before violating it, then that’s taken into account at trial.”

      “Taken into account how?”

      “Instead of using the punishment dictated by vampire law, or werewolf law, the punishment is set by the weregild system. Sort of a cultural default. Both parties get to argue the weregild until they reach an agreement that reasonably satisfies both parties.”

      “Weregild?”

      “Yes. Even humans practiced weregild at one point. Basically, every life and piece of property is set a monetary value. If someone takes that life, or damages that object, then they’re expected to pay the equivalent price to compensate the owner.”

      Andy drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and I could see him organizing his thoughts. “So if a vampire killed a werewolf, he would have to pay the werewolf’s family however much money they agreed the life was worth?”

      “Yes. Although a weregild can be something besides money. Depending on what both parties put forward, it could be physical torture of a certain level or duration, a quest the vampire must satisfy, or even a period of slavery to the werewolf’s family. I knew one weregild that demanded a vampire smash an egg on his forehead once a week for ten years.”

      Andy blinked. “You’re joking.”

      Peasblossom snickered. “That was funny.”

      “It was,” I admitted. “Clever, too. This vampire had garnered himself a very frightening reputation. Now all anyone remembers about him is the eggs.”

      “You’re serious.”

      I grinned. “No one is scary when they’re smashing a raw egg on their forehead.”

      “Interesting. So, all these different creatures sit down amicably and discuss weregilds?”

      I barked out a laugh before I could stop myself. Peasblossom giggled too. “No. Which is why we have the Vanguard.”

      “The Vanguard?”

      “Yes. Think of it as an Otherworld Interpol. The Vanguard is made up of justice representatives from all the different cultures. If any crime involves more than one culture, regardless of where it was committed, all parties have a right to ask for a representative from the Vanguard to oversee the case. The representative determines things like, can the criminal be reasonably expected to have known they were breaking the law, does the punishment fit the crime in a way that’s fair to both cultures, etc.”

      “So a few weeks ago when my suspects disappeared from custody…you turned them in to the Vanguard?”

      I shut my mouth with an audible snap. Heat crept over my face, and my pulse skipped a few critical beats. Suddenly, I needed this conversation to be over.

      “Shade?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to take a deep, calming breath without being obvious about it. This was it. Time to choose. How badly did I want to earn his trust? If I wanted him to trust me, I had to be honest. Which meant I had to decide what was more important.

      Did I want him to trust me? Or respect me? If I answered him, it wouldn’t be both.

      “No,” I said quietly. “The Vanguard had nothing to do with it.”

      “Why? The victim was human, at least one of them. The culprit was not.”

      The gods chose that moment to show blessed kindness. The GPS interrupted the conversation with a loud, electronic “You have arrived.”

      I swallowed a sigh of relief as Andy’s attention shifted to pulling into the oracle’s driveway, then touched the zipper on my pouch to make sure it was fastened properly, and my fingers touched something sticky. I wrinkled my nose and looked down to see what I’d touched.

      Peasblossom lay in my lap, her face and most of her torso covered in a thick layer of tacky honey. She smacked her lips, licking off what she could reach with her tongue.

      “Peasblossom! I said no honey!”

      “No, you said I didn’t need any more honey. And you were wrong.”

      I slumped in my seat. Now that I’d seen her, I couldn’t think of anything besides the spot on my leggings glued to my thigh where the honey had seeped through the thin, colorful cotton.

      “Do you need a minute to clean up?” Andy asked, putting the SUV into park.

      I sighed. “No. I have another pair of leggings in my pouch. I’ll change inside.”

      “Use your Cinderella spell,” Peasblossom said.

      “You remember the rules. Magic isn’t for making life more convenient.”

      “More of a guideline, if you ask me.”

      I pried Peasblossom off my lap, glaring at her as I attempted to slide out of my seat without leaving a glittering golden residue in my wake.

      “You’re eating vegetables for dinner,” I told her. “This honey obsession has got to stop.”

      Peasblossom curled her body, holding on to her legs as I held her out in front of me. “I’ll give up honey when you give up Coke.”

      The sound of footsteps on a wooden porch drew my attention in time to see Andy on the front stoop, his hand raised to knock. I half fell out of the SUV, one arm flung out in an attempt to stop him before his knuckles struck the wood.

      “Don’t touch the door!”
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      Andy jumped away from the door, and for a second I thought he’d fall into a full tuck-and-roll. I bit the inside of my cheek as I realized my panicked cry had meant something much different to an FBI agent than to a witch.

      I cleared my throat, ignoring the snickering pixie stuck to my palm. “Use the stick.”

      Andy stared at me from the bottom of the steps leading up to the porch, tension holding his shoulders stiff. He crouched low to the ground, ready to spring at an invisible attacker. “Excuse me?”

      I pointed at a stick lying on the porch beside the door. “You have to use the stick to push the doorbell.” He waited, and I shifted my weight to my other foot. “She’s clairvoyant. When she touches something that someone else has touched, she gets images of their timeline, past, present, future, in bits and pieces. It can be overwhelming, so she likes to limit how much of her things other people touch. It only applies to flesh—your shoes on the porch are fine.”

      He slipped off his sunglass and tucked them into his pocket, smoothing his hands down his lapels as he rose out of the crouch. “Any reason you didn’t mention this in the car?”

      I gave him a weak smile. “I was distracted?”

      He smoothed out a few more invisible wrinkles before looking up at me. “For my own clarification, touching the door would have meant an irritated clairvoyant. No physical danger?”

      “Spoken like someone who’s never dealt with an irritated clairvoyant,” Peasblossom scoffed. One of her wings clung to my finger, and she scowled. “Let me go! You’re pulling my wings off!”

      “I told you not to get into the honey.”

      “No, you didn’t! You said—”

      “Before you ring the doorbell, I need your help.” I strode up to Andy, careful to support Peasblossom so she wouldn’t hurt herself trying to unglue her wing from my fingers. I stopped a foot away from him and gestured down at my pouch with my chin. “Reach inside and pull out the DVD.”

      Andy eyed the pouch as if I’d asked him to stick his fingers in a lion’s mouth. “DVD?”

      “Oh, this should be good.” Peasblossom grunted and planted her feet on my finger, preparing to tug herself free. “Tell him about oracle’s price for her services.”

      “Price?” Andy asked sharply. “You never mentioned a price.”

      I winced as Peasblossom dug her pointy toe into the meat between my index finger and thumb. “It’s only a DVD.”

      “What DVD?”

      I indicated the pouch again. “Get it for me, and I’ll explain.”

      Andy unzipped the pouch with the caution every man demonstrated when asked to fetch something from a woman’s purse, as though he might find a severed limb—or worse, a tampon. I chewed on my lip, trying to remember if I had anything in the pouch that might upset him.

      “Like I said, Andrea used to be a blind prophet,” I said. “The things she saw were projections from the past or future directly into her mind. Reality was nothing but darkness and shadow. When she lost her power of prophecy, she gained physical sight.”

      “I’ll bet that was emotional for her.” He frowned. “There’s something furry in there.”

      “That’s Peasblossom’s winter coat. Ignore it.”

      He stumbled, his arm sliding into the waist pouch up to his shoulder. The side of his face collided with my breast, and my cheeks flared with heat.

      “What the—?” he muttered, regaining his footing and pulling his arm out.

      “It’s bigger on the inside,” I mumbled. “Anyway, yes, it was an emotional experience for her, but not the way you might think. Andrea had spent a lifetime peering into the future and the past with her mind, with no memories of the physical world to serve as a reference. Think about that. She received visions from the gods themselves, with no constraints to limit the beauty or vibrancy of the inspiration. When she saw reality as it is… Well, it didn’t meet her expectations.”

      “How so?” He reached deeper, everything up to his elbow buried in the pouch.

      His face wasn’t touching my chest anymore, but he remained well within my personal space bubble. He smells good. Is that aftershave? Cologne?

      I stared at the sky, ignoring the blush heating my cheeks. “Apparently, when she imagined the world, she’d done so with the flair that only imagined places and people can live up to. She says the real world is washed out and faded, and she is not pleased.”

      “And the DVD ties into this how?” He grunted and straightened, pulling a DVD free of the pouch. It was sealed in a Ziploc bag.

      I grinned. “One word. Technicolor.”

      Andy scratched his chin as he studied the copy of Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. “You pay her in old musicals?”

      I shrugged. “She loves them.”

      “I see.”

      The sound of a door opening silenced us both. Andrea stepped through the doorway, her slender arms crossed and the corners of her mouth tilted downward at a disapproving angle. She had smooth alabaster skin so pale it could only come from a redhead, and silver eyes that shone like polished armor. Her long red hair fell straight as a butcher’s cleaver past her shoulders to brush her waistline, and it swayed as she cocked a hip and stared down at us.

      “Do you plan to come in the house, or will you continue standing on my lawn making small talk?”

      “Don’t make direct eye contact,” I said under my breath. I beamed at our hostess. “Andrea, thank you for seeing us. I have something special for you today.” I motioned for Andy to give her the DVD. “Open the bag, but don’t touch it—let her pull it out.”

      Andy did as I instructed. Andrea’s shoulders gave up some of their tension as she dropped her forbidding pose to pull the DVD from the plastic. Her metallic silver irises glittered, as blinding as a mirror struck by full sunlight. “What’s this one?”

      I inched closer to the porch. “It’s called Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, and it’s one of my favorites.”

      I waited for her to read the summary. My nerves eased when a smile raised the corners of her mouth.

      “You may come into the sitting room.” She glanced at Andy, then back at me. “You’ve explained the rules?”

      “I—”

      “Don’t touch anything you don’t have to,” she told Andy. “Stay on the strip of carpet. Once you’re in the room, you can touch whatever you like.” She turned and walked into the house. “Follow me.”

      “Andrea, if you don’t mind…”

      She glanced at me, taking note of the situation Peasblossom and I found ourselves in. “There is a bowl of warm, soapy water sitting on the coffee table, and you can change in the guest bathroom.”

      I wrinkled my nose and marched inside with Peasblossom struggling in my grip.

      “No one says hi to me,” she groused. “Drop me in the bath and forget about me, that’s what you want to do, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t be difficult,” I said. “She didn’t say hi to anyone.”

      “I’m not difficult!”

      I gritted my teeth, holding a polite smile in place as I crossed the porch and stepped onto the strip of carpet Andrea had laid out to lead guests to the sitting room. Her house was immaculate in the way only show houses could manage. I knew she had a special cleaning team in once a week. I’d seen them once, seen the panic on her neighbors’ faces when the team wearing hazmat suits had come in. Not for the first time, I wondered if anyone ever called the authorities to ask if there was a contamination issue in her house.

      Gold glittered from the chandelier as I passed through the large foyer, obediently following the grey strip of carpet to the right. The room was immediately off the foyer, keeping company from needing to pass through any more rooms than necessary. A pale blue couch with dark blue stripes took up the center of the room, with a polished mahogany coffee table in front of it. A serving tray on the table offered a selection of drinks along with disposable clear plastic cups. A bright red can caught my attention and held it.

      “You want a Coke, don’t you?” Peasblossom demanded. “You yelled at me for the honey not five minutes ago, and you’re already fantasizing about soda.”

      I jerked my attention from the drinks and plunked the pixie into the promised makeshift bath. Peasblossom landed with a splash, then came up sputtering for air.

      “Still trying to quit soda?” Andrea asked.

      I sat on the couch with as much dignity as I could muster, leaning forward to rinse the honey off my fingers with Peasblossom’s bathwater. “I’m cutting back.”

      “Malarkey!” Peasblossom spat.

      Andy entered the room, his arms full of the box of files he’d retrieved from the car. He paused and raised a questioning eyebrow at Andrea, who hadn’t yet crossed the threshold from the foyer to the sitting room.

      “You can put that on the floor,” she told him. “I’ll be right with you.”

      She vanished into rooms at the rear of the house, probably to set up Seven Brides for Seven Brothers to view after we left. I suspected she also needed time to mentally prepare for the task ahead of her. Andy settled the box on the carpet at the far end of the table, then sat on the couch. He said nothing, but his impatience was clear from the way he perched on the edge of the cushion, hands cupping his knees.

      “She won’t be long,” I promised him. “Andrea is a model of efficiency.” Which was a nice way of saying she wanted to get rid of us as quickly as possible. I stood and pointed at Peasblossom. “I’m going to change my leggings. Don’t leave that tub.”

      The pixie dove under the water, blowing a stream of bubbles after her in response. I stepped into the small bathroom connected to the guest room and changed into a pair of leggings with four different shades of purple intersecting in an abstract grid pattern. I shoved the sticky pair into my pouch and opened the door in time to see Andrea reappear and hesitate outside the room. She held her arms at her sides, lifted her chin, and took a defiant step over the threshold. “These are all cold cases, you say?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Andy confirmed. “But some are more recent. A few aren’t even a year old.”

      “And that qualifies them as a cold case?”

      “Most cases are solved within forty-eight hours. Some crimes go cold faster than others. A missing-persons case, for example.”

      Andrea stared down at the box for a few long seconds before kneeling with rigid formality. Her hands trembled as she turned the key Andy had left in the lock, then raised the lid. I held my breath as she lifted a file. Her eyes lost focus, reflective irises turning dull and cloudy. After a few seconds, she let out a breath and set the file on the carpet.

      Andy and I both remained silent, scarcely daring to breathe as we let the oracle concentrate on the task before her. She went through the box of files with quiet efficiency, lifting each one and holding it for a few heartbeats. A furrow creased the skin between her brows, and she stared into nothing.

      My heart rose with each file she lifted, but it wasn’t until she’d touched them all, held each one, that she huddled in on herself and took several slow breaths. When she straightened, she selected a file from the fan around her and held it out to Andy.

      “This one.”

      Andy opened the file and read through a few pages. I watched Andrea, noting the sweat at her temples and the way she kept swallowing as if her mouth had gone dry. I knew better than to offer her a drink. She wouldn’t touch anything she didn’t have to. The files she held had been handled by cops, maybe coroners. I didn’t want to know what touching them had shown her.

      “I appreciate this, Andrea,” I told her.

      “I have a way for you to make it up to me,” she promised, her voice thin, but firm.

      I hesitated. The DVD was the only payment she’d ever asked for in return for her help. Then again, I’d never asked her to touch criminal files before. Unease rolled through my stomach. It had never occurred to me to discuss payment beforehand. I wondered what it would be. She couldn’t force me to do anything, or pay her anything. She’d accepted the DVD, and our history set the precedent that the DVD was sufficient. Still…

      Stupid for not clarifying that earlier.

      I shoved those thoughts from my brain and turned to Andy. “What’s the case?”

      “Bet it’s a murder,” Peasblossom piped up. She held a leg out of the water, scratching at a tacky patch of sugar on her ankle.

      Andy straightened the pages, the gesture oddly formal. “It’s a missing-persons case. Three kids.”

      Peasblossom fell silent and dropped her foot into the bath with a sudsy splash, her tiny face pinching with concern. “Kids?”

      “On April fourth, the program director of Constellation House called the police to report that three kids didn’t show up for an art show. Police interviewed people at Constellation House and the art show, and did a search of the areas they were known to hang around, but no one ever saw them again.”

      “Didn’t they interview the families?” I asked.

      Andy didn’t take his attention from the file. “Constellation House is a youth shelter. The kids were homeless.”

      “So that means you don’t search for them when they go missing?” Peasblossom asked.

      He set the file down and tugged at the cuffs of his shirt then smoothed his hands down the lapels of his jacket. “No,” he said. “It means it’s a thousand times more difficult to find them, to even classify it as a crime, let alone investigate. Homeless kids don’t have a schedule, or family, or homes. How do you know someone’s missing if they don’t have a place to be missing from?”

      “Well, there was somewhere they could be missing from, because someone filed the report,” I pointed out.

      He tapped a finger on the file. “The program director. Says here the missing kids were all participants in a fundraising project. The kids had the opportunity to create art projects, paintings and sculptures, and then those works were sold to raise funds for the shelter and other programs. The kids were supposed to attend a meeting to finalize the details of the show, but they disappeared.” He lifted the file and told Andrea, “Thank you. You’ve been incredibly helpful.”

      Andrea managed a small smile, though her face remained too pale. “You’re welcome.”

      I shifted uneasily. “You mentioned something about a payment?”

      Ceramic rattled. I swiveled in my seat, following the noise to the bookshelf behind me. The shelves held a variety of knickknacks and books, and I scanned the candleholders and figurines of different gods and goddesses. Something rattled again, and I fixed my attention on a small ceramic skull. The eye holes burst to life with green light.

      “Bugger,” I yelped, shoving myself into the couch cushions.

      Andy went still as a statue, his attention locked on the skull. “What is that?”

      The oracle followed our gazes and scowled. “That is the payment I mentioned. Mother Renard, you must do something about that pest. An exorcism, something.”

      I licked my lips, retaking my original seat. “An exorcism?” I pointed at the skull. “That’s a ghost?”

      “Not exactly,” Andrea muttered.

      The green light rose out of the skull, a beautiful miasma of emerald and new leaves. It drifted through the air without a sound, bobbing toward the couch.

      Without warning, it dropped, plunging downward—and into Andy’s head.

      “Eep,” Peasblossom squeaked, lowering herself in the water until only her face from the nose up was visible.

      Andy shuddered and rubbed his chin, then slid his fingers to press against his temples. “What was that?”

      “Andrea?” I didn’t move, afraid of stirring whatever had phased into Andy.

      “She won’t hurt him.” Andrea got to her feet, wrapping her arms around herself as if she wanted to leave the room, but didn’t want to be rude. “She’s a pest, but she’s harmless.”

      “I am not a pest.”

      I stared. Andy’s mouth had moved, but that had not been his voice. “Andy, are you okay?”

      He frowned at me. “Yes, but… That wasn’t me speaking.”

      Andrea pursed her lips and jabbed a finger at Andy. “Get out and sit in the skull.”

      “I don’t want to sit in the skull anymore,” the ghost protested. “You’re never in here, and I have no one to talk to.”

      “You don’t have permission to be in his mind. Get out!”

      “But it’s more interesting in here. He’s thinking of crimes. Murder, kidnapping, theft—it’s all here.” The ghost’s tone turned wistful. “Oh, the ballads I could write with inspiration like this.”

      “Excuse me,” I said. “My name is Shade Renard. Mother Renard. And you are…?”

      “Who I was is of little consequence. You may call me Echo.” She sighed. “It’s all I am now. Forced to repeat old work because I lack inspiration for new.”

      “Silence is an option,” the oracle snapped.

      Andy crossed his arms and jutted his chin out at Andrea. “You can’t ask an artist to stop creating any more than I could ask you to stop peeking into lives other than your own. We are what we are, and that is what we must be.”

      “And what are you, Echo?” I asked.

      Immediately, the ghost’s tone turned melodramatic, and I had a sudden image of a woman waltzing across a stage with one hand pressed to her forehead and the other extended out as she delivered a tearful monologue. “I am a voice with no body, a soul with no flesh. I was a bard once, a great and well-traveled bard. But now I am…this. A bit of spirit bandied about, unwanted and unsung.”

      “So dramatic.” Andrea edged another step toward the foyer.

      “How did you come to be here?” I studied Andy, searching for some sign he was listening, that he was still there. Deep in the center of his pupils was a tiny green flame.

      “I was ebbing about, wasting away from exhaustion, when I landed in Andrea’s mind. She was so interesting that I couldn’t resist staying a bit.” Echo sighed. “Then she got home, and I realized I was doomed to never leave. Hardly goes out at all, that one.”

      “Yes, because on one of the few occasions I dared to try such an adventure, I became infested with you,” Andrea said.

      “I could be grand company if you would talk to me!” Echo said hotly.

      Andrea dropped her arms, fingers curling into fists. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      “Does this remind you of anyone else?” Peasblossom asked pointedly from her bathtub.

      I ignored her. “That sounds awful, Echo. I’d like to talk to you, but I have to say, it’s difficult to remember who I’m talking to when you’re inside my friend. Would you mind returning to the skull?”

      Echo hesitated. “You promise you’ll talk to me?”

      “I do. You have my word.”

      Echo-Andy sighed. “The word of a witch is as good as any. If I must…”

      The light rose into the air over Andy, and he jerked, throwing himself against the couch cushions and searching the room. His attention snared on the light, and he recoiled toward the opposite end of the couch as the emerald flame floated to the skull and sank inside.

      It was unnerving to see the skull watching me with those bright green flames, but it was better than hearing Echo speak through Andy’s mouth. I stood, then paused. “Is it all right if I touch the skull?”

      “Keep it,” Andrea said. “Keep it and the pest inside it.” She crossed her arms again, her gaze darting from me to the door.

      “Why don’t we finish this conversation in the car?” I suggested. “Echo, would you like to come with me?” I paused. “To be clear, you would stay with me. No more bobbing into Andy’s thoughts. In fact, I’ll need your oath you won’t leave the skull without my permission.”

      The eye lights dimmed. “I don’t know. You’re a village witch, aren’t you? That doesn’t sound very exciting.”

      Peasblossom chortled, and I pressed my lips together. “Actually, I’m a private investigator.”

      “And a village witch,” Peasblossom said.

      “A private investigator,” Echo repeated. The green flames flared again. “All right. I’ll go with you. But only if I can be part of the excitement.”

      “We have a cat,” Peasblossom warned her. “And he’s a great beast, soon as swallow you as say hello!”

      “A cat, you say? What’s the rule on riding in cats?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said quickly. “He’s under a spell, and you might find him…crowded. I’d imagine it would be unpleasant to sit in that much magic.”

      Andy stood from the couch, keeping his gaze on Andrea as if she were the last sane person in the room. “Thank you so much for your help. It was nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you as well. I hope you find the children.” She swallowed hard and fidgeted in place as if resisting the urge to bolt.

      “I appreciate how difficult this was for you,” Andy said, his tone serious. “I won’t—”

      Too late, I saw him meet Andrea’s gaze. His lips stopped moving, the words he would have spoken forgotten as he fell into the oracle’s stare.

      “Andy.” I gripped his shoulder but didn’t pull him away. He didn’t blink, didn’t move. He stood there, staring at Andrea as if his consciousness had pitched forward into the mirrors of her irises and left his body behind. “Andrea, what’s happening?

      “Sorry, Mother Renard.” Andrea didn’t move either, but not as if she were as trapped in the moment as Andy. More like she didn’t want to interrupt whatever was happening. “I wasn’t thinking. The vision will be over soon. Always best to let it finish.”

      A second later, Andy’s shoulders drooped. I tugged sharply, setting him off balance. He stumbled, and his shin hit the coffee table. I leaned my weight into him, keeping him from falling over the table, and he righted himself at the last moment. By the time he regained his balance, he was breathing heavily, and his pupils were dilated, his nostrils flaring.

      “What was that?” he rasped.

      “Andrea sees into the past and future,” I said. “If you look into her eyes for too long, you can get swept up in a vision.”

      He stared at Andrea, though I noticed he directed his attention at the space between her eyebrows. Quick learner.

      “What I saw. It’s a possibility, not a certainty.”

      He made it a statement, but the words echoed with a lilt that suggested he needed confirmation. Reassurance. I stared at him, studying the flutter of his pulse beneath the skin of his throat, the bulge in the veins at his temples. He straightened his already-straight tie. I blinked. My stoic FBI partner was fidgeting.

      What did that vision show him?

      “There are many choices between now and what you saw,” Andrea said gently. “Any one of them could lead to a different path.”

      Andy ran a hand over his jacket pockets, passing his palm over where his gun lay in its holster on his hip. “Can you tell me how to avoid it?”

      “What did you see?” Concern and unease rolled over me, pulling me a step closer to Andy. “What’s wrong?”

      He didn’t answer me, didn’t even look at me. In fact, he stared at Andrea as if she were the only solid thing in the world. “Can you tell me how to avoid it?” he repeated.

      “I could tell you how to avoid what you saw,” Andrea said calmly. “But it would do you no good. Just as the many choices between now and then could lead to a different path, so too could many paths lead you to the same choice.” Her features softened, showing not quite pity, but understanding. “A frightening vision is more frightening out of context. It might well be that when the time comes, you will feel differently.”

      Andy had gone two shades paler, and he’d balled his fists at his sides. I hadn’t known him long, but I’d known him long enough that seeing him react like this scared me. He’d seen something bad. Really bad.

      Andrea touched his shoulder. “If what you saw comes to pass, remember this. You cannot lose a true friend. You can only hide from them.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” He pulled away from her and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      She sighed, a sad exhalation that echoed with a thousand similar sighs before it. “It will.”
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      “I could figure out a million prophecies!”

      “Oh, what a lie!”

      Peasblossom waved a tiny pink fist in the air as she clung to Andy’s rearview mirror like a deranged ornament. The light in the skull’s eye sockets narrowed to a pinprick of searing green light, and Echo drew an audible breath for another volley.

      I held the skull farther away from Peasblossom, as if more physical distance would do anything to impede their argument. Frustration pulled my skin taut, and if the two oldest beings in the car didn’t shut up so I could ask Andy about his vision, then I was going to start throwing spells, enclosed space or no enclosed space. “Final warning. I am trying to have a conversation, and you’re behaving like children.”

      “I’m over three hundred years old!” Echo protested. “I am no child.”

      “I’m older than that!” Peasblossom insisted. Her brow pinched. “I think I’m older. We don’t know. Hard to tell time in an enchanted house, and Mother Hazel didn’t exactly hang a calendar.”

      “Like you could read a calendar,” Echo muttered. “What pixie plans anything in advance?”

      I took a breath to intervene, but before I could speak, the car jerked over the white line. I clutched the edge of my seat with my free hand, trying not to crush the ceramic skull in the other.

      Despite the wild turn of the wheel, Andy’s face remained composed. Only the tightness around his mouth betrayed his anger as he maneuvered the large SUV to the side of the road. He threw the vehicle into park, turned off the engine, ripped the keys out, and fixed Peasblossom a stern expression.

      “There are children missing.” His voice was hard, but quiet in a way that promised to get louder if things didn’t go well. He stared at the skull. “They’ve been missing for a year.”

      Peasblossom curled tighter around the rearview mirror. The eye lights on the skull dimmed.

      “I, for one, would like to find them alive. I know that sounds unlikely. They’ve been missing a long time with no support system that we know of. But with all the insane things I’ve learned about this past month, I have hope. I have hope that there’s some crazy Otherworld component to this case that means I’ll find them alive. That this will be different from the ninety-nine percent of missing-persons cases that aren’t solved after a year has passed.”

      He pushed his sunglasses up higher on his nose. “Now, Shade and I are going to discuss this case. And you two will be silent. If you get the urge to bicker again, you will remember those children. You will remember what is important. Is that understood?”

      Peasblossom nodded, her long pink ponytail swaying forlornly in the air.

      “Yes,” Echo mumbled.

      Andy slid the key back into the ignition and started the car. He pulled into traffic without sparing the bickering pair another glance, and I smiled, unable to help it. He has a way with children. I wonder if he has nephews. I paused, realizing I didn’t even know if Andy had siblings. Shame on me for knowing so little about my partner. I made a mental note to ask him more questions unrelated to murder and kidnappings. Later.

      “Go on, Shade.”

      “All right.” I opened the file and laid it in my lap. “On April fourth, 2016, Sarah Devons, the program director for the children’s youth center, Constellation House, called the Cleveland Police Department to report three missing kids. Matthew, Lindsay, and Grayson were all involved in a special art program slash fundraiser at the shelter. They were supposed to show up for a walk through of the event, your basic ‘you come in at this time, you stand here, make small talk,’ etc. None of them showed up.”

      “You said art program fundraiser,” Andy said. “Some kids might chafe at having their work sold without all of the money going into their own pocket. Maybe they were intimidated by the attention.”

      I read the officer’s notes. “It says here they were all excited about it. Matthew had already sold his painting. ‘Some rich guy’—and that’s a direct quote from Officer Carris—was at the shelter for a political campaign photo shoot and noticed the painting. He bought it on the spot.”

      “Probably to get a story to go with the photos,” Andy muttered. “Everyone’s a philanthropist during an election.”

      “Most likely.”

      “Any suspects?”

      I flipped to the next page. “One. A lot of the kids in the art program mentioned a guy hanging around the center, asking questions and monitoring their works in progress. Ms. Devons said he was an art critic. She let him talk with the kids because she thought he might be able to get their fundraiser more visibility. He seemed nice, no creepy vibe, and he was respectful to the kids. She never left him alone with the kids, for safety reasons, but he observed some of the creative sessions.”

      “He have a name?”

      “Michael Keegan.”

      Andy arched an eyebrow. “That’s a very Irish name.”

      “There’s a note here that he had an Irish accent, too.” Something nagged at me, an idea trying to make itself known. Missing artists. Irish stranger. Frustration tightened my jaw as the thought remained out of reach. “They described him as tall,” I continued, “over six feet, maybe six foot four, with silver hair. He wore a long grey coat and black boots.” I snorted. “A few of the girls called him a stone fox.”

      Andy gave me a wary side-glance. “Stone fox?”

      “Handsome older man,” I explained.

      “I know what it means. I didn’t expect to hear it from that age group.” He stiffened. “Did anyone say he was inappropriate with them?”

      “No, everyone said he was friendly and ‘proper.’” The nagging at the back of my mind became stronger. Proper. Irish. Missing artists.

      “You’re making a face,” Andy said.

      “That’s her thinking face,” Peasblossom told him. “Try to ignore it.”

      “Can I talk now?” Echo asked.

      “No,” Peasblossom said.

      “She’s not my boss, is she?” Echo demanded.

      Andy cleared his throat in warning. Peasblossom flinched, and the skull fell silent.

      “What about the kids?” he asked. “Do we have any details on them?”

      “Yes.” I put a finger to the page, following the detective’s neat writing. “Matthew, seventeen years old, five foot, seven inches tall, short brown hair and brown eyes, swimmer’s build. He was diagnosed with bipolar disorder at fourteen. He was receiving medication through a local clinic, and he seemed to react well to the meds.”

      “We need to talk to the clinic and find out if he or anyone picked up his meds.”

      I put the file down to retrieve a notebook from my waist pouch. By the time I found it, I had a pile of odds and ends on my lap, including a stick of deodorant, a candle, and a handful of Legos. I opened the notebook, then realized I didn’t have a pen. I reached into my pouch again, but something poked me in the shoulder. I glanced over to find Andy holding out a pen.

      “Use mine?”

      I accepted the writing instrument and cleaned up the mess in my lap with as much dignity as I could muster. I wrote “To Do” at the top and then “Speak to people at the clinic about Matthew and medication retrieval.” Then I lifted the file and continued reading.

      “Lindsay, seventeen years old, five foot, six inches tall, blonde hair, blue eyes, thin build. The file describes her as skittish, with severe trust issues due to childhood abuse, but said overall Lindsay is kind and was making strong progress. Her impression was Lindsay was starting to trust her. This art program helped get Lindsay around people, and she seemed to be opening up.”

      “We should track down the abusive family, make sure they have alibis. It’s more likely the same person took all three, circumstances being what they are, but I don’t want to discount any possibilities.”

      I made an appropriate note. “Grayson, eighteen years old, brown hair, brown eyes, six feet even, lean build. No documented mental issues; he’s described as friendly and reliable. Ms. Devons says he was always responsive if she asked him for help with other kids, and she thought he was a great role model.”

      Something fell out of the file, and I leaned over. Peasblossom leapt off the rearview mirror and careened to the floor like a pink fireball. She grabbed the booklet and hefted it in the air.

      “It’s a pamphlet,” she announced. She squinted at the pictures. “I think it’s from Constellation House. For the art show.”

      I took the pamphlet from her, pausing to let her climb onto my wrist before settling in my seat. “Seems to be part of the advertising campaign for the art program. Some background on Constellation House, a blurb about the auction.” I flipped the page. “And a spotlight on the artists. There’s a picture of the kids posing with their artwork.” I studied the picture of Lindsay, squinting at the painting she held up for the camera. “Small brick house, shutters over the windows, no sidewalk, no driveway.”

      “There’s a porch,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      “Good catch.” I studied the painting a moment longer, then tapped the aforementioned porch. “I think the director was right. She had trouble letting people in, but I think she was making progress.”

      “You can tell that from her painting?” Andy asked.

      I shrugged. “Art therapy. It’s not an exact science, but it’s helpful for gaining insight if the person isn’t available.”

      “Hmm. I didn’t know you had a background in psychology.”

      I covered Peasblossom’s mouth before she could brag for me. I’d spent the majority of my apprenticeship—the majority of my life—becoming an expert in “everything.” It was a common demand for witches to make on their apprentices. I had at least five PhDs by human standards.

      “Can you read the others’ art?” Andy asked.

      I studied the pamphlet. “Matthew has bipolar disorder, so I’d have to see several of his paintings to judge. His work is more abstract than Lindsay’s, and that makes any analysis more challenging. The best information I could offer about him would come from a comparison of his art, something he did from each point in his cycle of mania and depression.” I pointed to the picture, even though Andy couldn’t see it. “This one could be anxiety, the rectangle of white space with the erratic border of greenish black.”

      I found the picture of the third kid. “Grayson did a forest scene. Strong trunk, leaves on the limbs, healthy roots, bright sunlight. I’d agree with the director—he seems healthy, mentally speaking.”

      “Any red flags from the other artists?”

      “Well, I’m not an art critic, but as far as mental health goes, I see a lot of similar themes. Pretty much what you’d expect from kids who’ve had a hard life. Trust issues, family issues.”

      I squinted at the pamphlet. “Well, except this one. This kid’s gifted. That’s a near-perfect copy of van Gogh’s Starry Night.”

      “Good for him. Anything else there?”

      “There’s a few statements in here from other kids. Not too much information.” I reread the last paragraph. “Wait. One of the kids said Keegan wasn’t older at all, just had silver hair.” I froze, my attention zeroing in on a single detail. “Pointed ears.”

      “Pointed ears?”

      “Blood and bones,” Peasblossom said.

      “Blood and bones.” I studied Andy’s profile, the strong line of his jaw, the impeccably groomed hair. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t want to say them. He’s already seen the ugliness of the Otherworld, I reminded myself. Just say it. “I have good news, and I have bad news.”

      “What’s the good news?” Andy asked.

      “The good news is, I’m pretty certain the kids are still alive. At least, they weren’t taken with the intent to kill them.”

      Andy shifted in his seat, bracing himself. “What’s the bad news?”

      I reread the file, skimming for the pertinent details. The kid who had described Keegan had included a sketch. I stared down at the youthful face, free of wrinkles or blemishes, unmarked by time or imperfection. She’d captured the arrogance of his race. And the gentle slope of his pointed ears.

      “The bad news is, I believe they were Taken.”

      “Taken? You say it like it’s capitalized.”

      “It is,” Peasblossom whispered. Her wings drooped, and she clung to my finger as if she needed comfort.

      “Oh,” Echo breathed. “You think they were spirited away.”

      “Spirited away.” Peasblossom spat the words as if they tasted bad, but she didn’t straighten, didn’t quit hugging my finger. “Don’t romanticize it with pretty words. They kidnap people. They take slaves.”

      Andy’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the steering wheel. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      Echo spoke before I could think of the best way to explain it. “The fey, especially the high courts, value the arts as they should be valued.” Her tone turned wistful. “It’s said if they see a talented human, someone whose painting or poetry…or song impresses them so much that they can’t bear to see them lost to old age and death, that they will spirit that human away to live in the fairy mounds, forever a part of their merriment.”

      Tension sang from Peasblossom, and I held her against my chest. “Were you ever Taken?” I asked Echo.

      The eye lights dimmed, almost disappearing. “No.”

      Her tone made it clear the subject was closed. Curiosity burned inside me. Echo had been a bard. I wondered if she’d dreamed of being “spirited away” by a handsome fey, taken to a faerie court where everything was beautiful and perfect. A place where she would stay young forever, celebrating her gift with those who appreciated beauty and art over more mundane things like hard work. It wasn’t unheard of, an artist living happily ever after with their fey patron. But just as often, that dream became a nightmare. A never-ending nightmare.

      With some effort, I swallowed my questions and said to Andy, “She’s right. The fey appreciate artistic talent. In the past, it was common for them to steal away promising artists, so they could enjoy their gifts forever.” I frowned. “But that was ages ago. The Vanguard has since clarified that the practice is illegal.”

      “So whoever took these kids broke the law?” he asked. “Does that mean the Vanguard have an interest in rescuing them?”

      “Not…exactly. It’s illegal to kidnap them, but if the kids were willing, then the Vanguard doesn’t view that any differently than adoption—or marriage, for that matter.”

      “But they’re kids. They can’t enter into legal contracts.”

      “Grayson is eighteen,” I reminded him. “And the other two are seventeen.” I leaned against the seat, forcing myself to relax. This conversation wouldn’t get any prettier, and my muscles were already bunching into knots. “The fact of the matter is, even if they’d been younger, it wouldn’t matter. Humans have made it clear that there are situations in which kids under the age of eighteen can be considered adults.”

      “But—”

      “For instance, in criminal trials,” I said, gently but firmly.

      Andy pressed his lips together, the muscle in his jaw twitching. I let him compose himself, take his time coming to terms with the facts. Disagreeing with the Vanguard’s position wouldn’t do him any good, and on some level, Andy knew that. There was no way he’d risen in the ranks of the FBI without becoming acquainted with bureaucracy.

      He rolled his shoulders. “So you’re saying this…fey got the kids’ permission to take them with him?”

      I shared a look with Peasblossom.

      “Probably,” I said.

      “Shade…”

      I sighed. “You have to understand the fey. They are a race that never lie, but they get around that with expertly crafted half-truths and deliberately misleading tones and body language. Nothing is certain with a fey.” I rubbed my temples. One could study the fey for a lifetime and still not understand them. How was I supposed to explain it in the length of a car ride?

      “I think perhaps a short lesson in the fey is needed here,” I started.

      “You mean the two courts, the Seelie and Unseelie?”

      My jaw dropped. “You know the two courts?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched up in the ghost of a smirk. “Research. The internet is a wonderful thing.”

      “Don’t get cocky, Agent Bradford,” I chided him. “There’s a thousand different tales that claim to be the truth about the sidhe.”

      “So the Seelie Court isn’t the light court and the Unseelie the dark?”

      “In a basic sense, yes. The Seelie Court is the light court. That’s where you’ll find the fey with a better reputation, the brownies and summer sidhe. And the Unseelie Court keeps most of the nightmares, the red caps and the winter sidhe. But I’ll tell you right now, an angry fairy is an angry fairy, and light court or dark, they will kill you.”

      “After torturing you,” Peasblossom added. “You’ll beg for death for centuries before they give it to you. Their appreciation for creativity isn’t limited to art.”

      “The real difference,” I said, “from my observations, is that the Seelie value the purity of their bloodlines more than their Unseelie counterparts. The high court is all Seelie sidhe, down to the last lord and lady. But the Unseelie Court celebrates strength and skill. They appreciate differences, even celebrate them. Most of their high court is still Unseelie sidhe, but there are a fair number with mixed blood. Those who gained something special from a non-sidhe parent.”

      “Sidhe,” Andy repeated. “That’s familiar.” He glanced at me. “The man with the gun at the hotel. He was sidhe, wasn’t he?”

      I tensed, an image of Flint rising with abrupt sharpness in my mind. A hundred guilty pleasures poured into snug-but-not-too-snug denim jeans, topped by a broad, muscular chest and thick biceps. Dark chocolate eyes that coaxed you to lean closer, stare deeper. A chiseled jaw covered in a five o’clock shadow that begged you to run your palm over the side of his face, pull him closer. Tousled brown hair that hinted he’d just gotten out of bed, and a sinful smile that promised he was ready and willing to climb right back in…

      I shuffled the papers in the file, tapping them to straighten them out. “Yes, he is sidhe.”

      “Seelie or Unseelie?”

      “Unseelie,” Peasblossom and I said in unison.

      “Leannan sidhe are Seelie, but I think Flint has mixed blood,” I said. “His ears aren’t pointed enough for him to be pure.”

      Andy raised his eyebrows. “All right. How about the sketch in the file, the one of Michael Keegan. How can we tell if he took the kids?”

      “We can show this picture around. I might find a few people. If he’s high court, someone will recognize him.”

      “And if he’s not high court?”

      “Then it will be like showing people in North Dakota your picture and asking if they know you.”

      He gritted his teeth. “That doesn’t sound like a strong lead.”

      “It’s not.” I sighed. “I can’t even tell what court he is. We need to ask around.”

      Andy fell silent for a long minute. He stared at the road lined with orange construction cones, but I could practically see the wheels turning in his head. “Are the kids safe?” he asked.

      “No,” I said quietly. “No, I can’t in good conscience say they’re safe. Fey don’t value human life the same way they value their own. There are many ways for a human to get hurt in the faerie world, intentional or not.”

      Andy rolled his shoulders again. “Explain.”

      Peasblossom was silent, curling up in my palm as if she could make herself disappear. I felt bad for her. It couldn’t be easy being the only fey in this conversation.

      “Well, best-case scenario, they get someone who treats them like a beloved pet. Someone who will take them out to show them off, and then spend quiet evenings enjoying their art, or exciting evenings out at parties where their human performs. But if they grow tired of them, they might release the kids into the human world, or leave them on their own in the fey world, or…”

      “Or?”

      “Or give them to someone else,” I finished. “Or sold. Someone who may want them for their talents or for a slave, or…”

      “Or for food,” Peasblossom said, her tone subdued.

      “Andy knows you’re not like that,” I said, cuddling her to my chest. She snuggled against me, but tilted her face up to Andy, waiting him for to confirm what I’d said.

      Unfortunately, Andy wasn’t paying attention. He was staring out the windshield with a level of intensity that nearly prompted me to make him pull over before he caused an accident.

      “So we need to proceed as if the kids are alive, but in danger.” He pressed his foot down heavier on the gas.

      “That would be best.”

      I waited, but he still didn’t respond to what I’d said about Peasblossom. I didn’t think he was deliberately ignoring it; his focus was probably all on the kids. I debated saying something but dismissed it. Any reassurance I had to prompt would feel fake to Peasblossom, and do more harm than good.

      Andy’s phone rang. He hit a button on the dash. “Bradford.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the button. The idea that a hands-free system was safer than holding a phone was an ogre’s throw from the truth. Talking on the phone while driving was dangerous because it took your focus off your driving, not because you were holding something. Which meant that discussing the case while driving had been irresponsible. I stopped before I felt the need to give myself a lecture.

      A man’s voice barked over the speakers. “Did you take out the file on the missing kids from Constellation House? Happened last year, around April? Three kids didn’t show up for some kind of art show?”

      The vein in Andy’s temple bulged. “Yeah, why?”

      A burst of noise covered what the man said next—all but the swear word he ended his sentence with. A door slammed shut. “Get down to the coroner’s as soon as you can. Dannon wants to see you.”

      I bit my lip, not wanting to interrupt a conversation I hadn’t been invited into. Andy didn’t rush to respond, taking his time as if preparing himself for bad news. “New evidence?”

      “You could say that.” The voice lost some of its bluster, and he sounded tired.

      Peasblossom buried her face in my shirt. I rubbed her back between her wings even as my stomach rolled and unease coiled at the base of my spine like a sleeping serpent.

      “What happened?” Andy asked.

      “Those three missing kids? One of them turned up dead.”
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      “Who the hell is she?”

      I jerked to a halt before passing through the door to the morgue that Andy held open for me. The long canopy that stretched out from the front door of the medical examiner’s building provided a tunnel to the small employee parking lot. I had a perfect view of a man in his late sixties launching himself from his resting place leaning against a dark SUV. He had hair the color of cold iron, wide-set eyes, and a body that said he’d once been a specimen of physical fitness, but time behind a desk had softened him up while his biological clock had put the brakes on his metabolism. Still, I’d wager he could put his weight behind a solid punch if he had to. Judging from the sour look on his face, he’d probably welcome the opportunity.

      Andy let go of the door he’d held open for me and walked a few paces to meet the older man as he stalked toward me. “This is the consultant I mentioned. Shade Renard, meet Agent Tom Carlson.”

      “I’m his boss,” Tom butted in. He took a step inside my personal space, close enough that I could see one blue eye was lighter than the other, but continued speaking to Andy. “And I don’t recall approving a consultant. What’s her area of expertise?”

      Andy didn’t try to get between us, but he shifted so Tom could see his face then slipped off his sunglasses, pinning his boss with a hard stare. “She helps find missing kids before they turn up dead.”

      The cigarette squeezed between Tom’s fingers continued to burn as the wind robbed him of his last few puffs, and he hissed as the burning paper reached his fingers. Tom swore and glared at the butt of the cigarette on the pavement before grinding it out under his heel.

      When he faced Andy, there was resignation in the way his shoulders deflated. “It’s not on me to burst your bubble. Find the other two. If she can help, so be it.”

      “We’ll find them.” Andy turned his head from side to side. “Anything you can tell us before we go in?”

      The question sucked the rest of the air from Tom’s sails,. He pawed around in his pocket for another cigarette. He was too close to the building’s entrance to be smoking legally, and it was a nasty habit. But his haunted expression made me hold my tongue.

      “If you’re asking if it’s bad,” he started, holding the flame of his lighter to the cigarette’s tip. He drew in a deep breath, exhaling as he continued. “It is. It’s always bad when it’s a kid, but…” His stare grew harder, the lines around his mouth deeper as he took a drag on the cigarette. His ghosts flitted across his face, his eyes displaying the misery of a hundred memories as bad as this one.

      “Wherever he was this past year, it wasn’t a nice place,” he finished, staring at the glowing tip of his cigarette.

      Andy grasped the door handle. “Thanks.”

      Tom meandered to his car and hunkered down on the hood, resuming his smoking while staring into space.

      “Is he always like this, or should I be worried about what we’ll find in there?” I asked.

      “The latter.”

      I walked inside, reaching behind my neck to where Peasblossom hid under my hair and giving her a reassuring pat. She tucked herself deeper into the neckline of my thigh-length red coat. I opened my pocket wide enough to glimpse the ceramic skull. I wanted to ask Echo if she was all right, but there were people waiting in front of the elevator, so I didn’t. The eye lights of the skull flickered as if Echo had heard me anyway.

      I expected to head down to the building’s basement, my mind feeding me images of a cold, sterile room with buzzing fluorescent lights and forbidding metal drawers. Surprise lifted my eyebrows as Andy led me to the elevator and pressed the button for the top floor.

      “Cuyahoga County has one of the most advanced medical examiner’s offices in the world,” Andy said, apparently noticing my piqued interest. “One of the medical examiners had a hand in choosing the building and the layout, and she wanted the autopsy rooms to have natural light.”

      “That’s an excellent idea.” The elevator doors opened, and this time when I stepped into the hallway, I paid more attention to my surroundings.

      There wasn’t a lot of art hanging on the walls, not a lot of thought given to the decoration at all. Instead, the walls were smooth, plain beige with a white panel protruding to function as a railing. At the end of the hall, a sliding glass door offered a peek at large windows flooding the room ahead and half the hallway with April sunlight. It was almost enough to chase away the thought of what had brought us here. What we were about to see.

      Almost.

      The glass door slid open, and the chemical scent of a sterile environment slapped me in the face, reminding me where I was. The sunlight didn’t seem as bright, and I didn’t know if my eyes had adjusted, or if the sudden shadows had more to do with the body lying on the table to my left.

      A black man in a white lab coat who looked to be in his fifties stood beside the autopsy table, frowning at the clipboard he was holding. A thin Van Dyke beard circled the lower half of his face, and a crease I would bet was permanent pinched the skin between his eyebrows.

      “Good morning, Dr. Dannon.”

      The medical examiner looked up. “Agent Bradford. Agent Carlson told me you’d be coming to see Matthew.” He gestured to the body on the table, covered in a white sheet. “Early days, so I won’t have many test results for you.”

      My heart dipped. “Matthew. He’s the one who… He’s the one they found?”

      Sympathy softened Dr. Dannon’s stern features, and he set the clipboard on a short counter next to the table. “Did you know him?”

      “No. But I read his missing-persons file today.” I stared at the white sheet. “I know it’s silly, but I’d hoped…”

      Dr. Dannon circled the table to stand at Matthew’s head. “Reading his file makes this feel more personal.” He smoothed the sheet like a parent tucking his child in for the night. “An examination can be the same way. The more you see, the more conclusions you can draw about their life. When you’re done, you don’t see them as a body anymore.” He paused with the top of the sheet pinched between his fingers. “I have to warn you, it’s not pleasant.”

      “Tom warned us.” Andy straightened his spine and pulled his notebook from his jacket pocket, flipping it open as he clicked the pen. “Ready.”

      Without another word, Dr. Dannon drew back the sheet. It was a cruel illusion of death that dead people looked younger than they had when they were alive. As if life weighed heavily on their bodies, and it was only in death that they truly released all tension, all worry.

      No wrinkles marred Matthew’s face, and his complexion was as near perfection as a human could get. His skin was pale, but a trick of the sunlight streaming through the windows lining the opposite wall gave him a warm glow that made him look as if he were sleeping. I could almost believe he wasn’t dead. Pretend we’d found him in time to save his life.

      Pretend I’d found him before he bled to death from the myriad cuts that started at his cheekbones and continued down his body. All the way down. Neck, shoulders, arms, torso, stomach, thighs, calves, the top of his feet. No part of his body had been spared, not more than a six-inch patch of skin unmarked. Most of them an inch or two long, but some as short as two millimeters and three as long as eight inches.

      Andy frowned and leaned down, squinting at the injuries. “The cuts are different sizes. Multiple weapons?”

      “Perhaps,” Dr. Dannon said, his voice hushed to a respectful volume. “That would be supported by the different sizes, the sheer variety. But there’s something strange about these cuts.” He straightened, and the crease between his brows deepened. “There was no debris in the wounds, no trace amounts of metal or wood, nothing to indicate the type of weapon. Except one.”

      He pointed to a cut on Matthew’s abdomen. It was an inch long, and darker than the others. “This is the blow that killed him, and I found trace amounts of stone in the wound.”

      “Stone?” Andy repeated.

      Dr. Dannon straightened. “Yes. Obsidian, to be precise.”

      My mouth went dry, and suddenly I couldn’t swallow.

      Andy zeroed in on my expression, and the notebook and pen sagged in his grasp. “What? What is it?”

      I stared at him, hyperaware of the fact that the human medical examiner was watching me too. There was something about his eyes, the intensity in his gaze that gave me the uncomfortable sensation he was reading my mind.

      “Could I trouble you for a glass of water?” I asked Dr. Dannon.

      He frowned. “I have bottled water in my office, but you can’t drink it in here.” He gestured at the air around us. “We keep a clean lab, but this is still an autopsy room. You don’t want to know what microscopic contaminants are all around us right now.”

      I wrinkled my nose and made a mental note to use my Cinderella spells as soon as we left.

      “Never mind. You were saying about the cuts?” I pointed to the wound he’d indicated. “You’re sure this one was the cause of death?”

      The suspicion melted away from his face, and he followed my gesture. “Yes. That injury is the only one that resulted from a stabbing. The other wounds are cuts; the attacker applied force parallel to the skin, but this one was perpendicular. It perforated the abdominal aorta, so he would have bled out in minutes.”

      “So the other cuts were all superficial?” I asked.

      “Yes, though most of them are deep enough they would have bled considerably. Some are shallower than others, but they all bled.”

      “But only the death blow had the traces of obsidian.”

      “Correct.”

      Obsidian was a favorite weapon of the fey. No iron, and, when fashioned correctly, sharper than a surgical scalpel. I stared at the wounds. But if Matthew’s attacker favored an obsidian weapon, why use something else to torture him? Why use one thing to make all those tiny cuts, then a separate weapon to kill him?

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, wishing I could talk to Peasblossom. The obsidian weapon could have been a ritual dagger. That would explain why it had delivered only one blow. No, no—that didn’t make sense. If this had been a sacrifice, the body wouldn’t have been dumped in an alley. I knew of no ritual that didn’t have a specific method of dealing with the remains.

      There was nothing else for it. I needed to examine the body. Magically.

      Most of the time, spells required a verbal component, a word I needed to say to activate the spell. The word served as a focus point, a channel for the magic. But there were some spells I cast so often they became second nature, the magical equivalent of muscle memory. Seeing magical residue was such a spell for me.

      I took a deep breath, simultaneously drawing magic from the well inside me. For the span of a few heartbeats, I held it in my mouth, letting the energy build and coalesce. When I exhaled, I breathed over Matthew’s body, spilling the power out in a shroud of glittering silver.

      The cuts burst to life, flaring like liquid mercury. I blinked, the glow near-blinding, even with the sunlight streaming through the windows.

      “Are you all right?” Dr. Dannon asked.

      I didn’t take my attention off the body. “I’m fine, yes.” I blinked to clear my vision of the dark spots. One cut didn’t react to my spell. The death blow. Matthew had been tortured by magical means, but he’d been killed with a mundane weapon. “Is there any possibility that Matthew took his own life?”

      “It’s possible. But statistically unlikely. In suicide, the individual usually cuts a major vein, most commonly the wrist. It’s rare for someone to stab themselves in the stomach like this.”

      “Matthew suffered from bipolar disorder,” Andy said. “I called the health center on the way here and they said no one’s been by to pick up his medication.”

      “Depression can lead to suicide,” Dr. Dannon agreed. “But the means is still unusual.” He raised his hands, palms out. “But I won’t say it’s impossible.”

      “And all the cuts were perimortem?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Dr. Dannon confirmed.

      “Were any of them defensive?”

      “No, the cuts on his arms are no different than the others, and the direction is wrong for defensive wounds.”

      “So his attacker cut him while he was still alive, but he didn’t fight,” Andy concluded.

      “Was he restrained?” I asked.

      “I found no evidence that suggest he was bound,” Dr. Dannon said.

      I bit my lip. Magic wouldn’t leave marks the way rope or cord would. I knew of several spells that would hold a person immobile, unable to react to anything, no matter what sort of pain it might cause. “He could have been unconscious.”

      “A possibility,” Dr. Dannon agreed. He hesitated. “Though, in my experience, no one inflicts pain like that unless their victim is awake to…respond.”

      My stomach rolled. Fair point.

      “Call me when you get the test results?” Andy asked.

      “I will,” Dr. Dannon said. “And you’ll call if you learn something significant? More information can lend a different perspective to my findings.”

      Andy tugged on his jacket to straighten the already impeccable lines. “I’ll keep you updated.”

      We left the morgue in silence. Tom was waiting for us outside.

      “You’re taking lead on the case.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes, sir,” Andy said. “We’re leaving for the youth center now.”

      “Good. Keep me updated.” Tom turned and stalked away a few steps, then paused and spoke over his shoulder. “Bradford?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It would improve my day if you found those kids alive.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      We both stared after him as Tom got into his car and drove off. Then we continued to Andy’s car. He didn’t speak again until we closed our doors behind us.

      “So?”

      I fastened my seatbelt and leaned against my seat. “The cuts were magically inflicted except for the one that killed him.”

      He thought about that a minute. “Your conclusion?”

      “I don’t have one. Drawing blood is a favorite pastime for several Otherworld creatures. They like blood—they like drawing it, drinking it, playing with it. Some use it for magic. Matthew was with them for an entire year; who knows how he got those cuts. The fey have a variety of magic and skills at their disposal. I’ve seen enchanted weapons with blades formed of energy or will. Some of them can inflict cuts like that with a glance, strange as that may sound.”

      “Gives the phrase ‘a sharp look’ a different meaning, doesn’t it?”

      Neither of us laughed.

      He paused with his hand on the gearshift. “I would offer to buy lunch…”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He sighed. “Me neither. Let’s go talk to Ms. Devons.”

      I stared out the window, ignoring the nausea that always plagued me when I rode in a car and wasn’t the one driving. “I thought we’d find them alive.”

      “Good. You should always have that hope—always go in believing you’ll find them, and they’ll be safe.”

      “Power of a positive attitude?”

      Andy glanced at me, his square jaw set in a hard line. “Power of a bad one.”

      I tugged on the lapels of my trench coat. “Right. Let’s go find Grayson and Lindsay.”

      Constellation House was located in a newish building in the heart of Cleveland. It was a Cleveland State University program that had been introduced only a few years ago. The grey stone of the building was new, the white siding that lined the top and formed the awning over the doorway still unstained and bright. Even the parking lot retained the memory of its creation, with smooth asphalt and not a crack or chipped paint line in sight. I got out of Andy’s SUV and wrinkled my nose. New building and determined upkeep also meant new mulch. I surveyed the baby trees. I could have helped you grow without the mass-produced garbage they poured all over you.

      A few kids milled about outside the door, talking in small groups. They watched me and Andy as we walked to the door, and I smiled. “Can you tell me if Sarah Devons is here?”

      One girl, a pretty brunette wearing jeans and a T-Shirt that said, Duct tape can’t fix stupid, but it can muffle the sound, pointed at the door. “First office on the left.”

      “Thanks,” Andy said.

      We walked inside and were immediately overwhelmed by the flowery scent of Febreze over a sharp scent trail of body odor. I closed my mouth, trying not to taste the air on top of the smell, and even Andy wrinkled his nose before smoothing his features back into the FBI mask. Neither of us commented on the smell as we followed the youth’s directions to a door bearing the name plate for three individuals, including Sarah Devons. I knocked.

      “Come in!”

      Andy opened the door. The office was on the larger side, but appeared smaller due the fact that three desks had been crammed into the space. The beige walls were warm despite the virtual wallpapering of giant Post-its, calendars, inspirational posters, certifications, newspaper clippings, and photographs featuring Constellation House staff and volunteers.

      The woman sitting at the desk in the center squeezed a phone between her face and her shoulder as she squinted at her computer, tapping on one key at a time with the caution of someone in unfamiliar territory.

      “That…can’t be right.” She shoved her fingers through her wavy brown hair, flipping it up enough to flash a layer of dreadlocks underneath. “This is an old file.” She paused. “What condition are they in?” Another pause. “Make sure you remind her that we can’t take clothes that are stained or torn. Last time, she gave us two trash bags full of clothes and there were only three usable shirts.” Pause. “I know, and she’s not the only one. A lot of people think that just because someone’s homeless, they’ll be grateful for any item of clothing they get, but being homeless doesn’t mean you have no pride. It doesn’t mean they don’t care.” Pause. “All right, bring them by tomorrow, I’ll be here. Okay. Thanks.” She hung up and glared at the computer.

      “Ms. Devons?”

      She held up her left hand, letting the light catch the gold ring on her second to last finger. “Hatchet. Mrs. Hatchet now. Just give me one sec…”

      She tapped a few more keys then gasped. “No!” More tapping followed by a sharp sigh of relief. “All right, obviously I shouldn’t be doing this until after lunch. If I mess this up, I’m gonna freak out.”

      She swiveled around in her chair and froze. “You…are not who I was expecting.” She shot to her feet, her cheeks holding the first hint of a blush. “Sorry, hi, I’m Sarah. Welcome to Constellation House. Did we have an appointment?”

      Her tone pleaded with us to say no, and I wondered if people often made appointments for her without telling her.

      “No, we didn’t have an appointment, I’m sorry.” Andy shook her hand. “I’m Agent Bradford with the FBI, and this is Shade Renard, a consultant. We were hoping to ask you a few questions about Matthew, Lindsay, and Grayson—the kids who went missing last year.”

      It was as if someone flipped a switch inside her. She slumped in her seat and wrapped her arms around herself, squeezing as if physically holding herself together. “Poor Matthew. I had to identify him in the morgue last night.” Tears glittered in her eyes as she took a deep breath and forced herself to meet our gazes. “Did you find Lindsay and Grayson?”

      “Not yet.” I lifted my chin. “But we’re going to.”

      Sarah pressed her lips together and sat up, mirroring my confidence. “Yes. Yes, good, how can I help?”

      “We need to know about Michael Keegan,” Andy said.

      “The man who visited the kids during the art auction last year.” Her face pinched, and she swallowed hard. “Was it him?” She slammed her fists down on the armrests of her chair, a muscle in her jaw jumping as she clenched her teeth. “I shouldn’t have let him around the kids. God, how stupid! I thought he’d help the program, help get the word out. And he was so good with them! Even Richard liked him.” She pressed her fingers to her temples.

      “What can you tell us about him?” Andy asked.

      “Nothing.” Sarah shoved her fingers into the thick dreadlocks against her scalp. “Nothing at all. I have his name, and his stupid card, but—”

      “You have his card?” Andy asked.

      She straightened. “Will that help?” She lunged forward, tore open a cupboard in her desk, and pulled out a box. “Hardly anyone gives out business cards anymore, it’s all electronic, but this guy had an old-school feel about him. The cop from before didn’t want the card, said it just had his name so it wasn’t worth much.”

      She upended the box, spilling a mountain of papers, receipts, and cards. She dug through with the intense focus of a prospector panning for gold, crowing with triumph as she raised the card she’d been searching for. “Here it is!”

      She gave the card to Andy, and he took it by its edges, careful not to smudge any fingerprints that might be there.

      “Wait, I have a paper bag,” I said. I unzipped my waist pouch.

      “Love the fanny pack,” Sarah said, pointing at the pouch. “Convenient, aren’t they?”

      I smiled. “But hard to organize.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Sarah’s mood had improved, as if finding the card had been the triumph she needed to feel like the investigation was finally progressing. I knew the importance of treasuring little victories.

      “So he never gave you a phone number, email address, any way to contact him?” Andy asked.

      Sarah dug through the drawer in her desk and retrieved a stick of deodorant. “No. He barely talked to me at all, to be honest. He told me he worked with a group that sponsored art charities, and he wanted to speak to some of the kids, see their work. He gave me the impression he might be able to make our program even bigger.”

      She removed the top of the deodorant and began applying it to her shirt on top of her shoulders. Noticing my stare, she smiled. “I’m a hugger.”

      She said it as if it explained why she was applying deodorant to her clothes. Before I could decide if I really wanted to pursue the matter further, she braced her hand on the arm of the chair. “Listen, this program means something to these kids. It’s not just a fundraiser, it’s a chance to feel in control of something, to feel like they’re contributing while doing something they love. They express themselves in art in ways they can’t with words. They get praised for their work, complimented, they get to show off.” Her knuckles turned white as she tightened her grip on the chair. “I should have been more careful. But you have to understand—he wasn’t a stranger; he was an opportunity. He was never left alone with them,” she added.

      Andy watched the growing pile of junk in my lap with the wariness of someone expecting a bomb instead of the endless stream of candy wrappers, dog treats, and masking tape. I found a paper bag that had once held a comic book. “Here, give it to me.”

      He handed me the card and I slipped it into the bag and folded it before putting it in my pouch.

      “Did you ever see the car he was driving?” Andy asked Sarah. “Did he take a taxi, a bus? Did you see what direction he came from, left in?”

      Sarah bit her lip. “No. Actually, I think he walked here. I never saw him in a car or getting into a taxi.”

      “So he might live close by?” Andy said.

      “Maybe.” Sarah drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Maybe he said something to one of the kids. You could talk to them, if you want.”

      “We’ll want to speak to any kids he talked to. Can you think of anything else that might help?”

      Sarah perked up. “Wait. There was one strange thing. Matthew…” Her throat worked as she swallowed hard. “Matthew had sold a painting before the show. He sold it to Mr. Teagues.”

      “The man running for office,” I said, remembering.

      She rolled her eyes. “Mayor, yes. God, I’m glad he didn’t get it. He played nice here leading up to the election, but as soon as he lost, he couldn’t dump us fast enough. Hasn’t returned a single call I’ve placed to him trying to follow up on all the promises he made.”

      “What was strange about it?” Andy asked.

      “Well, he purchased the painting, but agreed to let it stay here for the auction. It helps to have a few paintings marked sold, to drive the bidding. Anyway, someone stole the painting the night before the auction. I was so upset about the kids missing that I didn’t even notice until a week later, when I was going through the receipts from the auction.”

      “Someone stole Matthew’s painting?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “And he didn’t demand a refund?” Andy asked.

      Sarah glared at the memory, her tone turning frosty. “Oh, he did. After he lost the election, he showed up in my office demanding I give him a refund. As if I have five hundred dollars lying around.”

      “He spent five hundred dollars on the painting?” I asked.

      Sarah snorted. “All a show for the papers to convince people he would invest in these kids. All bullshit.” She sat up. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” I assured her.

      “So you were on the hook for money.” Andy looked around. “This is a new program, new building. Starting a place like this isn’t cheap.”

      “Cleveland State spent a long time planning this program,” Sarah said. “They invested heavily in its success.”

      “But finances must have been tight, especially at first. And with the problems with the auction…”

      If Sarah noticed where Andy was going with his questions, she didn’t show it. “Well, we had other kids step up and work hard on projects to replace what the kids took.”

      I stepped forward. “Wait, the other kids took their paintings too?”

      “Yes. They all took them. Or whoever kidnapped them took them.” She frowned. “I explained this to the last police officer.”

      “He didn’t write it down.” I gathered up my things and shoved them into my waist pouch. “Did the police try to track the paintings?”

      She shrugged. “They said they’d try, but it’s not as if they were from the old masters. They weren’t going to show up on the black market.”

      “Did Mr. Teagues ever get his refund?” Andy asked.

      “Every penny,” Sarah said. “I paid him out of my own paycheck.”

      Andy took out his notebook. “So all three kids failed to show up for the rehearsal. Were their paintings gone then, or did they disappear later?”

      “The paintings were there at the rehearsal, but by the time I finished talking to the police, they were gone.”

      “They probably thought the kids took them,” Andy said. “That would have lent credence to the possibility they left of their own accord.”

      “No, they wouldn’t do that. This show was as important to them as it was to me. This was a huge opportunity for them.”

      I didn’t say it out loud, but if they’d been taken by the fey, then it was possible the sidhe had offered them an even bigger opportunity. One that few humans had ever said no to.

      And many had lived to regret.
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      “Several kids who participated last year are participating again this year,” Sarah said, leading us down a short hallway. “So you got lucky there. The next show is in a few weeks, so the art room is open n—”

      “Mrs. Hatchet! Mrs. Hatchet!”

      Sarah stopped and turned with a smile already in place. “Yes, Henry, hi, what can I do for you?”

      A dark-skinned youth wearing a green T-shirt and dark blue jeans that looked two sizes too big for him careened to a stop two inches before he would have bowled Sarah over. He beamed at her and held his arms wide open, and she laughed and leaned in for a hug. Henry looked at me and Andy and gestured at Sarah. “She’s a hugger.”

      “I am,” Sarah admitted, eyes sparkling. “I’m a hugger.”

      Sarah wasn’t a particularly tall woman, so when the boy hugged her, her shoulder met his armpit. Suddenly I understood the deodorant.

      Henry squeezed her again, then let go. “I need a bike key. I have a job interview today.”

      “Henry, that’s excellent! Yes, I’ll get the key for you. Just one sec; I need to get these people settled first. Meet me in my office in twenty minutes? Okay? Or Mark and Weston are playing games—you could go join them and I’ll come by as soon as I’m done?”

      “I’ll wait by your office now,” Henry said, already backing down the hallway. “Don’t forget.”

      “You know I won’t,” Sarah said.

      We followed her down a few more hallways, passing a gym, a small kitchenette, and a laundry room before finally pausing outside a door in the center of the hallway.

      “Do you want to address them as a group, or individually?” she asked.

      “We’ll start as a group,” Andy answered.

      Sarah opened the door. She made it two steps inside, then came to a dead halt. “Oh my God.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and magic arced into my palm like a shooting star. Tension crackled in the air around Andy, and he lowered his hand toward his gun, but didn’t draw it. My mind threw up pictures of what we might see. Had the sidhe returned for more children? Had someone been hurt?

      Before either of us could say anything, Sarah bolted into the studio, making a beeline for a table holding a clay sculpture. A young girl stood at the table, her tan cheeks smeared with reddish clay and a long braid of brown hair curled over her left shoulder. She held some sort of carving tool frozen an inch away from the sculpture, and her eyes widened as she watched Sarah waving at the piece.

      “That is amazing!” Sarah pointed at the bust, noting the long hair that framed the sculpture’s face and over her shoulders. “Her hair is so detailed. How did you do that?”

      My shoulders slumped as I realized there was no danger, only Sarah’s enthusiasm. Andy sighed and abandoned his gun to retrieve his notebook and pen from his breast pocket. He didn’t make a snide comment, but the click of his pen as he stared at the program director echoed with irritation.

      The artist’s attention bounced from Sarah, to Andy, to me, then Sarah again. Pink tinged her face, and she gave Sarah a shy smile, peeking out from under asymmetrically cut bangs that hid the upper-right corner of her face. “Thanks, Mrs. H. The hair was a pain in the ass, but only because it took forever, not because it’s hard.”

      “Well, it’s amazing.” Sarah beamed at various students.

      With a natural social presence that would do a society matron proud, she flitted about the room, talking to each of the artists and offering glowing feedback on their creations. A handful of the youths shyly accepted a hug, and one or two bounced with anticipation as they waited their turn. My heart swelled at the emotion Sarah brought to the entire room, and the kids soaked it up, their faces softening when Sarah spoke to them.

      I leaned closer to Andy. “She’s good.”

      Andy studied the kids as they all watched Sarah weave between the art tables. “She’s putting them at ease.”

      Fifteen kids stood in different areas set off from one another as work stations. Several were using easels, or makeshift easels, to paint, while others wrestled with clay. One girl, a short redhead with bright blue eyes and a smattering of freckles over her nose, paused with one hand full of wires, and the other holding her sculpture to keep it from unraveling. A few of the kids remained unmoving, staring at me and Andy as we waited by the door for Sarah to finish her circuit.

      “All right, these people would like to talk to you,” Sarah said. “If you took part in last year’s art show, could you please raise your hand?”

      The artists shared uneasy glances, but, after a brief pause, three or four raised their hands. Andy headed toward the first kid on the right, a tall blond boy spreading blue and green paint over a canvas. The kid watched Andy approach, and his fingers tightened around the paintbrush.

      “Hi. I’m Agent Bradford, and this is Shade. What’s your—”

      “You’re here about Matthew.” The boy put down the paintbrush and crossed his arms, smearing green and blue over his triceps where his fingers touched them.

      I blinked and glanced at Sarah. She hadn’t mentioned that she’d told the kids about Matthew’s death. The director stiffened and straightened from where she’d been leaning against a table.

      “Jeremy, how did you know about Matthew?” Sarah asked.

      Jeremy shrugged one shoulder. “Everyone knows. Who do you think found his body?” A scowl tightened his mouth as he glanced at Andy. “It sure as hell wasn’t a cop.”

      Sarah pressed her fingers together and raised them to her mouth. After a second, she took a deep breath. “Yes, Matthew passed away. They found him this morning, and it seems like he ran into some bad people.” She paused for a moment, taking the time to look at each teenager in turn. “If anyone has questions, or needs to talk to someone, come see me.”

      “We don’t need to talk,” a girl said. She gave us a sullen stare from under a lock of bright blue hair. “He’s not the first homeless kid to turn up dead. Won’t be the last. What’s the point in standing around talking about it?”

      “Amy—” Sarah started.

      Amy snorted and returned to her painting, adding another bright red stripe to the flank of a dragon rearing up over a woman in full battle armor.

      Andy leaned down. “And her painting? Big monster about to eat some warrior princess? What’s that tell you?”

      “Completely normal,” I said under my breath. “Fantastic beasts are a common motif in this age group. There’s a clear good vs. evil theme—that’s a promising sign.”

      He raised his voice to speak to the room at large. “Does anyone know where Matthew has been for the last year?”

      “Someone cut him up,” Jeremy said. He said it casually enough, but he pressed his elbows to his sides, hunching to make himself smaller. Whoever had found Matthew had obviously not spared the details.

      “Or he cut himself,” Amy added.

      “What makes you think Matthew might have cut himself?” Andy asked.

      Jeremy shrugged and turned to his painting. Amy held my gaze for a long, defiant moment, then refocused on her dragon. Movement out of my peripheral vision made me turn my head to see Sarah gesturing for Andy and me to come closer.

      “Matthew used to cut himself when he was painting,” she explained quietly. “He said the pain helped him create, helped…” Her brow furrowed. “Said it helped him ‘let it out.’ But he stopped doing that when he took his meds.”

      “The cuts were all over his body, even on his back,” Andy pointed out. “Even if he cut himself, someone had to have helped him.”

      “And I doubt he stabbed himself in the gut,” I added. “Did he ever demonstrate suicidal tendencies?”

      Sarah tightened her fists and leaned into Andy’s space. “Never. Even during his depressive episodes, he never expressed a desire to die. If he was manic, he shut himself away with his work and barely ate or slept at all. Then when the depression hit, he’d give up, refuse to touch his art. But like I said, his meds were working.”

      “But we don’t know if he was on his meds,” Andy said. “Dr. Dannon is still waiting on the blood work.”

      The skin between my shoulder blades itched, and I turned to find the girl working with the wires staring at me. I eased away from Andy and Sarah and walked over to her.

      “Hi, what’s your name?”

      “Pam.”

      “Hi, Pam. I noticed you seemed to be thinking hard about something just now. Do you know what happened to Matthew?” I asked.

      Pam pursed her lips. “No. But I think Mr. Keegan had something to do with it.”

      I tried not to let the excitement show on my face. Keegan. The fey. “Why?”

      She tapped a wire against the desk, filling the air with a faint metallic twanging sound. “When the cops were here last year, they asked a lot of questions about Mr. Keegan. What was he like, what did he talk about…could I describe him.”

      Realization dawned. “You were the one who said the other kids were describing him wrong. You said he wasn’t old, that he was young with silver hair.”

      She tapped a fingernail against her sculpture, her brows dipping to form a sharp V. “I don’t get it. Everyone kept saying he was old, but he wasn’t a day over twenty. And his ears were pointed.” She scowled. “Everyone called me crazy, but I know what I saw.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to go tell Andy that Pam could see the Otherworld, but then something gave me pause. If Keegan was fey, then he would possess strong personal glamour. Most humans couldn’t see the Otherworld, and they would overlook his pointed ears and youthful complexion, but it was still risky. Most of the fey I knew who walked among humans would use their personal glamour as extra assurance, to hide what they were from those humans who could see them. If Keegan was sidhe, his glamour would be even stronger. Even a fellow sidhe would have a hard time seeing through it.

      Peasblossom poked her face out from behind my hair. Before I could warn her to stay hidden, she glared at the girl’s statue, then at me. “Go stand somewhere else already. That thing is giving me a headache.”

      I froze, chastisement forgotten and stared at Pam’s artwork. The statue. “Were you working with metal last year too?” I asked her.

      Pam’s mouth was open, her focus locked on Peasblossom. “What is that?” she whispered.

      “I’m not a that, I’m a who.” Peasblossom sniffed.

      “Who are you?” Pam whispered.

      “Peasblossom. And I don’t like metal.” She squinted at the statue. “But that is good,” she admitted. “You even captured his arrogance.”

      I blinked, then followed Peasblossom’s gaze to the statue. My lips parted and I let out a short laugh. From where I’d stood before near the doorway, it had looked like a hunk of wires. But standing in front of it, I saw a bust of a man. A man with pointed ears.

      Keegan.

      “Are you going to find Lindsay and Grayson?” Pam asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer, then realized she was talking to Peasblossom.

      “Yes.” Peasblossom glanced at the sculpture. “You should work with clay. If you choose the right model, it wouldn’t take much.” She marched onto my shoulder and struck a dramatic pose.

      Pam laughed.

      “I don’t pose for metal,” Peasblossom warned her.

      “Get out of sight before someone else sees you,” I whispered, urging her to scoot under my hair.

      Peasblossom smacked my finger, but resumed her hiding place.

      “Keegan isn’t human, is he?” Pam asked, her attention still on my neck where Peasblossom had been. She abandoned the wires on the table and retreated a few steps away, staring at my neck with hopeful expectation. Waiting for Peasblossom.

      There was no point lying now. “No, I don’t think he was. Do you have any idea what he wanted with Matthew? Where he might have taken him?”

      “No. Mr. Keegan stayed away from me, so I never asked about him.” She paused, then pointed to her sculpture. “You think it was because I work with metal?”

      “Fey don’t like iron,” I said. “Though they’re arrogant enough that if he’d seen this, he’d probably have offered to supply you with silver or copper wiring instead.”

      “Too bad Matthew, Grayson, and Lindsay didn’t work with metal.” Pam bit her lip. “Do you think you’ll find them? Grayson and Lindsay? Find them in time, I mean?”

      “I’ll do my best.” I unfastened my coat so I could get at my pouch, then dug around for a business card. When I freed my fingers from the knot of twisty ties, I gave the card to Pam. “Take my card. If you see anything strange, or think of anything that might help us find the others, call me. Mrs. Hatchet will let you use the phone, right?”

      “Yeah. And I will.”

      “Thanks.” I paused and surveyed the room. Most of the kids had returned to their artwork, and the few who hadn’t, were watching Andy and the blond boy. “Say goodbye, Peasblossom,” I whispered.

      Peasblossom lifted a lock of my hair and waved at Pam. “Bye!”

      Pam giggled and tucked my card into the pocket of her jeans. I gave her a little wave, then returned to where Andy was rejoining Sarah.

      “Mrs. Hatchet—” Andy started.

      “Sarah, please,” Sarah said.

      “Sarah says there was another kid who took part in the auction last year that’s not here this year. He left after the art show.”

      “His name is Simon,” Sarah said. “He was incredibly talented, could mimic any of the masters as though it were nothing. His paintings sold very, very well.”

      “Why did he leave?” I asked.

      Sarah hesitated. “Simon was a little… Well, he could be a bit…”

      “He was a self-centered asshole,” Jeremy snapped. “Treated everyone else like shit and thought he was God’s gift to art.”

      “Well…yes,” Sarah admitted.

      “Did Mr. Keegan show interest in him?” Andy asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Pissed Simon off, too.” Jeremy grinned. “Keegan complimented a lot of our work, but all he said to Simon was ‘nice technique.’” He barked out a laugh that spread to the rest of the teenagers in a shared joke.

      “Is that bad?” Andy asked.

      “It’s the worst thing you can say to a real artist,” Jeremy scoffed. “Art is about passion and feeling, how your work affects people. Better someone hates your work than says nothing but ‘nice technique.’”

      “Anyone can learn to paint,” Amy added. “Any idiot can paint by number, or practice until they can make a lump of clay resemble some naked guy’s junk. But it takes real talent to put emotion into something so people who see it can feel what you want them to feel. That’s something you can’t teach, because you can’t explain it. You either have it or you don’t.” She smirked. “Simon doesn’t. And that’s why he was a pathetic loser.”

      “He was not a loser.” To us, Sarah added, “Though I’ll admit he could be a tad unpleasant.”

      “Like a hammer to the kneecap is unpleasant,” Jeremy muttered.

      “Where can we find Simon?” Andy asked.

      Sarah bit her lip. “I haven’t seen him since last year’s auction.” She perked up. “Wait, now that I think about it, a woman who liked his work last year asked if he’d consider letting her commission some work. She owns a diner a few blocks away.”

      “Simon told her to suck his—”

      “Jeremy!” Sarah rubbed the base of her throat. “Simon was less than kind to her when she first suggested it. However, if he wanted to leave here enough, he may have changed his tune.”

      “We’ll check into it.” Andy raised his notebook, pen held at the ready.

      “Her name is Shannon Myers,” Sarah told him. “And she owns Shannon’s Diner.”

      “Such a creative name,” Amy sniped.

      “Amy, please be nice,” Sarah begged.

      Amy shrugged and elongated one of the dragon’s impressive fangs with a few strokes of her brush. “Whatever. If you find Simon, tell him to quit hounding me. He might listen to you.”

      “Hounding you?” Andy straightened, his pen and notebook sagging. “In what way?”

      “He hangs out a few blocks from here and jumps me when I’m on my way here to paint.”

      Concern pinched Sarah’s features, and she stepped closer to the teenager. “What do you mean he jumps you?”

      Amy didn’t take her attention off her dragon. “Relax, Mrs. H., it’s not like that. He asks me questions about Keegan. Is he around, have I seen him.” She added a shine to a section of her dragon’s scales. “He still can’t get over the fact Keegan never bothered with him. Pathetic.”

      Andy gestured to the room’s other occupants with his pen. “Has he talked to anyone else?”

      At least three kids raised their hands.

      “Same questions?” I asked.

      They nodded.

      Andy and I shared a look. We needed to find Simon.

      We said our thank-yous and goodbyes to Sarah, left her our cards, and returned to the car.

      “Are we going somewhere where I can participate in the conversation?” Echo asked, her tone clipped. “Or am I to remain in your pocket like a store receipt you’ve been meaning to throw away?”

      “I’m sorry you feel neglected,” I muttered. “I was so busy trying to find kidnapped children, it completely slipped my mind to find a way to include a ghost in the conversation.”

      “No need to be snippy,” she grumbled. “I’m only pointing out that I left the oracle because you promised to be more interesting.”

      Andy started the car, and I pulled at the pocket of my trench coat so I could peek inside at the ceramic skull. “You don’t find the search for missing children interesting enough?”

      “I think you’re being dramatic. The boy probably didn’t appreciate what he had, and was murdered by humans after leaving his fey host. History is full of humans not smart enough to appreciate the privilege of living with the fey, who died before they saw the error of their ways.”

      I studied the skull. It was hard to judge her attitude without moving facial features, but there was something about her tone. Like she wanted to believe what she was saying, but…didn’t.

      “Or,” I said, “maybe they led those children away with pretty words, and now the kids are in over their heads. Maybe Matthew realized the truth of his situation and wanted to escape.”

      “He made a choice,” Echo said.

      The words lacked confidence this time, and the green flames in her eye sockets dimmed until, even in the darkness of my pocket, I couldn’t see them.

      I abandoned the conversation, but made a mental note to have a longer chat with Echo in private. I had her oath she wouldn’t leave the skull, and Peasblossom would have sensed if she were evil. Still, she obviously had strong emotion on the subject of being Taken. It might behoove me to find out more sooner rather than later.

      The GPS interrupted my train of thought with an electronic “You have arrived.” I looked up as Andy parked on the street near a small restaurant with a sign proclaiming it Shannon’s Diner. As soon as we walked in, it was clear whatever attitude Simon had held when Shannon first made her offer, he’d reconsidered. Paintings covered the walls, each one a copy of a master. Van Gogh’s Starry Night; one of Monet’s Water Lilies. It was like stepping into an art gallery. If the art gallery smelled like cheap coffee and fried food and had walls painted that in-between color that inspired arguments of salmon vs. pink.

      “Hi, I’ll be with you in a moment,” a young girl in a server’s uniform said, passing by us on her way to a booth.

      “We’re here to speak with Shannon, if she’s available?” Andy said.

      She balanced a tray of empty soda glasses on her shoulder as she snagged a stack of dirty dishes off a vacated table. “I’ll get her.”

      “I’ll bet they have honey here,” Peasblossom whispered.

      “Not now,” I said.

      The sulking pixie slumped against my neck, but I didn’t have time to negotiate. The swinging doors that had swallowed the waitress swung open, and a woman stepped into the dining room. Streaks of grey swirled through her black hair, and laugh lines spread out from her eyes and mouth. Flour dusted her black dress pants, and she had a coffee stain on her pale green blouse. She greeted us with a warm smile and held out her hand.

      “Hello, I’m Shannon. Katie said you wanted to speak with me?”

      “Yes, we were wondering if you’ve seen this boy?” Andy asked.

      I lifted the pamphlet from Constellation House with Simon’s image on it, and she tapped the picture. “Simon, yes, I know him.” She gestured at the walls. “He sells me art.”

      “Has he sold you anything recently?” I asked.

      “He’s supposed to deliver a new piece today. You’re welcome to wait?”

      I looked at Andy, and he nodded. “Thank you, we will.”

      Shannon smiled. “Lovely. Sit wherever you like, and I’ll have Katie take your order. Take these menus.” She took a few battered cardboard menus out of a wooden slot fixed to the wall, smiling as she offered them to us. “No pressure to order.”

      Andy accepted the menus, and I followed him to a table against the far wall. He chose a table that let us put our backs to the wall and offered an unrestricted view of the single-room diner.

      “Now will your order honey?” Peasblossom said.

      Andy jerked, then sighed. “I forgot you were there,” he said under his breath.

      “I’m sneaky like that.” Peasblossom arched her neck and crawled forward over my shoulder, trying to read the menu. “Is there honey?”

      “I’ll get you some honey. Now please get out of sight,” I whispered. “This isn’t Goodfellows.”

      “Goodfellows?” Andy asked.

      “An Otherworld restaurant not far from here.”

      He retrieved his notebook and pen. “There’s an Otherworld restaurant in Cleveland?”

      “Feeling surrounded yet?” I teased.

      He didn’t respond, just stared at me with that unwavering intensity I imagined was a big part of what made him an effective FBI agent.

      I sighed but gave him the address of Goodfellows. I knew it by heart now, thanks to Peasblossom’s obsession with eating somewhere she could order for herself.

      “And what sort of…Otherworldly beings does Goodfellows cater to?” he asked.

      Whatever answer I might have given was cut off when Simon walked in the door. I forced myself not to react, to continue holding the menu as if deciding on lunch, watching him over the top of the cardboard.

      Simon was a tall kid, who hadn’t quite grown into a man’s figure. His limbs were too long for his body, but in the next couple years, he’d lose that awkwardness and everything would balance out. His pale brown hair was long and wanted brushing, various strands speckled with bits of paint in a rainbow of colors. Even his face held evidence of his artistic endeavors, with a slash of orange under his jaw.

      He held a large canvas with a sheet hung over it tucked under his arm. Andy and I both watched as he approached Shannon with the new art. The diner owner smiled and took cash out of the register as he stepped up to the counter.

      “May I see it?” Shannon asked.

      Simon groaned, but propped the canvas on the palm of one hand and lifted the sheet. The gesture spoke less of someone revealing a masterpiece and more like a teenager shoving his phone into someone’s face to prove he wasn’t texting in class.

      Shannon ignored his attitude and beamed at the painting. “Beautiful. You did a wonderful job. That’s exactly what I had in mind.”

      “Can we move this along?” Simon dropped the sheet and put the canvas on the floor, leaning against the counter. “I don’t have all day.”

      Andy stood from the table and walked to the side of the restaurant farthest from the cash register. I waved at Shannon and stood, staying to the other side to keep both her and Simon’s attention on me. Shannon waved back, but Simon just gave me an irritated glance.

      “Hi, you must be Simon,” I greeted him. “I was hoping to meet you.” I waved at the wall. “Shannon tells me all these pieces are yours? They’re incredible. You must be making quite a name for yourself.”

      “You would think so, wouldn’t you?” Simon muttered. He shoved the money Shannon had given him into his pocket. “You want to commission me to paint you something, right?”

      I blinked. “Um, no.”

      Simon glared at Shannon, then at me. “Then why are you wasting my time?”

      “I wanted to ask you a few questions about the kids that disappeared last year from Constellation House.”

      Like the first pancake of a batch, Simon’s face flipped from potential interest to black doom. “What about them?”

      “Matthew was found this morning. He’s dead.” I said it as gently as I could. Sometimes the ones with the toughest shells were the most sensitive.

      Simon snorted. “No great loss there. One less nutjob on the streets.”

      And sometimes they were jerks.

      Andy had made it behind Simon without the teenager taking notice. Now he spoke. “Why don’t you have a seat so we can chat?”

      Simon jumped, then turned to glare at Andy. “You a cop?”

      “Sort of.” Andy pulled he jacket aside to flash the FBI badge clipped to his belt. “I need to ask you some questions about Michael Keegan.”

      “I’m busy.” Simon angled his shoulder as if he’d push Andy out of his way to leave the restaurant.

      Andy caught his wrist and held it, staring at Simon’s hand. Red stained the underside of the teenager’s fingernails and cuticles. “What’s that?”

      Simon snorted. “It’s paint, dimwits.” He gestured at the walls, then to his scalp, where paint coated several chunks of brown hair. “I’m a painter? I assume you know that if you talked to that dippy broad at Constellation House and tracked me down?”

      Some of the “good cop” faded from Andy’s face. A muscle twitched in his jaw. “Matthew is dead.”

      Simon pressed his lips together. “So? What do you care? One less homeless kid, right?”

      “Some of the kids at Constellation House say you’ve been hanging around asking about the art program and Mr. Keegan,” I said. “We’re wondering why you’re so interested. Especially since you haven’t been coming to the center lately.”

      “I’m watching out for them,” Simon snapped. “The cops don’t give a shit about us, and I want to make sure no one else disappears only to show up like Matthew.”

      “You don’t like cops, do you?” I observed.

      Simon sneered. “No one likes cops but other cops and the rich people they serve like good little lap dogs.” He lifted his chin. “That includes the FBI.”

      “Why are you searching for Keegan?” Andy asked.

      The sneer on Simon’s mouth promised another rude answer, but before he could give it a voice, the bell over the door jangled, and a kid walked inside. This kid was pale and skinny, painfully underfed. His T-shirt hung around him like a tent, and his gaze darted around as he shuffled inside. Shannon smiled at him, and he returned the smile before shuffling toward the desk with a paint-splattered canvas gripped tightly with both hands.

      “What the fuck?” Simon took two angry steps toward the counter, jabbing a finger at the boy, without taking his attention off Shannon. “What is this?”

      Shannon glanced up at him, her face calm. “I’m buying more art.”

      The kid holding the canvas stared at Simon, his frame bowing as if he were trying to make himself smaller. “I-I’m sorry, Simon.”

      “Don’t you be sorry. I can buy art from whomever I please.” Shannon faced Simon. “I’m still buying from you; there’s no reason to get upset. Joey here has some very nice pieces, and he’s kind enough to sell them to me.” She gave the kid a twenty-dollar bill.

      The kid’s eyes rounded as he accepted the cash. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      “That’s peanuts.” Simon sneered. “You should have held out for fifty.”

      Shannon crossed her arms and fixed Simon with a stare that mothers had used for centuries to express displeasure with mouthy children. Joey froze. Tension rolled off the small boy, and he hunkered in on himself as if trying to disappear. Andy stepped into the awkward silence.

      “Hi, Joey, I’m Andy, and this is Shade.” Andy moved around Simon, keeping himself between Simon and the door as he stood beside Joey. He pointed to Simon. “You know him?”

      Joey ducked his head as he glued his gaze to the floor. “Um, yes? A little?”

      “How?” I asked.

      “He hangs out at the Memorial Center, talking to the kids in the art program.”

      I stiffened. “The Memorial Center has an art program too? Is it an auction?”

      Joey nodded.

      I turned the pamphlet to a new page and tapped on the painting of Keegan. “Have you seen this man?”

      Joey frowned at the pamphlet. “No.”

      “Has a man—”

      “Or a woman,” I interjected.

      “—been coming around the Memorial Center asking about the art program?” Andy asked. “An art critic, or a wealthy patron?”

      Joey darted a nervous glance at Simon. Simon’s mouth sealed in a tight line, and his cheeks flushed. He looked like he was barely keeping himself from shouting at the kid.

      “Joey?” I prompted. “Has Simon been talking to you?”

      Joey’s face was ashen, and sweat beaded at his temples. Andy put himself in front of the door, as if he expected either boy to make a break for it any second.

      “Joey, we think this person may be dangerous. One boy was hurt, we don’t want to see that happen to anyone else. You can help us.”

      Simon continued to stare down the younger artist. The weight of his anger made me uncomfortable; I could only imagine what it was doing to Joey. I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like bullies.

      “It’s okay, Joey,” I said, sliding between the two boys. I reached for my power, letting it flood my voice in a wave of purple light. “Tell us about the person cozying up to the artists.”

      The magic softened my tone, and as I spoke, some of the tension left Joey’s shoulders. He let out a breath he’d been holding and pointed out the window. “I talked to him before I came in here. Long brown trench coat. He was walking toward downtown. If you hurry, maybe—”

      Andy and I were already running.
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      “There!”

      Andy pointed down the street to where a figure dressed in a brown trench coat was being absorbed into the midday crowd. He was too far away to make out much detail, but he was tall, with a lean build. I wished I had time to break his glamour, but he was too far away. If we stopped now, or gave ourselves away, we’d lose him.

      Unless…

      I grabbed Andy’s arm, restraining him as he tensed to give chase. “Wait! If you chase him, he’ll run, and we’ll never catch him. It would take him less than a second to change his glamour, and we could stand right beside him and not know it.”

      Andy never took his attention off his target, staring as if he could will Keegan to turn around and come to us. “What do you suggest?”

      “Peasblossom.”

      My familiar responded with impressive haste, hopping onto my shoulder with her wings twitching in excitement. “Me? You need me?”

      I smiled and pointed at the fey. “See that man wearing the long brown trench coat?”

      She squinted. “Yes.”

      “Tell him Mother Renard would like a word.” I glanced at Andy. “I need you to duck behind that building. Stay out of sight until I call you over.”

      Andy shifted on his feet, the energy he’d called on when he’d thought he was giving chase still swirling around him. “You’re telling me you think he’ll come just because you want to talk to him?”

      Keegan was getting moving away from me, but progress was slow thanks to the near-constant flow of people coming in and out of shops around him. “If he knew why I wanted to talk to him, then no. But he has no reason to think I’m after him. And as a general rule, when a witch requests an audience, it’s considered bad form to refuse. If he’s sidhe, he won’t insult me without a reason.”

      Peasblossom clapped excitedly, then leapt into the air, taking off in a streak of pink light.

      Andy squinted after Peasblossom. “Won’t people see her?”

      I snorted. “We’re standing in the middle of Cleveland, surrounded by steel and stone. Even the people who can see the Otherworld won’t be expecting to see her here. No, no one will pay her any attention.” I straightened the lapels of my trench coat and smoothed my hair down as best I could. “You, however, are a different story. Hide before he sees you. You might as well be a giant badge.”

      Andy opened his mouth to object, then considered his blue-on-blue striped tie and wrinkle-free suit, the slight bulge that would betray his gun to anyone smart enough to notice. The desire to argue dissipated as he grudgingly acknowledged my point and retreated behind the nearest building.

      I tugged at the sleeves of my coat. Too bad I hadn’t worn my black fleece wrap today. It held an echo of old styles and made me appear more sophisticated. More witchy. Of course, even the wrap would be hard-pressed to make someone see past the multitoned purple leggings, so maybe it didn’t matter.

      I stood straight and let my gaze rest on the fey. Not staring hard, not putting too much effort into it. A simple, expectant expression that said, yes, I saw him, and yes, he would be in trouble if he blew me off. It was the look mothers gave children getting too close to the cookie jar because Mom’s talking to a friend and might not catch them.

      The fey tilted his head, listening as Peasblossom delivered my request. Then he turned. There was only a second of hesitation. So brief that I would have missed it if I’d blinked. I let out a relieved breath as he turned and proceeded in my direction.

      “He’s coming!” Peasblossom said as she dropped onto my shoulder. “I was brilliant.”

      “I knew you would be,” I murmured.

      Andy stared at me from his hiding spot in the alleyway as I waited for the fey to approach, but I ignored him the same way I ignored Peasblossom as she flew away with the readied spell. No need to make my visitor paranoid.

      “Mother Renard, I presume?” The fey offered me a bright smile. “The wee one tells me you requested an audience. How can I help you?”

      His face was pale, with enough wrinkles that his grey hair didn’t seem out of place. It wasn’t the youthful countenance that Pam had captured, so I guessed he was, in fact, wearing glamour. We were among mortals, so it wasn’t rude for him to keep the glamour up during our conversation. But I wanted to know his true identity.

      “I like to start with proper introductions when I’m meeting someone new.” I offered my hand. “Hello, I’m Mother Renard. You may call me Shade.”

      The fey’s long fingers closed around mine in a warm, strong grip. “A pleasure to meet you, Shade. My name is Shaun Cathbad.”

      “Well met, Shaun.”

      “And to what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked.

      “It’s come to my attention you are familiar with the streets of this fair city. You are an urban ranger, so I’m told, a rare talent among your people.”

      “I have seen a good amount of the city, but I would not call myself an urban ranger. If I might ask, who was it who brought me to your attention?”

      I smiled and ignored the question. “I hope you might help me locate a few wayward children. I fear they may be in danger.”

      Shaun’s attention didn’t move from my face—in fact, he didn’t react at all. “I’m not without sympathy, but I’m not sure why you called on me for this task. What makes you think I can help you?”

      “Well, if I’m to be honest, I mistook you for someone else when I sent the wee one with the invitation.” I studied his reaction. “I thought you were Michael Keegan.”

      There. A flicker of shadow, a lightning-fast darkening of his green irises.

      “I’m not Michael Keegan. Nor do I know a Michael Keegan.” He smiled. “But if I hear from him, I will pass on your interest.”

      “I take missing children very seriously.” I straightened my spine and met his gaze full-on. I didn’t draw any magic. Charming him could backfire if he sensed the influence, and if he were so inclined, he could interpret it as an attack. That would change our dynamic dramatically, and it wasn’t time for that.

      Yet.

      “And I will speak to Mr. Keegan about it, when I find him,” I continued. “But for now, since I have your ear, I would be most grateful if you would lend your expertise to the matter.”

      “I don’t see how I can be of help. Cleveland is a large city. And I have no reason to know any child’s whereabouts, let alone whatever specific children you’re searching for.”

      “If you’ll indulge me, I so happened to be in that café there”—I pointed over my shoulder at Shannon’s Diner—“and I saw you out the window, speaking with Joey, a burgeoning young artist affiliated with the Memorial Center. The children I’m searching for also have a connection to an art center for disadvantaged youths. May I ask what you were discussing with Joey?”

      “Art,” Shaun said, too quickly. He studied me closer, as if only now taking the time to commit me to memory. “May I ask why you’re interested in these disadvantaged artists? If you’ll forgive me, you don’t have the…bearing of a police officer.”

      His neck muscles flexed in a way I was all too familiar with. He was trying not to stare at the leggings. Everyone’s a critic.

      “Why don’t we continue our conversation somewhere more comfortable?” I suggested. “Do you know Goodfellows?”

      Shaun hesitated, and I waited for curiosity to overcome his natural caution. If he’d participated in the kids’ disappearance, he’d want to find out how much I knew.

      “Drinks, then.” He gestured to the sidewalk. “Do you mind if we walk?”

      “Normally, no, but as it happens, I have a driver.” I took my cell phone out of my jacket pocket. “I’ll call him and he can drive us both. Save us time. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      Again, Shaun seemed uncertain, but he wasn’t ready to walk away yet. “Very well.”

      I called Andy, smiling at Shaun as I put the phone to my ear. A small weight landed on my neck—Peasblossom had returned.

      “What did he say?” Andy demanded as soon as he answered.

      “Andrew, I’m ready. Bring the car around.”

      A long silence followed my command. “Say that again?”

      “I’m in front of Shannon’s Diner. I have a friend with me and we’d like to get drinks at Goodfellows. Are you far?”

      Another silence. “You want me to pretend I’m your chauffeur?”

      “Excellent. Be quick about it.”

      I hung up and smiled at Shaun. “He’s close. He’ll be here any moment. Tell me, what brought you to Cleveland today?”

      Shaun studied me as if trying to read my thoughts, his green eyes brighter than they’d been before. “Visiting friends.”

      “Oh? That’s nice. Friendship is important.” I shifted around as we spoke, making sure Shaun’s back was to the diner so he didn’t see Andy retrieving the car.

      “Who told you I was a ranger?” he asked.

      I waved aside his curiosity. “Let’s be honest, it doesn’t matter. I would have known the second I saw you.”

      One greyish-blond eyebrow rose. “Is that so?”

      “Oh my, yes. It’s the way you move. There’s a confidence that rangers have, something different than the…let us say ‘pride’ so common to your people. You walk as though you know every pebble, every crack in the sidewalk, confident and strong. And yet you disturb nothing, leave behind no trace. You make it appear effortless.”

      “It’s always nice to have one’s skills acknowledged.”

      Andy’s SUV pulled up beside us with perfect timing. Fortunately for me and my ruse, the FBI agent kept an impeccably clean car. It fit my story, and Shaun didn’t hesitate as he climbed inside behind me.

      “Peasblossom, give Andrew directions, please.”

      Peasblossom snickered and flew to the dashboard, doing a little dance before jabbing at the buttons on the GPS. Andy’s cheek shifted as though he were gritting his teeth.

      Shaun gave Andy a once-over, then gestured toward the FBI agent with his thumb, a question in his expression.

      “He’s human,” I told him.

      “How quaint,” Shaun said.

      I reclined in my seat, feigning casualness as I let my magic warm my palm. Social niceties and curiosity would only keep things friendly for so long. Always best to be prepared.

      “Do you keep much human company?” I asked. “Does Joey know what you are?”

      “No. I enjoy the art these youth programs produce, but I am not so involved that I get to know the artists well.” He tugged at his trench coat, straightening the lines down his lean chest. The leather didn’t creak when he moved, just whispered in the way the most expensive coats did. “I was congratulating Joey on selling a painting. It is his first, I believe.”

      “It’s so nice of you to take an interest. Are you a patron of the arts?”

      “You might say that.” Something in his tone hinted at some joke I didn’t understand.

      We arrived at Goodfellows before I could think of a way to ask about his amusement. Shaun exited first, holding the door open and extending a hand for me as soon as his feet hit the pavement. Andy’s gaze drilled into the side of my head, but Shaun was paying attention, and I couldn’t say anything, or even glance at him. I turned to Peasblossom, ready to make up a reason for her to stay in the car so she could explain things to Andy, but she’d vanished. I scowled at the door and the pink pixie clinging to the handle.

      “She wants honey,” Shaun said.

      “She always wants honey,” I muttered. “She’d be as round as she is tall if I gave in to every honey demand.”

      Shaun chuckled. We shared a moment of camaraderie that came when you met someone else who’d spent a significant amount of time with a pixie. He held out his arm, and I let him escort me inside.

      It wasn’t until I slid into the booth I realized I was smiling. A second after that, I realized I shouldn’t be smiling.

      He’s charming me.

      My warm feelings toward the sidhe evaporated. I planted myself in the center of the booth, forcing him to sit across from me and not beside me. He grinned, but there was nothing apologetic in the expression.

      “Alexandra!” Peasblossom shouted from her perch atop my head. She waved her arms like a traffic accident victim flagging down highway patrol. “Alexandra! I need honey!”

      The woman behind the bar pushed a lock of her blonde hair behind one pointed ear before smiling at the pixie. She gave Peasblossom a thumbs-up, then bent to retrieve a small bowl. Peasblossom jumped up and down as Alexandra filled it with honey and brought it to the table.

      “If you eat all that honey, that will be all the sugar you get for the entire day,” I warned her. “And that includes fruit. You’re eating vegetables for dinner.”

      Peasblossom ignored me and dove for the table to wrap herself around the bowl of honey.

      “And for you?” Alexandra asked me, giving me an apologetic smile.

      “Tea, please,” I said.

      “Tea for me as well,” Shaun answered.

      We both waited for her to return with our drinks and then retake her station at the bar. Together we shared an amiable silence, each of us mixing our tea to taste. Shaun raised his mug, and I refrained from talking until his shoulders relaxed, his guard slipping.

      “A year ago today, three children went missing from Constellation House, a youth center downtown.” I leaned closer. “One of them turned up this morning. Dead.”

      Shaun went still, taken aback at my abruptness. He furrowed his brow. “A year ago, you say? I’m sorry, but you don’t need a ranger, urban or otherwise. Even my considerable skill won’t do you any good in a city after a year’s passed.”

      I closed my fingers into a fist, concentrating on the ring on the second finger of my right hand. The magic in the ring responded to my will, and energy flooded over me, forming a protective shield. “Not so long since the murder. They found his body covered in cuts, some old, some new. The stab wound was new. There wasn’t a lot of blood at the scene, so he must have been killed elsewhere and dumped afterward.”

      Shaun took another deliberate sip of his tea. “And you want me to find your crime scene? Perhaps what you need isn’t a ranger, but a bloodhound.”

      He reached into his pocket, and I tensed, focusing on the heat of magic still against my palm. Goodfellows was a neutral space, so he couldn’t attack me here without facing significant consequences. Still…

      He withdrew something plastic and metal. I stared. “Is that a fidget spinner?”

      He grinned. “Forgive me; nervous habit. I find it helps me think.” He spun the toy, setting off a few colored lights in alternating red and blue. When he turned it, I saw the other side had green lights. The air between us filled with the hum of moving ball bearings.

      I swallowed a groan. Horrible things, fidget spinners. People might laud them as concentration aids, but I thought they were bloody distracting.

      And they were everywhere.

      “You mentioned Michael Keegan,” he said after a minute. “Do you have evidence of his involvement with the missing kids?”

      I tore my gaze from the wretched toy long enough to open my pouch. Shaun chuckled as I removed a vacuum cleaner attachment, a snow globe, and a phone charger from the pouch and set them on the table. Finally, I found the paper bag with the card in it. I removed the card and laid it on the table. Then I fished out a small pack of black powder and dusted it over the card.

      Shaun watched with rapt attention as I put my hands on either side of the card, leaned in, and blew. The black powder spread over the surface under my gentle breath, some of it sliding off onto the table, but the rest clinging to oily residue. A fingerprint.

      “This is Michael Keegan’s fingerprint.” I raised the card an inch off the table, leaning closer to Shaun at the same time. I poured out more powder. When I was certain his full attention was on the card and the buried fingerprint, I drew in a deep breath.

      This time when I blew on the powder, I blew hard enough to send it through the air—and into the side of Shaun’s mug.

      “Par vestigium,” I whispered. Magic crackled, and the dust clinging to the fingerprint on the card flared bright blue, as did the fingerprint revealed by the dust on Shaun’s mug. I met Shaun’s eyes. “Hello, Michael.”

      Andy slid into the booth beside Shaun, right on cue. “Mr. Keegan. So nice to meet you.”

      The sidhe tore his gaze from the glowing prints, giving his fidget spinner another flick to keep it going. “And who might you be?” he asked. “I assume you are not pretending to be a chauffeur anymore?”

      “Agent Bradford, FBI. I’d like to talk to you about your fondness for the arts—and young artists.”

      Something shifted behind the fey’s expression. Amusement and something darker. “Rather brave of you to come in here. This is an Otherworld café. Even the tea could be deadly to humans.”

      Andy remained stoic. I didn’t know if it was because he recognized a blatant lie when he heard it, or if his poker face was that good. Probably both.

      Instead of answering Shaun, Andy said to me, “I see what you mean. About the lying. He didn’t say the water is poisonous to humans, but damned if that’s not what I thought I heard.”

      “Could be,” I said. “An important distinction to be sure. It ‘could be’ deadly if one added poison.”

      “Or if one covered another man’s mouth and poured the water into his nose so he inhaled it into his lungs,” Shaun suggested.

      The magic heated in my palm, responding to his threat, and I raised it above the edge of the table, ready to let the sidhe have it if he made a move toward Andy.

      Shaun chuckled and fanned his fingers in a careless wave. “Of course, I would never.”

      “That’s not the point, is it?” I let my disapproval soak into my tone, barely resisting the urge to way my finger at him. “You thought it, then you said it.”

      “I mean your human pet no harm.” The fey flicked the fidget spinner, sending a riot of color dancing over his face. He let his attention linger on the fingerprints for a moment, but made no move to inspect them or smudge them. After a moment, he gestured at the waitress. “More hot water, please?”

      I was surprised Andy let the “human pet” comment go. Surprised and impressed.

      “Where are the kids?” Andy asked.

      “Everywhere,” Shaun answered in the same low tone. “Your race breeds like rabbits.”

      “I don’t believe you’re taking them with the intention to hurt them,” I said. “But the fact remains, a boy is dead. Now, either his death was an accident, or someone killed him. I need to know what happened. I need to know the others are safe.”

      “And I hope you find them,” Shaun said. “I wish I could help. But I had nothing to do with any of this.” It was his turn to give me a disapproving look. “Honestly, I would expect better of a witch than to rely on old prejudices to solve crimes. My people do not steal children.”

      “Anymore,” I said evenly.

      “Legends of children being Taken were exaggerated,” Shaun countered.

      Andy didn’t move, but the tension rolling off him was tangible.

      “We have your fingerprint at Constellation House,” he said, pointing to the card. “We have witnesses who saw you talking with the kids.”

      “I didn’t realize it was illegal to speak with children.” Shaun twirled his tea mug on the tabletop, even as he continued to flick the fidget spinner. Red, blue, red, blue. “Pity. I would think they’d enjoy having someone listen to them.”

      He would keep talking like that all day if we let him. Admitting nothing. Offering false sympathy.

      “Let’s talk about art,” I suggested.

      Shaun sat straighter, his finger sending the fidget spinner into another twirling frenzy. “Yes, let’s.”

      Andy pressed his lips together. I knew he wanted to fight the change in topic, wanted to press Shaun about the kids. He didn’t interrupt me, though, and that made my already high estimation of him go up.

      “What makes great art?” I asked.

      “What an excellent question.” Shaun accepted a new pot of hot water from the waitress and warmed his tea. “So many possible answers.”

      “Precisely my thought.” I added more honey to my tea, rolling my eyes when Peasblossom followed the honey packet. “Then I got to thinking. These kids that were Taken, they all participated in the art program at their respective centers. They weren’t trained; they weren’t experienced. The opposite, in fact. They were young, poor, and only starting to explore their talents.”

      I leaned closer. “So why would someone who appreciates fine art be spending so much time with children? Children with only a beginner’s understanding of their craft?”

      “Ah, but therein lies the truth of the matter.” Shaun leaned in, mirroring my position. “Great art does not lie in a professional brush stroke, contrary to current belief. A sad result of today’s capitalist culture is that the art industry analyzes what sells and seeks out copies. They’ve forgotten that great art lies in passion. Great art expresses emotion, those intangible things we can only feel. Art is the only way to see such powerful things as love and hate with the naked eye. And to find someone who can do that, who can put an emotion on a canvas or in clay, who can capture it so genuinely that a person viewing that art can feel what they felt…” His fidget spinner cast flashing green light over his features as he turned it to the other side, illuminating a faraway expression. “That is great art.”

      “That’s why you’re going after kids at a youth center.” Andy leaned closer, crowding Shaun’s personal space. “You’re preying on their pain.”

      Shaun slid his gaze to Andy, and there was less humanity in his face now, making him appear more Other, more alien. “Pain is a powerful emotion. Sadness, loss. And it’s true, your homeless youth have no shortage of suffering, but that is not what makes them great. No art teacher has trained their hand, and no parent has trained their mind. They are free in a way youth are not often permitted to be, and they put that freedom into their art. It is a crime that so few see it for the power it is.”

      “Was Matthew powerful?” I asked.

      The fidget spinner spun faster and faster as he tilted it again. Red, blue, red, blue. I fought the urge to smack it out of his grasp to stop its incessant spinning. Blood and bone, I hated fidget spinners.

      Shaun pressed a finger on one of my business cards. He pulled it closer, giving the fidget spinner a careless flick.

      “Shade Renard, PI,” he read. He looked up at me. “Isn’t private investigating better suited to wizards?”

      I glared at him, refusing to dignify such a ridiculous idea with a response.

      “And Dresden,” he continued. “You’re so far from home.”

      Something new had crept into his voice. Glee. I stiffened and studied my surroundings in my peripheral vision. I saw no cohorts, no one circling us, ready to come to his aid. He shouldn’t be this smug. I hesitated, torn between calling a defensive spell or a spell that might show me what Shaun was doing, why he was so confident.

      Andy drew out his handcuffs and set them in front of him. “I don’t find missing kids funny. And I’m not here to listen to you ramble about art. Tell me where the kids are, or we can go someplace a little more metallic. Iron, right?”

      For the first time since the FBI agent had joined us, Shaun met Andy’s gaze straight on. “Do you know what happens to humans who meddle in the Otherworld?”

      “Tell me,” Andy said.

      Shaun smiled. “No. No, I want you to be surprised.”

      I called my magic. Instinct was screaming at me now, so I didn’t bother with subtlety. “Revelare.”

      The silver net covered the room in a soaring arc, and it didn’t have to go far to give me the answer I wanted. I cursed.

      “It’s the fidget spinner. He’s charging a gatestone.”

      “What does that mean?” Andy demanded.

      “It means he’s about to teleport away.” I grabbed the card with his fingerprint and stuffed it in my pouch.

      Andy grabbed the cuffs and went for Shaun’s wrist, but it was pointless. No human was faster than a fey.

      Shaun avoided his grasp with grace and amusement in equal parts. Before Andy could react, Shaun drove his fist into Andy’s solar plexus, forcing a whoosh of breath from Andy’s lungs. Andy choked and slid off the booth, hitting the floor with a thud.

      I jumped out of my seat and threw out an arm, putting myself between the two men. “Don’t move.”

      “You were half right,” Shaun said, unfolding himself from the booth and standing over us. “I am charging a gatestone.” He chuckled and held up my business card between two fingers. “But I’m not going anywhere.”

      He closed his hand over the fidget spinner and pointed at me and Andy. I didn’t have time to get a word out, even if I could have formed a spell to stop him fast enough. Energy flared, the gatestone glowing in the center of the fidget spinner. A portal opened—directly beneath us. Peasblossom squeaked and dove after me in the nick of time. I fell, watching Shaun’s smiling face spiral farther and farther away.
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      Something solid slammed into my back, knocking the wind from my lungs in a forced whoosh of air. My skull bounced off the same hard surface, shooting bolts of pain through my brain and into my eyeballs. Fiery stars exploded in my vision, and I blinked until the lights went away, leaving only black fog. For a second, I lay there unable to speak, unable to breathe. Panic fluttered inside my chest where my breath should be, but I held completely still, letting my body recover.

      Peasblossom flew tight circles above my face, giving me the sensation of being in a Looney Tune with some sort of cartoon bird circling in a post-concussion dance of madness. The pixie emitted a soft pink glow, using her fairy light to illuminate what would have otherwise been complete and total darkness. Never a good sign, darkness. Not in my experience, anyway. Not during daylight hours…

      “Where are we?” Peasblossom demanded, her already high voice pitching up a few octaves. “Where are we?”

      I still couldn’t speak, but I managed to turn my head. It didn’t help. The meager glow from my familiar didn’t illuminate my surroundings beyond three feet or so. Though it did make me aware that I’d landed on some sort of long table. And there were chairs all around it. Four chairs that I could see without lifting my head. As my vision improved, I realized there was a black object a few inches from my face. Shaped like an alien spaceship, with buttons, and speakers. A conference phone.

      I squinted at the chairs again and pressed the pads of my fingers against the hard surface I’d landed on. A conference table?

      Andy grunted from a few feet away. I fought to raise my head, wincing as my spine screamed in protest. “Andy?” I wheezed.

      “Here.” Another grunt. “Landed on my keys.”

      I giggled, a semi-hysterical sound that should have worried me. “You okay?”

      “I’ll live.” He’d landed on the floor next to the table, and as he stood, Peasblossom’s pink light illuminated his face. The lines around his eyes and mouth were the only indication I had he was in pain. He scanned the room with the caution of someone expecting a man-eating tiger to leap out from the shadows. “Where are we?”

      “I don’t know.” I forced myself to sit up, holding my head in my hands so it didn’t fall off. I lowered my voice, both out of respect for whatever brain cells hadn’t died in the fall and in case there were enemies nearby. “But Goodfellows is neutral ground. Shaun Michael Keegan what’s-his-name couldn’t have teleported us into danger, or he would risk angering the witch who runs the place.”

      “So we’re in a safe place.”

      Peasblossom snorted and widened her circles, casting her light over a greater portion of the room. It reminded me of the old rollercades, with their swirling lights bouncing off the floor and walls as skaters zipped around in circles.

      It made me just as dizzy now.

      “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” I said. “But no. This is what we were trying to tell you about the sidhe being tricky. Shaun couldn’t put you in danger, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t. All he needs to do to get around the neutral ground issue is make a reasonable argument that he didn’t realize he’d put you in danger when he defended himself against a warrantless arrest.”

      The chair groaned as Andy put more of his weight on it. “So we are in danger.”

      I didn’t know how to answer that, so I didn’t. Just like I didn’t voice the other concern eating away at me.

      Andy stepped closer, Peasblossom’s pink glow illuminating the way his jaw tightened. He leaned between two of the overstuffed office chairs, bracing a hand on the chair to either side of him. “He wanted us out of the way so he could get the kids.”

      It was the exact thought I hadn’t wanted to say out loud. “Yes.” I scooted to the edge of the table. As soon as I thought my legs would support me, I slid to the floor. “We need to figure out where we are.”

      “I can help with that.” Andy dug in his pocket and withdrew his phone. The feisty piece of technology had weathered the hard landing well. Good thing Andy didn’t keep it in the same pocket as his keys. The screen lit up, casting a white glow over Andy’s features, the crease of concentration between his brows. He thumbed open a map application and studied the screen.

      “We’re on Erieview Plaza. Actually not that far from the FBI office.”

      My heart stopped, and for a second, I didn’t even trust myself to breathe. Erieview Plaza. No. No, it had to be a coincidence. There were lots of buildings on Erieview Plaza. It didn’t have to be… It might not be…

      Slowly, I circled the table, moving to the wall. Peasblossom followed, and her pink light illuminated the window blinds. Electronic window blinds. Electronic window blinds that somehow kept out the blinding April sunlight. Industrial-quality blinds. Expensive blinds.

      Peasblossom dropped to her shoulder, and I didn’t even flinch when she leaned into my ear. “We’re in the Winters building.”

      I nodded, struggling to find my voice. “This is one of Anton’s conference rooms.” I looked around again, the knowledge of where I was lending new meaning to my surroundings. The long conference table meant Anton, businessman, vampire, and one of the world’s oldest crime lords, had meetings here. If Shaun had teleported us here with a gatestone, then he must have been here before. Which meant Anton held meetings with the Otherworld here.

      Which meant this was a secure floor.

      I had to tell Andy. I opened my mouth, but before I could form any words, something tightened around my neck. The breath I’d taken to speak cut off with a merciless jerk against my windpipe, and I choked, clawing at my neck, searching for whatever was strangling me. There was nothing on my neck. No rope, no wire, nothing to constrict my air passages.

      Andy stared at his phone, studying the map, completely unaware anything was wrong. Instinct stabbed at me, sharp and insistent, warning me I needed to breathe—now. I made a fist, ready to knock on the table to get his attention. Peasblossom grabbed my ear.

      “No!” she said. “You can’t tell him. The contract!”

      My eyes widened even as the room swam in front of me, grey fog eating the edges of my vision. The contract I’d signed. It forbade me from sharing Anton’s true nature with law enforcement.

      I will not tell Andy about Anton. I will not tell him where we are. I will not tell him what Anton is. I will reveal nothing.

      I repeated the thoughts over and over, fighting to stay on my feet as consciousness threatened to dance out of my reach. Finally, finally, the magic eased its deadly grip on my windpipe. Not all at once, but slowly, as if in warning. I turned away from Andy and concentrated on regaining my breath without sounding like a drowning victim freshly pulled from the water. Stay calm. Don’t provoke questions you can’t answer.

      “Anton doesn’t mess around when it comes to contracts,” Peasblossom muttered, patting my neck as I fought to regain my bearings.

      “I thought it ended when the case ended,” I rasped. “I mean, I knew I couldn’t share information about his business, but I had no idea it would consider my intention to tell Andy this was the Winters building a betrayal of the contract terms.”

      “It must be circumstantial,” Peasblossom said. “Andy has already figured out that the sidhe sent you somewhere Other-related. If you told him this was Anton’s building, it’d only be a matter of seconds before Andy realized that maybe part of the reason Anton has been so successful avoiding charges is because he’s Other.”

      “We need to get out of here, now.” My voice sounded better, more like I had a cold and less like I almost died. “Before I’m put in a position where I have to lie to Andy or risk being magically suffocated.”

      Andy’s phone vibrated, but I didn’t turn when he answered, didn’t ask who it was. I had bigger things to worry about. I braced both hands on the windowsill, forcing myself to take deep, slow breaths.

      “We are in so much trouble,” I whispered.

      “Anton won’t hurt you,” Peasblossom said, sounding almost convincing. “He hired you for a job. He offered to make you his official witch.” She laughed, a nervous squeak of sound. “You’re practically friends!”

      “And how do you think he’ll react when he finds out I’ve brought a human FBI agent into his place of business?” I asked. “Teleported to a secure floor, with no warning?”

      “He might not mind,” Peasblossom said weakly.

      “Slow down, slow down. I can barely understand you? Are the kids all right?”

      I whirled to stare at Andy, my panic ratcheting up another notch as I found him frozen in place, holding the phone as if he wanted to crawl through it to get to the person on the other side.

      “Julie who?” he asked. “From where?”

      I opened my mouth to remind him to keep his voice down, but when his gaze locked with mine, the words died on my lips.

      “All right, calm down,” he said. “Do you have the name of the officer at the scene? Get it and text it to me.”

      He hung up, and I leaned against the windowsill, grasping the ledge with shaking fingers. “What happened?”

      “Sarah called the director of another youth center to warn her to be on the lookout for any men hanging around the art kids.”

      My stomach sank. “No.”

      Andy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Three more kids just went missing.”

      “More kids missing?” Peasblossom flew in circles again, the swirling pink light she cast spiraling though the room like we were at an underfunded rave.

      Andy’s phone buzzed, I assumed with a text message giving him the officer in charge’s phone number. I tuned him out as he paced the room, his cell phone pressed to his ear as he waited for the officer on scene to answer. Every line of his body sang with tension, and he clenched and unclenched his free hand over and over.

      My heart pounded as questions swarmed my brain. Three more kids Taken. Had they gone willingly? It couldn’t be a coincidence that we’d confronted Keegan not ten minutes ago and now there were more kids missing. We’d forced him to move faster. He knew we were onto him, knew he had a limited amount of time before we were back on his trail. Had we driven him to take them by force instead of luring them away? Were there signs of a struggle? I swallowed, hard. Was there blood?

      Suddenly, I remembered the room’s fourth occupant.

      “Echo?” I groped in my pocket, and my fingers touched something sharp. I hissed and jerked my hand free. Broken ceramic. I searched the room frantically, even though I knew there’d be nothing to see. Echo had no body, so I had no idea where she might have gone.

      She’s a ghost. She can’t die again.

      “Echo?” I called again.

      I’m here.

      I jerked in surprise. You’re in my head?

      Yes. I’m sorry, but the skull was shattered. I cannot inhabit an inanimate object unless it is prepared for me.

      That’s all right. I understand. I paused and cleared my throat. Can you read my thoughts?

      It would require some effort. It’s not very tidy in here. There was a short pause, then, How old are you?

      Long story. Listen, I need your help. Do you know where we are?

      You’re thinking quite strongly about it, so yes. We are in the vampire’s place of business.

      I waited for the pain, the sensation of metaphysical hands closing around my throat. It didn’t come. I let out a sigh of relief. Apparently, having a spirit sit in your brain and see information didn’t count as revealing it. Yes, and if he finds us here, uninvited, we’re going to have some ’spainin’ to do. Understand?

      He is a vampire. He is dead to the world during daylight hours, is he not?

      She had a point. Technically, Anton Winters should be asleep right now. Or dead, as the case may be. But he was also bonded to his rusalka wife, Vera. I don’t know—he might be sleeping, he might not. But either way, he’ll have people here in charge of making sure people don’t get in without permission. People who will be very upset to find we got past them.

      I see. But that is not your main concern, is it?

      What do you mean?

      Something tickled my thoughts, a bizarre sensation I couldn’t have imagined had I not felt it myself.

      You are preoccupied with Agent Bradford. You are afraid he will find out that you have a relationship with the vampire.

      I stiffened, then forced myself to relax. I have no relationship with the vampire. It was a one-time job. It’s over.

      You do not believe Agent Bradford will see it that way.

      I concentrated very hard on not looking at Andy. He was in the corner, still talking on the phone, his voice low. For reasons I can’t get into, I can’t talk to him about Anton. And besides, it would be dangerous for him to know that Anton Winters is a vampire. He’s not ready for that.

      And how are you going to keep him from finding out? I am not familiar with the extent of this building’s security, but surely you don’t think you can leave without being noticed? Someone here will know what you are.

      That’s where you come in. How far can you travel without riding in someone’s head?

      Not far. But I might be able to have a look around outside the door, if that is what you’re asking for.

      My shoulders slumped with relief. Yes. Yes, that’s what I’m asking for. I need you to see if there’s anyone outside the door, and, if possible, give me a better idea of where we are, exactly. I paused, considering. Can you influence someone if you’re in their mind?

      Yes. But not for long, and the extent to which I can influence them is dictated by how strong their defenses are. Humans are easy enough, but I have limited experience with possessing someone Other. And from what I know of the vampire, he will have many Other employees.

      She was right. I knew his guards in the subbasement were all Other. I had to assume that the employees on the ground floor could at least pass for human, but if we were high enough up, maybe he didn’t let humans pass that point.

      All right, go see what you can find out. Report back as soon as you can.

      All right.

      And Echo?

      Hmm?

      Thank you.

      A warm feeling pulsed out from the floating sentience in my head, then it was gone. I searched the air in front of me, but there was no sign of Echo, no cloud of smoke or glowing light.

      Peasblossom smacked my earlobe, startling me out of my thoughts. “Hey!” I leaned away so I could glare at her. “What was that for?”

      “That was for ignoring me when I’m talking to you!” she snapped. “Why did you ignore me?”

      “I was talking to Echo. She’s going to have a look outside and see if the coast is clear.”

      “The coast is not clear—there’s surveillance cameras everywhere,” Peasblossom pointed out. “Anywhere Anton doesn’t have a camera, you can bet Dimitri will.”

      I bit my lip. “We need to consider the possibility that we’re going to be detained here a lot longer than we can afford to. If Shaun already took those kids, then they’re in danger. We can’t risk something happening to us and no one else knowing what’s going on.”

      “So who are you going to call? Mother Hazel isn’t going to interfere. And the FBI can’t do anything.” She snorted. “Bet you they’d end up entertainment at a sidhe party if they even tried to question them.”

      I fished my cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch. “I have an idea.” I scrolled through my contacts until I found the number I needed, and I smashed the call button before I could second-guess myself. The first ring jangled every nerve in my body—good preparation for when a gruff male voice answered.

      “Detective Sergeant Osbourne.”

      The werewolf’s voice tagged a memory, and, for a second, I had an image of him as I’d last seen him. Stripping out of his clothes, getting ready for a fight. Thick muscles bunched with tension, his aura so hot it marched over my skin like fire ants in a sensation that should have been unpleasant, but…wasn’t. Heat rose in my cheeks and I shoved the memory away. “Hi, Liam, it’s Shade. Shade Renard.”

      Silence followed my words, long enough that I almost asked if he was still there. “Shade. Now is not a good time.”

      “I’m sorry, but…” I stopped and took a calming breath. “I’m calling because I need your help. Kids have gone missing.”

      “Where?” he asked sharply.

      “From a couple youth centers in Cleveland. Six kids total between last year and today, and one of them has already turned up dead.”

      Liam was silent for a second. “My jurisdiction is limited to the reservation. The local police station will have a canine unit.”

      “True, but they don’t have a werewolf canine unit.”

      His chair creaked. I knew he was leaning against the back of the chair and not sitting in it, because I’d seen how he used the chair for storage. “I see. Then these kids are Other?”

      “Not the kids.”

      Something thudded in the background, as if he’d slammed down his cup of coffee on his desk. “Explain.”

      “No time to explain everything. I need to make you aware of the situation because I find myself in a precarious position, and if something happens to me, I need someone else to know what’s going on. You need to talk to Sarah Hatchet at the Constellation House youth center. Last year, three kids were Taken from their art program. Taken with a capital T.”

      “Sidhe,” Liam growled.

      “Yeah. And they just took three more kids from the Memorial Youth Center. I confronted the scout luring the kids away, Michael Keegan, a.k.a. Shaun, a.k.a. who knows. He had a gatestone and he teleported me into a…developing situation.”

      “You need me to come get you?”

      I paused, surprised by the offer. If it had been an offer. It was possible he wasn’t offering to help so much as trying to wrap his mind around the concept of me calling to ask for help after the…unpleasantness of my last case.

      “No, I don’t need you to come get me. It might be nothing. But if you are willing to lend a hand, could you send someone to the Memorial Youth Center? The kids were Taken in the last hour, so there might be a trail to follow.”

      “I’ll send Blake and Sonar. They can be there in thirty minutes.”

      Relief trickled over my muscles, and I slumped against the chair in front of me. “Thank you. I’ll call as soon as I can.” I hesitated. “If you don’t hear from me by sunrise tomorrow, contact Mother Hazel. Tell her my first job might have come back to bite me.”

      “All right.”

      I said a small prayer of thanks for werewolf cop efficiency and hung up the phone. Liam hadn’t seemed the least bit fazed by my cryptic message for Mother Hazel. I chose to see that as efficiency and not an indication that the werewolf didn’t care what happened to me. No one likes to feel they’re expendable.

      Andy had finished his phone call at some point, and now he stood beside me, close enough that a hard breath would have made us touch. Peasblossom’s pink glow illuminated his expectant expression.

      “Liam?” he asked.

      I hesitated, but only for a second. “Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne of the Cleveland Metropark Rangers. Werewolf.”

      Andy’s face went blank in that complete way I’d come to understand meant he was shutting down to turn something over before reacting. That was a skill I needed to learn. My eyebrows had a nasty habit of giving away my thoughts, always touching my hairline or arching on one side or the other. They got me in trouble.

      “And he can track the missing kids?” Andy asked.

      “He’s sending a detective with the canine unit, so we’ll have a werewolf in human form, and a werewolf in wolf form. With any luck, they’ll be able to track the missing kids, and the sidhe who took them.”

      “All right, so if he’s handling that, then we can concentrate on getting out of here.” He studied each wall. “The windows along that wall are covered by electronic blinds. They’re thicker than I’ve ever seen, not even a sliver of light coming through around the edges even though I know it’s still daylight out.”

      Yeah, you’ll get that with vampires, I thought. “I sent Echo out into the hallway to see if the coast is clear. That should give us a better idea of how to proceed.”

      “I’m guessing it’s not going to be as simple as walking out the door.”

      Peasblossom snorted. “I should think not. That little glowing light by the door is a lock. This room can be locked from the inside or the outside. I’d bet my wings you’re locked in here.”

      Andy looked at me. “Is there any sort of spell you can cast to get us out of here?”

      I bit my lip. “I can’t teleport us. And without more information, I’m not sure any of my other spells would be helpful here. I could possibly make us invisible, but that would take a lot of magic, and I don’t like the idea of weakening myself that much when we don’t know if they have heat sensors or pressure plates.”

      “You’re expecting that kind of security?”

      There was a hint of suspicion in his voice now, and I rushed ahead, wanting to cut him off before he asked me outright if I knew who owned the building.

      “There’s no way to know. But if Keegan teleported us here, he had to believe we’d be indisposed for a considerable amount of time. I’m not seeing any obvious signs of danger, and the fact that it’s an office building suggests some level of sophistication.”

      “And invisibility is out of the question?”

      I sighed. “Using magic is like using any other muscle, and invisibility is one of my stronger spells. Casting it on both of us would be the equivalent of me running up to the fortieth floor. I could do it, but if something else happened, I’d be very limited in what I could do to help.”

      Before Andy could respond, something brushed against my mind. I stiffened.

      “What?” Andy asked.

      “It’s Echo,” I said.

      I have good news and bad news.

      What’s the good news? I asked.

      The good news is, there is only a secretary on this floor. Outside this door is a long hallway, and her desk sits at the end next to the elevator. The hallway is lined with more conference rooms like this one, and from what I can tell, they are all empty. She has a security monitor on her desk showing the guard station, and I assume she can call them if needed.

      What’s the bad news?

      Echo never got a chance to answer. The lock on the door buzzed, and the door swung open. A brunette in a business suit stood in the doorway, her hands held out palms facing us. She was thin, but shapely, soft curves filling out the grey suit jacket and pencil skirt. Despite a distinct lack of big muscles, or any kind of weapons, I knew without a doubt that she was the most dangerous of the new arrivals.

      Behind her, two large, human-looking guards stood with their guns leveled on me and Andy, pointed over the slim woman’s shoulders. Dark glasses hid their eyes, but the grim set of their mouths suggested they were fine with shooting me if I gave them a good enough reason to. One had pale white skin, the other a deep brown, but they wore twin black suits and ties, with stark white dress shirts. Very Men in Black.

      I took a breath and opened my mouth, but the power that pulsed outward from the woman’s open hands struck me before I could make the joke. For the second time in less than an hour, I felt myself falling.

      Everything went black.
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      I didn’t open my eyes as soon as I woke up. When a sliver of awareness pierced the darkness with a flashback of my last moments of consciousness, I fought to keep my body still and my eyes closed. I was lying on something hard, but haphazardly padded, but I didn’t dare move my hands or squirm around to get a better feel for it. The woman, the one in the business suit. She’d hit me with some sort of energy, but what?

      It was telekinetic energy.

      Echo’s voice startled me so badly that I was afraid I flinched. I counted to ten, trying to regain my composure while keeping my breathing even. Echo?

      Yes.

      What happened? Are you all right? Where’s Peasblossom? Where’s Andy?

      None of those are really the most pertinent question you could be asking.

      I started to frown, then stopped myself. What’s the most pertinent question?

      Where is the telepath?

      I froze.

      “Echo” is quite right, a strange woman’s voice said, speaking telepathically. And you can stop pretending to be unconscious. I’m quite aware you woke up.

      A thousand thoughts flitted through my brain, and I viciously stomped on all of them. No reason to give my telepathic attacker more information than I had to.

      I sat up, abandoning the charade. Pain danced in an outward spiral from my brain. “Blood and bones,” I said, holding my head as I swayed in my sitting position, fighting to get my bearings under the wave of vertigo threatening to bring up my morning coffee.

      “I apologize for the headache,” the telepath said. “I sensed three people with you in the conference room, two that I could not see. I had to make certain I took care of all of you.”

      I stared down into my lap, waiting for the worst of the pain to subside. She didn’t sound sorry.

      Not trusting myself to speak to my attacker with the migraine currently trying to turn my brain to jelly, I studied the bed I was sitting on. It was a flimsy cot with a thin mattress that had seen better days. The mattress and sheet had once been white, but were now a foggy sort of grey, from time and fading more than dirt. They seemed clean enough, and thankfully, there was no bad smell. Really, the dominant smells in the room were cement and metal.

      Metal.

      I raised my head and blinked. Metal bars surrounded me. Not in a traditional prison cell style, either. The cage I found myself in was round and looked like a giant birdcage. Its bars were silver, bright and polished. I said a small prayer of gratitude for that. Iron bars would have been torture for Peasblossom.

      Peasblossom.

      As soon as I had that panicked thought, something moved in my coat pocket, and I felt reassurance emanating through the psychic bond I shared with my familiar. I relaxed.

      A little.

      “I realize you are disoriented, but I’m afraid I have some questions for you. And I need answers as soon as possible.”

      “Me too,” I muttered.

      I wrenched my head up so I could take in the rest of my surroundings. I was in a large room the size of a private underground parking garage. My giant birdcage was one of five in a row, with another five opposite me. The cages were all silver, and the floor, walls, and ceiling were all bare cement, with a large metal light fastened to the ceiling to flood the room with fluorescent light. There would be no hiding in this room. This jail.

      Something glittered on the floor outside the other cages. I squinted and leaned forward, then stiffened. Circles. Specifically, a ring of iron, copper, silver, and gold, each one embedded in the cement. Slowly, I slid my attention to the floor around my own cell, and my heart sank. I was in a circle. Now that I’d seen it, I could feel the hum of energy, the magic that would keep me trapped here, unable to cast any spells until whoever cast the circle chose to break it and let me out.

      Tension seized my shoulders as I finally turned my attention to the telepath. She sat at a desk set between my cage and the one across from it, looking for all the world like the average secretary. Her brown hair was in a bun at the back of her head, held in place by gleaming black chopsticks. Brown eyes studied me from behind black wire-rimmed glasses, and she ran her fingers along the lapels of her grey suit, tugging it into place over a midnight-blue shirt.

      “Where am I?” I asked, straining to keep the panic from my voice.

      “I will ask the questions, if you don’t mind.” The woman took a sip of her coffee from a mug that read “America’s Finest Assistant,” studying me over the rim. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Shade Renard. Mother Renard.” I rose to my feet, moving slowly so as to keep my skull from exploding into tiny fragments.

      A thin file folder lay on the desk in the right-hand corner, and the telepath opened it to reveal an eight-by-ten photograph. A flash of red caught my eye, and I leaned forward. I stared at the picture, then the woman. “That’s me.”

      The woman nodded, then glanced up at me over the top of her glasses. “Yes, it is. How did you come to be in that conference room?”

      I didn’t answer right away. She had a file on me. The top photograph looked like a still from a security feed. If she had a file—and coffee cool enough to drink, I noted—then she’d been waiting for me to regain consciousness. Panic squeezed my chest. “I was teleported there against my will. How long have I been unconscious?”

      “Who teleported you here?”

      I bit my lip, swallowing my frustration. “His name is Michael Keegan. Or Shaun. I doubt either of those are his real name, but he’s a sidhe who’s been kidnapping children from youth centers around Cleveland. He’s Taken six kids, and one of them is already dead, so please, you have to let me go now.”

      The woman made a note on a sheet of paper in the file. “Why did he teleport you to that conference room?”

      I pressed my fists to the sides of my head. “I confronted him about the missing children. I can’t say for certain why he teleported me, but I would guess he wanted me out of the way so he could kidnap more children. Which he did shortly after I ended up in that conference room.”

      “I see. And do you have any idea why he chose that conference room?”

      “No. I—” I stopped and took a deep, calming breath. “Please,” I said quietly. “I’ll answer your questions, but I have to know. How long have I been here?”

      “Almost two hours.”

      Two hours. I sank to my knees, hiding my face in my hands. Who knew how far Shaun had gotten in two hours? Who knew how many more children he might have Taken with that sort of time? Goddess, please help Blake find those children.

      “Please,” I started again, hoping it would work the second time. “I have to get out of here. I have to find those kids. Call Anton. Let me talk to him—I’m sure I can make him understand.”

      “Mr. Winters is indisposed.”

      I winced. I forgot about that. The vampire would be sleeping—or, rather, dead—until sunset. “Vera?” I tried, already suspecting I knew the answer.

      “Also indisposed.” The telepath leaned forward, one hand braced on the file with my picture in it. “It is my understanding from your file that you signed a contract with Mr. Winters. A contract that forbids you from revealing the…specifics of Mr. Winters’ biology.”

      “I haven’t told anyone what his is,” I insisted, fighting to keep my voice level. “And if I had, you’d know, because I’d be dead. The magic that enforces that contract is no joke.”

      “Yes, the magic is strong. But you’re a witch, Mother Renard. Surely I don’t have to tell you there are ways around any spell.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t see what you’re getting at.”

      The telepath lifted one shoulder in a graceful shrug. “Your file also says that you are a fledgling private investigator. You want very much to see your little business thrive.”

      She was leading me somewhere, but I couldn’t for the life of me see where. “Yes.”

      “And a partnership with an FBI agent would certainly be a boon to that cause, wouldn’t it? A valuable contact, as it were?”

      “Yes,” I said, more slowly this time.

      “Your Agent Bradford has an impressive record. He’s perceptive for a human.”

      I shook my head, then rubbed my temples in small circles. “I’m sorry, I have a headache, and perhaps I’m not thinking as clearly as I’d like. Could you…” I struggled to find a nicer way to say “get to the point.”

      She must have read my mind, because she gave me a tight smile. “If I were an enterprising witch bound by an unforgiving contract, and I wanted to impress my FBI partner, I might try negotiating myself into a position where—through no apparent fault of my own—my FBI partner could easily deduce that Mr. Winters was not as human as he might seem.”

      I stared at her, hoping to see a quirk at the corner of her mouth, an arched eyebrow—something to tell me she was joking. “I’m sorry,” I said, holding up a hand. “Let me get this straight. You think I arranged for the sidhe to teleport me and Andy into that conference room?”

      “I’m saying you stand to benefit from the situation.”

      I jabbed a finger at the bars of my cage. “This situation?” I pointed at the circles outside the cage. “This situation right here? Me in a cage, helpless to stop more children from being kidnapped—possibly killed? You see this as me benefitting from the situation?”

      Anger leached into my voice, and I couldn’t quite bring myself to rein it in. My temper rose with every word out of the telepath’s mouth, and since she was a telepath, there seemed little point in hiding it.

      “I don’t blame you for misreading the possibilities,” the telepath said, condescension sliding into her tone. “I’m sure you thought you’d get away with it.”

      “If I thought I’d get away with it,” I said, “then wouldn’t the contract have interpreted that as a violation of the terms? That contract threatened to decapitate me if I so much as thought of talking to Andy about who owns that building.”

      “So you did try.”

      I clasped my hands in my lap, willing myself to stay calm. “You’re a telepath. You know I’m telling the truth. I had no part in being teleported to that conference room. I have no intention of discussing Anton Winters with Andy. Please. I can’t find another one of these kids in an autopsy room. Let me go.”

      The woman frowned. “You speak as if you don’t know how difficult it is to read your mind. Your surface thoughts are clear enough, but beyond that… Your mind is strangely complicated. Even for a witch.”

      “I’m Mother Hazel’s apprentice,” I explained, willing myself not to yell. “Or was until three years ago. I lived with her for a long time. It…left its mark.”

      “I see.” The woman pushed her glasses to sit higher on her nose. “And the…spirit? The presence inside your head that you sent bobbing about the hallway? You’re telling me putting a ghost in your head wasn’t your way of trying to trick the contract, hide your true intentions?”

      “No!” I stopped and took a deep breath. “Echo is…a long story. She is not part of any plan to thwart the contract.”

      The woman folded her hands on the desk. “We have time. Tell me the story.”

      I shot to my feet, my temper getting the better of me. “You might have time, but I don’t, and neither do those children. If you can’t call Anton or Vera, then what about Dmitri?”

      There. An emotion teased the corners of the woman’s mouth, gone so fast I almost missed it. “You are in no position to make demands. Limit your responses to the information pertinent to my questions.”

      “I’ll answer your questions, but can’t you call Dmitri?”

      The emotion flitted over her face again, the same lightning-fast flicker of irritation. She didn’t like me asking to talk to Anton’s son. Her hand twitched in the direction of the phone. No, not the phone. The phone cord.

      “He has nothing to do with this,” she said calmly. “You will have to wait for Mr. Winters.”

      “I can’t wait for Mr. Winters,” I insisted. “Can’t you try to call—”

      “I’m not calling anyone,” she snapped. She pressed her hands flat against the desk, visibly collecting herself. “Please excuse me.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “I need to question the FBI agent now. The one you brought into Mr. Winters’ place of business.”

      My eyes widened. “I didn’t—”

      “So you say.” She gave me a tight smile. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take you at your word.”

      “Please call Dimitri!” I shouted at her back.

      She didn’t stop. In fact, she walked faster, heading for the door at the end of the room like her life depended on it.

      Call Dimitri’s name again, Echo said urgently. She doesn’t like that.

      It wasn’t until Echo came back to me that I realized she’d been gone. Were you in her head?

      Only for a second. When she was angry and not paying attention. She thinks Dimitri tapped the phone. That’s why she doesn’t want you saying his name.

      “Dimitri!” I called out, talking to the phone this time. “Dimitri, I need to talk to you. Are you there?”

      “Stop it!” the telepath said, whirling around. She snatched her glasses from her face and took a step toward my cage, raising a hand. “You don’t have to be conscious while I—”

      “Did I hear my name?”

      I sagged as Dimitri’s voice came from the phone’s speaker. His words held a hint of his father’s Dacian accent, but not as thick. At his interjection, my jailor’s shoulders tightened with unmistakable tension, and she straightened as if forcing herself to face a firing squad. Step by step, she marched back to her desk, her movements as graceful as an ancient mechanical soldier. To her credit, by the time she returned to her desk, she wore a mask of professional distance, no sign that the sound of Dimitri’s voice bothered her.

      “Mr. Winters,” she said, her voice professionally polite. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. We’re fine here. Please return to what you were doing. I’m sorry for the interruption.”

      “Dimitri!” I called again, before the woman could do something with the phone to break the connection.

      “Is that Shade Renard?” Dimitri asked, surprised. “Has my father hired you again?”

      “Not exactly.” I took a fortifying breath. “There was a bit of an incident with a sidhe. I interfered in his plans, and he responded by teleporting me and my friend into one of the conference rooms. I believe it was a secure floor.”

      “Ah, well, that would be— Wait. Did you say sidhe?” Dimitri asked.

      “Yes.” I paced to the edge of my prison, as if getting closer to the phone would somehow help me convince him to help. “I tried to explain to…” I stopped and looked at my jailor.

      She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Kaargra. Ms. Kaargra.”

      “Ms. Kaargra is concerned that I’m up to no good. She thinks I intentionally manipulated Shaun into teleporting me and Andy into your dad’s building as some very roundabout way of breaking the terms of the contract I signed.”

      “It would have to be a roundabout way in order to get around the magic of the contract,” Kaargra snapped.

      “Ms. Renard, what business do you have with the sidhe?” Dimitri interrupted.

      I gripped the bars with both hands. “I’m working a case that involves children being kidnapped from youth centers. I believe they’re being Taken.”

      “You are investigating a sidhe for Taking children?”

      “Yes. Three children were Taken last year, and three more were Taken today.” I curled my hands into fists. “Dimitri, one of them turned up dead this morning. I have to get out of here. I have to find the other five before it’s too late.”

      There was a long silence. Long enough that I worried Dimitri had gone.

      “How did you come to take this case?” Dimitri asked finally.

      I bit back a groan of frustration and tightened my hands on the bars. “The missing-persons case I was working when your father hired me belonged to Agent Bradford. His experience with that case—specifically finding out that his missing person was a ghost—led him to wonder if more of his cases might have an Otherworld component. I’ve been helping him go over some of them.”

      “You introduced him to the Otherworld?” Dimitri’s voice rose in surprise.

      I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “I had a feeling.” I didn’t explain further than that. Dimitri was old enough to know the importance of a witch having a “feeling.” A witch should never ignore her instincts.

      “I see.” Another long pause. “So your Agent Bradford picked this case. The agent you had a feeling about, a feeling strong enough that you told him about the Otherworld.”

      “Yes. Well,” I said, “sort of. He picked out a few stacks of cases, and we took them to an oracle. She’s the one who chose this specific case. She must have known Matthew’s body would be found—”

      “An oracle?” Dimitri said sharply. “What oracle?”

      I snapped my mouth closed, cursing myself for the slip. Andrea wasn’t in hiding, per se, but she didn’t advertise, either. And I’d learned the hard way that most people didn’t appreciate being brought to Anton Winters’ attention. If I spoke of Andrea to Dimitri, then the information would undoubtedly make it to his father.

      “Shade,” Dimitri said, his voice sounding far more serious that I ever would have expected from the hacker. “Tell me.”

      “She isn’t involved,” I said calmly. “She wants to be left alone. Forgive me, but your father has a rather well-known affinity for seeking out oracles and prophets.”

      “Ms. Renard, I can assure you, the likelihood that you know of an oracle in the area that my father isn’t already acquainted with is very, very slim. I ask for her name only because I am curious. And if you give me her name, you can leave now to find those children.”

      “Mr. Winters,” Kaargra said. “Your father—”

      “My father is not here. I am. And I’m telling you, if she answers my question, you will let her go.”

      Kaargra squared her shoulders and straightened her spine. “I’m sorry, I can’t do that. Mr. Winters’ policy is crystal clear. Unexpected intruders must be held for him to meet with personally.”

      Dimitri didn’t respond. Instead, a heavy click sounded at the door, followed by a red flashing light on the panel beside it. Metal clinked somewhere overhead, followed by the unmistakable hissing sound of gas being pumped into the room.

      The telepath’s determination faltered, her hands falling to her sides. “What have you done?”

      “I’ve locked you in, Ms. Kaargra,” Dimitri said. “And the holding cell you’re occupying is filling with sleeping gas. Now, you can either agree to my terms, or you can fall asleep on the job. If you choose the latter, I will wait until you’re indisposed and send someone else to release Ms. Renard. And I will put you in Ms. Renard’s cell and leave you to wait as long as it takes for someone to find you.” A camera near the ceiling made an electronic whirring sound as it oscillated to take in the entire underground jail. “I see no other prisoners, so I have to imagine it would be some time before you were found.”

      Some of the color drained from the telepath’s face.

      “If it makes you feel better,” Dimitri said, his tone almost conversational, “you can rest easy knowing that I will assure my father you released Ms. Renard under duress.”

      To underline his sincerity, the gas hissed louder, as if another burst had been pushed through the pipes. I covered my mouth and nose with my shirt as my eyes began to burn.

      “I’ll do it,” the telepath said finally, the last word almost lost in a cough. “I’ll do it. Turn off the gas.”

      “Very well. Now, the name, if you will, Shade?”

      I said a silent apology to Andrea. She would understand. She’d probably known this would happen when she gave me the case.

      “Andrea,” I said. “Her name is Andrea—”

      “I’m familiar with the oracle of whom you speak. And a deal is a deal. Ms. Kaargra?”

      The telepath tapped out a rapid succession of keys on her computer, and another electronic whir alerted me that the lock on my door had disengaged. The hissing stopped, and a ventilation system kicked on, sucking the gas from the room. Kaargra stumbled around her desk before bending down to tap the circle with one manicured fingernail.

      The magic popped, and I winced, swallowing hard to equalize the pressure in my head.

      “This way,” the telepath said stiffly.

      The angry woman marched toward the door, stalking on her stiletto heels with enough vigor that every pace reverberated off my skull and sent a fresh wave of pain over my head. That was on purpose, I was certain, but I didn’t object. She could be as petty as she wanted, as long as she let me out of here.

      We passed through the door into a sally port where a silver SUV waited with all its doors open. The same two guards from before stood on either side, their black suits so dark that they swallowed the light from the unnecessarily bright fluorescent lights above the vehicle. The dark glasses kept me from properly reading their expressions, but I suspected they were as happy as Kaargra to see me leave.

      The telepath jabbed a finger at the left passenger door. “Get in.”

      I did. The lush interior of the vehicle provided a sharp contrast to the harsh discomfort of the cell I’d been in moments ago. The leather was soft and hugged me as I sat down, as if apologizing for my earlier exposure to the pathetic excuse for a bed. I let my head fall back and relaxed into the seat. I wanted to close my eyes, but I didn’t trust Kaargra that far.

      “Don’t speak about this to your partner,” she snapped, tightening her grip on the door as if resisting the urge to slam it. “For the safety of everyone involved, I’m going to tweak his memory. He’ll be dazed when he comes out, so don’t talk to him, don’t engage him. Just leave him alone. As far as he’s concerned, that sidhe teleported you back to his SUV. All right?”

      I didn’t like the idea of her messing around with Andy’s mind, but the alternative didn’t seem pleasant either, so I just nodded. Besides, we weren’t far enough from the jail that being returned to my cell wasn’t a possibility.

      She doesn’t like you, Echo said helpfully.

      Yes, I noticed.

      Do you know why?

      I can guess. My mind is hard to read, and most telepaths assume that means I’m being deceptive. They don’t like it.

      That’s the gist of it, yes. She also genuinely believes you want to tell Andy about Anton Winters.

      I crossed my arms, reminding myself not to sulk in time to keep from huffing. I most certainly do not. I want him to trust me. Our history already makes that difficult—the last thing I want is for him to find out that I agreed to work for a criminal. A vampiric criminal.

      It would be awkward if he found out your bank account was largely provided by a man the FBI would love to see behind bars.

      I shifted uneasily. I don’t know for sure that the FBI knows Anton is a criminal.

      I do. I was in his head. The vampire’s name comes up too often in other investigations. Andy doesn’t believe it’s a coincidence. No one at the FBI does.

      Before I could react to that little revelation, a door opened on the other side of the sally port, and Kaargra led Andy through it to the opposite side of the SUV. He looked none the worse for wear, though his suit had a few uncharacteristic wrinkles. His sunglasses were tucked into his breast pocket, and his brown eyes looked cloudier than usual. He climbed into the SUV without looking at me. Neither of us said anything.

      The men in black shut our doors, then climbed into their seats in front. It wasn’t until then that I noticed the glass divider that separated the front and back seats. It was heavily tinted, as were the windows in the back. I couldn’t see anything beyond a vague sense of movement as the car started and we drove away.

      The drive didn’t last more than ten minutes, but when the car stopped and someone opened my door, we were back at Shannon’s Diner, parked behind Andy’s SUV. Peasblossom stirred in my pocket, but I put a hand over it, urging her to stay inside. I didn’t think the two guards were telepathic, and if they didn’t know Peasblossom was there, I’d like it to stay that way. Not that I didn’t trust them to keep their word, but still. Pixies were so much more effective when you weren’t expecting them…

      Andy got out and moved to his vehicle, sliding into the driver’s seat and closing the door without so much as a glance back at me. He was a stoic man by nature, but this robotic attitude rubbed me the wrong way. I started to slide out of my seat, but my guard stopped me.

      “He’s in a daze right now,” he said. He offered me a hand, and I let him help me out of the SUV. “Once you get in his car and close your door, he’ll snap out of it. Act like you just appeared there, and no one has to be the wiser.”

      “He was held in a separate cell than me,” I said, not moving from my spot be the silver SUV. “Did anyone talk to him? Do anything to him?”

      The large black man stared at me, the look intense enough that I felt it through the dark glasses. “Good day, Ms. Renard.”

      “If anyone talked to him, or did something to him, it’s better I know now in case he gets those memories back.” I widened my stance the way children did when they’d decided they were not, in fact, ready to leave the playground. “You work with a telepath. I assume you know how tricky mind-wipes can be.”

      The guard shook his head. “Above my pay grade. But if it will make you get in the car, I don’t believe anyone questioned your partner. He was unconscious the entire time. Kaargra woke him up to bring him out.”

      “As far as you know,” I said.

      He nodded. “As far as I know.”

      I wasn’t going to get any more information from him than that, so I waved a halfhearted goodbye and circled around him to Andy’s SUV. The men in black returned to their vehicle, and I watched them drive off before opening my door and climbing in beside Andy. I forced myself not to watch him as I slammed my door shut.

      Just as the guard had said, Andy blinked, shaking his head as if coming out of a fog. “What the—” He stared at the steering wheel, then swiveled his head to take in the rest of his surroundings. “He sent us back to my car?”

      I put one hand on my door and the other on the center console, feigning disorientation. “Seems like it. How do you feel?”

      Andy cursed. “Never mind. We need to get to the Memorial Center.”

      “Wait, let me call my contact. He was going to track them; maybe he found something.” I grabbed my cell phone but stopped when I looked down to see I had six missed calls. From Liam.

      I called, and the werewolf answered on the first ring. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?” Liam demanded.

      “I didn’t get them until now. There must have been bad reception where I was.”

      “We’ll talk about that later. I’m going to text you the address of a youth rec center. Meet me there as soon as you can.”

      He hung up without saying anything else.

      “Did he have any luck?” Andy asked.

      I nodded, looking down at my phone when it beeped. I copied the address into my navigation app. “We’re going to a rec center. Liam has a lead on the kids.” I frowned. I thought he’d said he was sending Blake and Sonar?

      Andy nodded. “I hope it’s good news.”
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      “So this werewolf we’re meeting is a ranger. A cop.”

      I shifted in the passenger seat. “Yes.”

      Andy tugged on the sleeve of his suit jacket without taking his other hand off the wheel. I suspected the wrinkles caused by his handling by Anton’s guards were upsetting him. I almost offered to use magic to smooth them out, but he continued, “How many werewolves work in that unit?”

      “There are at least four.” I paused, a roll of unease passing through my stomach. Not four. They’d added one. “I mean, five.”

      Andy glanced at me but didn’t follow up on the correction. “You said originally we were going to meet Detective Blake, and his…” He paused, searching for the right word. “His canine partner, Sonar.”

      “Yes.”

      “But Sonar isn’t a dog; he’s a werewolf.”

      “She. And yes.”

      “Is Sonar her real name?”

      I smiled. “No. And she wears a glamour collar so everyone sees her as a German shepherd. As far as the humans are concerned, she’s a dog. She has a real name, and a human form, but even I’m not allowed to know what it is.”

      “You need special clearance for that?”

      I drummed my fingers on the windowsill. The downside of not being the one driving was I had to deal with my rather severe tendency toward motion sickness. Reading in the car was the worst, but thinking and talking didn’t do me any favors either. I unzipped my pouch and dug around for some mints.

      “It’s their way of protecting her cover. If I don’t know her as anything but Sonar, then I can’t accidentally call her by her real name. I wasn’t supposed to know she was a werewolf at all, but it’s sort of hard not to notice. For a witch, I mean. Either that or I caught her off guard because she hadn’t been expecting a witch to invite herself into a murder investigation.”

      I growled as my fingers tangled in a ball of yarn. I didn’t even knit—how the blazes had a ball of yarn gotten in there?

      “Is this the murder investigation you mentioned when I called you two weeks ago?”

      I stopped, mentally transported to that night. Sitting on my kitchen floor, surrounded by spilled soda, wondering if I’d made a mistake. If I wasn’t fooling myself playing private investigator. If a village witch was all I’d ever be. That case had almost killed me, both in the figurative and literal sense.

      The zipper on my pouch jingled as I shoved the yarn out of my way, simultaneously pushing free of the memories of that last soul-crushing case. “Yeah, that’s the one.” I squinted out the window at the highway. Orange construction cones taunted me from the distance, promising to make the short drive to the youth recreation center as long as possible.

      “You feel any better about that case?”

      I turned away from the cones but didn’t meet Andy’s eyes. “No. It still doesn’t seem right.”

      “Do you feel any pride that you followed the law and not your own opinion?”

      A humorless laugh escaped. “You don’t know witches. My mentor believes her opinion is the law.”

      “You don’t feel that way.”

      He didn’t say it like a question, but I heard it anyway.

      “If I did, that last case would have ended differently.”

      Silence filled the vehicle. I didn’t know if Andy was thinking about the case, about werewolves, or about me and my mentor. I didn’t want to know.

      “I caught them up as much as I could on the cases,” I said, needing to break the silence. “If they find them, they’ll call us. If not, they’ll point us in the right direction.”

      “Let’s hope they find them.” He paused. “Anything I should know about werewolves?”

      I considered that, grateful to have more conversation fodder. “Well, werewolves vary by pack. You have some that rely on a lot of protocol and have strict hierarchy rules, then you have some that operate more like a family.”

      “And these werewolves?”

      “These werewolves operate like a military unit, perhaps because they’re cops. They’re disciplined, and if there’s trouble, you’ll see a solid hierarchy, but in terms of the day-to-day, they’re close friends who feel strongly about protecting each other, and the people in their jurisdiction.”

      “Weaknesses?”

      “Silver,” Peasblossom answered. “Silver is to werewolves what iron is to fey.”

      “She’s right,” I agreed. “Being around silver can give them anything from a headache to a mild allergic reaction, and an injury caused by silver will make them heal human slow.”

      “How fast do they heal if it’s not silver?” Andy asked.

      “Fast.” I cleared my throat. “Best not to injure a werewolf unless you have a solid means of escape, or confidence you can deliver a death blow.”

      “This sounds exciting,” Echo said from my pocket. “Take me out. I want to see where we’re going.”

      I reached into the pocket of my coat and withdrew a rubber My Little Pony. Peasblossom snickered as I set it on the dashboard.

      The pony’s plastic eyes glowed green as Echo growled. “She’s laughing at me again. I hate this thing. Can’t I ride in your mind?”

      “Echo, I’m sorry, that was all I had on me, and I can’t have you in my thoughts right now. You wanted something with a face.”

      “Don’t you have something more dramatic? The ceramic skull had a certain flair to it. This is a child’s toy.”

      Peasblossom’s snickers erupted into outright laughter.

      “Shade!” Echo whined.

      “Peasblossom, stop laughing at her, or there’ll be no more honey for a week,” I said. “And Echo, I’m sorry, but I’ve already inscribed the runes on this, and I’m not going to use more energy to repeat the process on something else when it’s likely I’m going to need all the strength I can get when we find those kids.” I didn’t add that she’d probably hate whatever else I offered. I didn’t carry a lot of objects with a face. Unless she wanted to ride in a small plastic replica of Sue the T-Rex.

      It would have been nice to spend the rest of the drive discussing the case, or something productive. Instead, it was a small eternity of mediating a nonsense argument between a ghost and a pixie. By the time Andy pulled into the recreation center where we’d arranged to meet Liam, my eyelid had a muscle spasm, and I’d gone through my entire pack of mints.

      Andy was silent as I ripped my car door open and fixed Peasblossom with a glare. I held out my hand, and she stared at it for a solid five seconds before landing in my palm.

      “I love you,” she said tentatively.

      I let out a slow breath through my nose and grabbed the My Little Pony from the dashboard.

      “I love you too?” Echo tried.

      “You will stop this incessant fighting,” I said, each word clipped. “Or so help me…” I wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence, so I let a witchy look do it for me. Peasblossom shrank away, and Echo’s eye lights dimmed.

      Andy watched me as I got out of the car, and I did my best to project an image of a valuable crime-fighting partner and not a mother of two who’d just broken up a fight between her children.

      The recreation center towered over me as I searched the parking lot for the rangers. Windows made up the center third of the building’s face, flanked on either side by cream-colored brick. It was a nice, welcoming building, at odds with the sour feeling in my stomach.

      “That your ranger?” Andy asked.

      I followed his gaze to a large green pickup truck, and a shot of adrenaline made me sit up straighter. The six foot three shifter standing next to the truck turned piercing blue eyes in my direction, pinning me in place as he left his vehicle to stalk toward the SUV. He wore his ranger’s uniform, and the sleeves had been rolled up to his elbows, baring strong forearms and giving the impression that he was ready to get to work. I didn’t know for sure why he’d decided to come himself instead of sending Blake and Sonar. I preferred to think they’d been busy, and not that Liam had decided I was a big enough threat that I required alpha attention.

      “That’s him.”

      I cleared my throat as Andy opened the door to get out of the SUV. We both moved to stand in front of the vehicle, and as Liam got close enough for introductions, the buzz of his aura washed over me. I curled my hands into fists. I would not embarrass myself this time. Whatever it was about a shifter’s aura that called to me, I would not let it make me look like an idiot. Again.

      “Ms. Renard.”

      “Liam.” I gestured to Andy. “This is Agent Andrew Bradford, FBI. Andy, this is Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne, Cleveland Metroparks Police.”

      Andy offered a hand to Liam. “Thanks for your help.”

      Liam studied Andy as he returned the handshake, a firm, but friendly grip. “So, I went to the Memorial Center like you asked, and I was able to pick up the trail of one of the missing kids. I tracked him to this place.” He gestured with his chin to the rec center.

      I blinked. Liam had tracked him? A shifter’s senses were still strong in human form, but I would have thought he’d have to shift to track a kid through a city like Cleveland. I resisted the urge to ask for details about his process, mentally promising myself to ask later. “I take it he wasn’t inside?”

      “No. He never went inside. Just sat at that picnic table.”

      Andy and I followed his gesture to a picnic table beside the building. My heart fell. “Nothing after that?”

      “No. I’m guessing he got in a car.” Liam took a deep breath. “And here’s more bad news—he wasn’t alone.”

      “What do you mean?” Andy asked.

      “There were two other kids with him. A male and a female. I picked up traces of the youth center on them, though not as strong. Likely as not they were there yesterday and hadn’t changed their clothes. I found your missing kid partly because he’d been painting before he left the Memorial Center, and these kids had paint on them too.”

      “So we’re searching for three more missing kids, new total of five. Anything else?” I asked.

      “That’s not all.” Liam’s jaw tightened. “Your kids were with a sidhe.”

      I’d suspected Keegan had taken them, but still, hearing it made my stomach drop. “Blood and bone,” I said.

      Liam flexed his hands at his sides, as if wishing he could get his hands on the fey responsible. “I followed each trail. Best guess is the sidhe went to the center to fetch the boy. He left alone, presumably so no one would see the boy leaving with him. Same deal with the other two—he meandered around the city, meeting each one, but always leaving by himself. Then the kids made their way to that picnic table. My guess is he told them to meet him here and picked them up in a car.”

      I bit my lip, then dug around in my waist pouch. I was pretty sure it was Keegan, but better be certain. “I have a card he touched.” I knelt on the rough pavement. The leggings were ruined anyway. I dug through my pouch, searching for the card, pulling out a candle, a flashlight, and a smattering of paper clips, and ignoring the way Liam stared at me as if I’d lost my mind.

      “Here.” I stood. “Is this the same sidhe?”

      It wasn’t until I held the card out to Liam that the awkwardness hit me, and I realized I was holding it for him to sniff it. Since he wasn’t in wolf form, it felt a little weird.

      Liam didn’t seem to share my discomfort. He took the card and raised it to his nose, his nostrils flaring. Gold light glittered in his blue eyes, and my heart skipped a beat.

      “That’s him.”

      I dropped to my knees and shoved everything into the pouch. “It’s Keegan.”

      “We can see if they have security cameras,” Andy said, gesturing at the building. “If he picked them up in the car, maybe we can get a picture of the license plate.”

      “Already tried,” Liam said. “No luck. The car never faced the camera at the right angle.” He waved for us to follow him. “There’s more.”

      He walked away with the confidence of a man who was used to being obeyed, and Andy followed him with the efficiency of a man who wanted answers. I gathered the rest of my stuff from the ground and shoved it into the pouch as I followed suit.

      Liam led us down the rec center’s driveway and across the street. A set of red-brick apartment buildings sat side by side. In front of one of them was a smaller white brick building in bad repair, with a splotchy patch job and peeling paint.

      Well, the edges had peeling paint. Street art covered the majority of the wall. Different artists had claimed different squares, each one putting their own artistic signature on the brick. Some were black and white; some were color. Some were pictures, and some were intricate letters woven together.

      “There.” Liam pointed. “Your Keegan stopped here. And he touched that painting.”

      I focused on the area he indicated, and my lips parted. It was Keegan. Keegan the way Pam had described him. The sidhe stood like a beautiful sentinel at the edge of a forest. One hand pointed to the trees, and he held the other out to a second figure. A boy.

      Simon.

      “That’s Simon.” I pointed from Keegan to the boy. “Simon did this.”

      “What are all those scribbles up there?” Andy asked, pointing to the top of the wall.

      I stared at the section of wall above the picture of Keegan and Simon, and my eyebrows shot up. “That’s Gaelic.” I squinted. “The grammar is awful. He used an online translator to write this message.”

      “Can you read it?” Andy asked.

      “Yes. Mother Hazel was big on languages. Said if I couldn’t speak at least seven, then what sort of a witch was I?” I indicated the scribbles. “They’re directions. From what I can tell, it’s leading to somewhere close by.”

      “And here I thought the paint was the most interesting aspect of his message,” Liam said.

      Andy stiffened, then leaned closer. “That’s blood.”

      Liam crossed his arms. “Not all of it, but some. Human blood.”

      My chest tightened, squeezing some of the breath from my lungs. “Were any of the kids at the picnic table bleeding?”

      “No,” Liam said firmly. “I would have picked that up.”

      “So where did he get the blood?” Andy asked, using the hushed tone of someone asking a question he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to.

      “That, I can’t tell you.” Liam stared at me and gestured to the Gaelic scrawls. “Where does it say to go?”

      I stepped around him to stand closer to the wall, squinting at the words as I laid the tips of my fingers on the brick. “Revelare.”

      Silver light washed over the wall, traveling over the lines of paint, the cracks in the brick. Nothing sparked; no magic or spells twinkled at me.

      “What was that?” Andy asked.

      “If Keegan was here, he might have laid a glamour on this to mislead us, but I checked for magic, and I’m not seeing anything.”

      “So where are we going?” Andy asked.

      “It’s not an address, just directions.” I dug my cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch and snapped a picture of the directions. I stared at the picture, my imagination providing unpleasant and unhelpful images of what might be waiting for us wherever these directions would lead. At the top of the list of horrible possibilities was more dead children.

      Hot vibrations against my back chased away some of the fear curling at the base of my spine, followed immediately by a rush of heat to my face as I realized where the vibrations were coming from. I lurched forward without looking at Liam, without acknowledging that I’d been leaning against him—again.

      “Let’s get going. I’ll give you directions as we go.”

      The werewolf’s gaze followed me, a solid weight between my shoulder blades. “You’re pursuing this alone? Just the two of you?”

      I braced myself to meet his eyes, hoping the cool breeze had chased the worst of the blush from my cheeks. Liam shared the question between Andy and me, but I answered first.

      “If the kids are being Taken, then there’s a good chance they’re not in immediate danger. And if we do find the sidhe who are holding them, I have a better chance of getting them back if it’s just the two of us than if I bring an army.”

      “One of them has already turned up dead,” Liam pointed out. “You’re not worried the others are in danger?”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I think they are in danger, but only because they’re humans surrounded by non-humans. I think they’re vulnerable and easily manipulated, and I want to get them back before they find out the reality of what they’ve gotten themselves into.” I eased back a step, away from Liam and closer to Andy’s SUV. “We should get going.”

      “How did he die?” Liam asked, taking one step forward to keep pace with me. His tone didn’t leave room for argument.

      “He was stabbed,” Andy answered. “His body was covered in multiple lacerations, old and new, but only one of them was fatal. A blade of some kind, about six inches long.”

      “Enchanted weapon?” Liam asked.

      “Not on the weapon that delivered the death blow, but the lacerations were caused by something Other.” I frowned, staring into space as I remembered the way the lacerations had glowed under my spell. “I don’t know what caused them, but it wasn’t mundane.”

      “Do you have any suspects?” Liam asked.

      Andy looked at me too, as if hoping that at some point I’d come up with a name we hadn’t had before. I shifted my weight to my other foot. “No. I know they were Taken, and I know that Keegan or whatever he calls himself now is the scout, the one who picks the victims and prepares them for the day he’ll lead them away. He’s the one who hangs around the youth centers and gets to know them, grooms them so they’ll be willing to follow him when it’s time.”

      Liam’s cell phone chimed with a text message, and he took it out of his pocket. A frown pulled down the corners of his mouth and he shook his head. “I need to go. But I can meet up with you later, help you track down these kids.”

      Part of me wanted to leap at the offer. There weren’t many dangerous situations that wouldn’t be improved by having an alpha werewolf on our side. Unfortunately, meeting with the sidhe was one of them. “I’ll call you if we can use your help, but right now, we need to keep this subtle. The sidhe love to negotiate, and I’ll have a better chance of getting the kids back safely if I can do it without starting a war.”

      Liam narrowed his eyes as he shoved his phone into his pocket. “You think I’ll start a war?”

      I shifted to my other foot. “I think showing up with an alpha werewolf who’s also a cop will be viewed as a challenge more than showing up with a human.” I glanced at Andy. “No offense.”

      Andy inclined his head. “None taken.”

      Liam’s energy burned hotter, and I took a step back, overcompensating as I resisted the urge to lean forward. He drummed his fingers on his cell phone through the lining of his pocket. “Fine. But call if there’s trouble.”

      “We will.”

      I didn’t run away from the werewolf, but I crossed the street briskly, getting to the SUV before Andy. The electronic locks hummed as he used the key fob to unlock them before he got there, and I scrambled inside with as much dignity as I could muster. It took more effort than I wanted to admit not to call out to Liam as he walked by, tell him I’d changed my mind, and I wanted his help. But the fact of the matter was, the sidhe would see his presence combined with a request to see the children as an implied threat. A human, even an FBI agent, was something to be dismissed. Not so with an alpha werewolf.

      “I hate politics,” I muttered.

      Peasblossom crawled out from behind my neck, holding on to my ear for balance. “Was that painting really done with blood?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Echo spoke from the shadows of my pocket. “Do you think it was the boy they found this morning? The…dead boy?”

      Andy climbed into the driver’s seat, and I retrieved my cell phone, opening it to the picture of the directions. “Goddess, I hope not.”

      The drive didn’t take long, despite the need to drive at a snail’s pace so I could give him directions based largely on landmarks. In less than fifteen minutes, we pulled into the parking lot of an apartment building. It was in a nice area of the city, but not so nice that Andy didn’t lock the car doors when we got out.

      I studied the square brick building with its weather-worn, but freshly painted shutters. “This is the building.” A splash of color caught my attention, a streak of red on one shutter. Blood? I pointed. “There.”

      Andy scanned the building. “Third floor, second unit over. Let’s go.”

      The building wasn’t as secure as one might hope, a detail that worked in our favor. There was no key card needed for entry, no code required to unlock the front doors. We entered the building and made our way to the unit in question with no trouble.

      A similar red smear marked the apartment door, though this time it was harder to see, hidden in the bottom-right corner near the hinge. I wouldn’t have seen it at all if I hadn’t been looking for it.

      Andy started to knock, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. “You’re wearing the watch I gave you?”

      He pushed up his sleeve, revealing the silver watch. “The runes are warm.”

      “Good, then it’s working. That will defeat some glamour, but a determined sidhe could fool the runes, so don’t let your guard down. Did you do what I told you to with your clothes?”

      Andy pressed his lips together. “Yes.”

      Peasblossom snickered. “So your underwear is backwards?”

      “Peasblossom, hush,” I snapped.

      Andy ignored her and knocked.

      The door opened a solid two minutes later, and a cloud of marijuana rolled over us like a cushy welcome mat. A girl with bottle-blonde hair stood in the doorway, a pale green shirt hugging her slender body and a gold chain holding a delicate cross around her neck. She hooked her thumb into the pocket of her jeans—on the third try—and smiled at Andy. “Can I help you?”

      Andy waved at the herbal fog, fighting in vain to brush it away. “Is Simon home?”

      The girl smiled and half melted against the doorframe. “Oh, are you friends of Simon’s? That’s so nice. I’m so glad he has friends.”

      I resisted the urge to cover my face, though I rubbed my neck to disguise pushing Peasblossom farther under my hair and away from the fragrant smoke.

      “Pete, come here. These are friends of Simon’s.”

      A boy shuffled into the short hallway, his brown hair sticking up in true porcupine fashion. His heavy lids matched the thicker trail of smoke that followed him like a cartoon scent trail.

      “Cool,” he drawled. “Simon’s a cool dude.”

      “Yes, cool,” I said. “Does he live here?”

      The girl nodded an affirmation, then kept on nodding. “We let him live here in his own room and everything. He’s not here now, though.” She leaned forward, pressing a palm against Andy’s chest and speaking in a stage whisper. “He’s homeless, you know. We have to…do our best to help those…less fortunate.” She made a face and swallowed.

      Cotton mouth, I guessed.

      “Where’s Simon’s room?” Andy asked, taking the girl’s hand off him and putting it on the doorframe.

      She pointed down the hall behind her. “First room on your left.”

      Peasblossom shoved against my fingers as I followed Andy, leaving the two high-as-a-kite teenagers behind.

      “Stop it,” I hissed.

      Andy opened the door to Simon’s room, and I hurried inside, closing it behind us to shut out the suffocating aroma of pot before it could follow us.

      “Hey,” Peasblossom said. “That smelled good.”

      “Don’t inhale.” I wrinkled my nose. Ugh, too late. This room reeked of pot too.

      “I don’t smell it,” Echo said from my pocket.

      “You’re a ghost. You can’t smell anything,” Peasblossom scoffed.

      “Not much here,” Andy commented, pacing the perimeter. The entire living space wasn’t bigger than seven by ten. Pale grey carpet had seen better days, but splatters of paint on the wood siding along the floor suggested someone had painted the walls in the last year. He searched the minuscule closet. “One change of clothes. Covered in paint.” He wrinkled his nose. “Not washed often.”

      I studied the bed with its pale tan sheets and single pillow and the stand beside the bed with a small lamp. The walls were bare, with no knickknacks or books to hint at Simon’s personality. “Is this a bedroom or a prison cell?”

      “There are paint stains everywhere.” Andy pointed to the sheets, then the clothes in the closet. “I don’t see any paintings. Think he sold them all?”

      “He goes to the basement a lot,” Pete said, his words carrying through the door. “It’s his studio. He said he needed one, and we’re, like, patrons of the arts. Our parents think we’re, like…not responsible, because they pay for this house and stuff, but we’re…”

      I raised an eyebrow at the door, waiting for him to finish. He didn’t.

      Andy pressed his lips together and shook his head, and we left the room, walking past the two trust-fund children in the hallway. I worried they’d try to follow us down to the basement, but they stopped at the door as if there were an invisible fence at the threshold.

      “Well that explains why he wasn’t going to the shelter anymore,” I said.

      “But it doesn’t explain why he wanted Keegan to come here,” Andy replied.

      “Based on his art on the wall by the rec center, I’d say he suspected what Keegan was,” I said. “But it’s hard to say. Kids can be symbolic with their art.”

      Like the front door to the building, the door to the lower level wasn’t locked. Caged areas sectioned off the basement, so each apartment had dedicated space. Dark sheets covered one partition, turning the cage into a cave.

      “My money says it’s that one,” Peasblossom said, pointing to the cave.

      Andy lifted the padlock holding the cage shut. “We need to ask them for the key.”

      “No we don’t.” I stepped around him and reached into my pouch to feel for my lockpick set. By some miracle, I found it right away, and in less than a minute, I had the padlock open.

      “I smell blood,” Peasblossom said suddenly.

      I sniffed the air, then met Andy’s gaze.

      “I smell it too,” he said grimly. He drew his gun and stepped inside, sweeping his attention from one side to the other. “Shit.”

      I blinked, surprised by the profanity. Then I stepped inside. “Blood and bones.”

      “No,” Andy said. “Just blood.”

      Artwork surrounded us. Canvases littered the floor, leaning against the cage walls, propped on wooden crates. Some of them towered above us where they hung higher up the cage walls with nails and wires. The subject matter ranged from original to copies of the old masters, but they all shared a common theme—blood. The air inside the blankets draped over the walls was thick with the scent of copper, but as was always the case with this much blood, it filled the air with a rancid, decaying smell. The aroma of death.

      Some of the canvases had been slashed with a blade, the torn corners tinged with blood and left to droop like ravaged skin. I nudged a pile of plastic in the corner and frowned. “These are blood-drawing kits. Needles, tubes, ampules, gauze, alcohol swabs.” I wrinkled my nose at the discarded medical refuse. “He’s been drawing blood to use in this art.”

      “Shade.”

      Screams had begun somewhere in the corners of my brain, and I almost didn’t hear Andy. I pressed my lips together, holding in the screams, then swallowed hard, as if that would keep the sound from rising in my throat as I turned.

      The largest of the paintings hung opposite the door, the crowning glory. Images of the first three kids to go missing from Constellation House. They lay on the ground in a field, surrounded by blood-darkened soil writhing with worms and insects. At the edge of the field was a forest, thick with rich green trees. A sidhe stood before the woods—Keegan. He held a blade in his fist, as if he’d slaughtered the kids and cast them out. A boy stood beside him, triumph in every line of his face.

      Simon.

      “Shit,” Andy said again. He jerked a thumb at the painting. “Want to interpret that one?”

      “Shit,” I agreed.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Andy and I both whipped around.

      Simon stood in the cage doorway. His tall frame took up most of the empty space, and his anger took up the rest. Fury pulsed outward from him like a physical extension of his body, centering on the crackling hatred in his eyes. He pointed an accusing finger at Andy, but I didn’t think either of us were paying attention.

      We were too busy staring at the bloody knife in his other hand.
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      “What are you doing here?”

      Simon’s voice burned through the air between us, his anger a physical heat. He threw the door to the cage so it slammed against the wall in a rattle of metal, planting his booted foot on the cement floor to stop the door from hitting him as it bounced back. Nostrils flaring, he stormed inside, his aura writhing with potential violence. Andy brought his gun up with one smooth, practiced motion.

      “Drop the knife.”

      Simon sneered and held the blade higher, letting it catch some of the muted light shining through the opening in the blankets behind him. “You put the gun down. We both know you won’t shoot me. You’re the ones trespassing. I have every right to be here.”

      “Put. The knife. Down.” Andy’s gun didn’t waver.

      Simon didn’t lower the knife. When he shifted his weight, something in his other hand caught my attention. A narrow plastic vial with a colorful stopper that resembled the ampules used to collect blood for testing at hospitals. It was full.

      “All right, let’s all stay calm.” I held out my palms, showing him I was unarmed. “Simon, we talked earlier at the café. We just have a few more questions.”

      “You calm down. I’m fine. Can’t really blame me for being pissed to find two uninvited guests in my studio.” He ignored Andy and strode to the side of the room to put the knife and the vial of blood on a splintered wooden crate next to an unfinished painting.

      “What’s going on, Simon?” Andy asked. He lowered his gun, but didn’t put it away.

      “Nothing that concerns you.” Simon faced us with his arms crossed. “Unless you have a warrant, get out. I have work to do.”

      We didn’t need a warrant. Peasblossom shifted behind my neck, stirring my hair. “Pleasant fellow, isn’t he?” she muttered.

      I smiled at Simon, reaching into the well of magic inside me and pulling on a long thread of purple energy. I inhaled deeply, drawing the power upward so when I spoke again, it spilled past my lips and wound through the air between us.

      “We don’t have a warrant because we aren’t here to arrest you. You aren’t a suspect, Simon, not at all. In fact, we’re here because we need your help. More kids have gone missing. Participants in the art program at the Memorial Youth Center.”

      Simon’s lips parted, but only for a second. Then he composed himself, hiding any further reaction behind a mask of indifference. “Sounds like a job for the cops.” He stared at Andy.

      I debated pushing him harder with magic, but it would be tricky. Simon wasn’t merely disinclined to cooperate—he was downright hostile. A little charm wouldn’t change his disposition—at most, I’d push him from outright hatred to uncooperative. I needed to soften that resistance first. If I could get past this hostility, the magic would loosen his tongue and we’d get the information we needed.

      “We’re working on it,” Andy promised. “It’s in your best interest to help us.” He indicated the art hanging around us, fastened to the chain links through tatters in the blankets. “He’s attacking artists. You’re an artist.”

      A snippet of conversation floated through my memory, following Andy’s words. Inspiration struck as I remembered what Keegan had said.

      “Your art is incredible,” I said, fixing my gaze on the painting closest to Simon. The enormous painting featuring the dead children. “If I’m completely honest, your technique needs improvement, but your passion is undeniable.”

      Simon zeroed in on me with such intensity and such speed that I rocked backward, fighting to keep from retreating. He flowed toward me, the vein in his temple pulsing, his arms no longer crossed.

      “What did you say?” He flexed his fingers as if resisting the urge to grab me and shake me until the truth fell out. “What do you know about art? What makes you say that about passion?”

      The closer he came, the more tension flowed off Andy. I wanted to reassure him that everything was all right, but I didn’t want to take my attention off Simon.

      “Absolutely.” I extended an arm, indicating the paintings. “I’m not saying I don’t see the skill that went into these—the lines and brush strokes bring a real cohesion to the painting. But there’s so much emotion radiating from these images, as if at any second they’ll leap off the canvas.” I steepled my fingers and pressed them to my lips. “And using blood? That’s…raw.”

      Simon nodded, the gesture too fast, too shaky. “Yes. Yes, exactly. And not just any blood—my blood. I literally bleed life into my work now. I poured blood, sweat, and tears into every one of these.”

      I gestured at the vial. “That’s your blood?”

      He glanced to the ampule lying on the crate. “No, not that. Sometimes I get blood from other people. It’s for the art—sometimes it needs something extra, another source to portray the dichotomy, you know?”

      “Whose blood?” I asked.

      Simon shrugged. “Some girl. It doesn’t matter.”

      Andy’s jaw tightened. “Who?”

      “I don’t know her name,” Simon said, his tone thick with growing annoyance. “I find them hanging out at the rec center. I tell them I’m an artist and mention using their blood in my work, and before you can say ‘sheep,’ I’ve got a throng of drama hounds who can’t roll up their sleeves fast enough.”

      “All too willing to donate, huh?” I said, swallowing a tide of disgust. I couldn’t decide what was worse: the fact that these girls made themselves vulnerable to disease and physical violence by going along with Simon, or the fact that Simon had encountered the Otherworld and still treated spilling blood with such ignorance. He obviously had no idea how dangerous it could be if the wrong person got hold of that blood.

      He snorted. “God, yeah. Hell, this one”—he pointed at the blood sample—“was so caught up in how tragic and romantic it was to have her blood in ‘real’ art, it was all I could do to convince her not to use the knife to slit her wrist and bleed into the vial. Then when I’m done she’s trying to come with me to ‘watch me create.’ Like I want to be some sort of her stupid sex fantasy.”

      I resisted the urge to fix him with a witchy look, to let him know what I thought of the way he talked about these girls. Now wasn’t the time for a lesson in manners.

      Later.

      “You favor mythic themes,” I said, pointing at his masterpiece. “Faerie kidnappings?”

      Simon gazed at the painting, and there was a raw hunger in his face that hurt to see. This wasn’t art to him. This was wish fulfillment.

      “The faerie realm lends itself well to art,” Simon said. “The sidhe are more…real.”

      Surprise tried to lift my eyebrows, but I fought to keep it from my face. Peasblossom hissed. Few humans referred to the faerie as “sidhe.” “Faerie” or “fair folk,” even “elves,” but not “sidhe.”

      “They can be foolish, too, though,” I said. “I used to read stories of fairy kidnappings and wonder, how many of the artists they took were actually the best? How many artists in that same village had more skill or more passion, but didn’t get noticed?” I thought of Echo. “I wonder if they ever knew they’d been left behind?”

      Pain squeezed Simon’s features, and his breathing came faster, more labored. “It would be torture. Constant, unending, unbearable pain. Knowing it should have been you. That they’d taken someone who wasn’t as good, someone who was inferior. Living a mortal life, knowing some wannabe took your place in their world, while I was left to rot.”

      I didn’t know if he realized he’d referred to himself at the end. Tears shone in his too-bright gaze, and he swallowed hard. In that moment, I hated the sidhe. I hated them because they’d preyed on children. Children with no home, children more vulnerable to pretty lies. Simon may be narcissistic, and he was certainly unpleasant, but he was still young. He wanted to be accepted. Recognized. Valued. And he’d been left behind.

      The hostility had left him, so I poured more magic into my words, the thread of energy churning with deeper streaks of violet. “I spoke to the scout. The one who so horribly misjudged your work before. If only I’d seen these paintings earlier, I—”

      “You talked to Oisean?”

      Simon snapped back to reality as if I’d slapped him. Before I could react, he surged forward and grabbed my arms. Andy tensed, but I stopped him with a shake of my head. I could deal with Simon.

      “I didn’t realize you’d managed to learn his real name,” I said softly. “How clever you must be.”

      “What did Oisean say?” He shook me hard enough to rattle my teeth. “What did he say about me?”

      “He’s always searching for new artists. He seeks passion above all else.” I cast my gaze over the room. “I wish I’d seen this before. I would have told him about you, told him about your passion. But he’s gone, and I have no way to contact him.” I met Simon’s eyes and forced him to hold my gaze. “You’re so clever, Simon, to figure out his name. Were you also able to track him?”

      The layers of energy that had rolled out each time I spoke lay thick over Simon now. His features had lost the hardness of anger and defiance, and were now soft, almost friendly. “Yes,” he whispered.

      Andy held still, as if afraid to break the sudden willingness of our witness to talk. I kept my breathing even, not wanting to startle Simon out of his cooperative mood.

      “Tell me,” I urged him. “Tell me everything.”

      He released my arms, his irises once again cloudy as he stared beyond reality. He shuffled to the edge of the cage and eased himself down onto a crate.

      “I was the best,” he whispered. “Last year? The show. I was the best. Everyone said so; everyone knew. I could paint like any of the masters. I was born with that gift. There was talk of me getting my own show. When Oisean showed up, calling himself Keegan and pretending to be an art critic, everyone thought he’d pay attention to me.”

      Pain pinched his features, and he curled in on himself, his shoulders bowing forward, his head drooping. “Technique. I had good technique. That’s all he ever said to me before passing me by. But to the others it was ‘What passion!’ Emotion everywhere, guts and blood and tears. He praised them, coddled them, treated them like they were gifts to the art world, unique, special, important.”

      He slid his fingers into his hair and grabbed hold as if he’d rip it out. Tears spilled over to slide down his cheeks. “It should have been me.”

      “How did you first see past his disguise?” I asked.

      Simon snorted. “That bitch Lindsay. She was always trying to latch on to me, a disgusting parasite wanting to glom on to my talent, my future. I always ignored her, but that last night was different. She snapped. She was trying to lecture me about my art, like she was in any position to teach me how to improve. I told her to try finger-painting and leave the real artists alone.”

      A spark of anger lit his gaze, a flare of the arrogance he’d had when he first stormed into the basement. “She told me I was nothing. Told me she was better than me, and that Keegan knew it. She said he was taking her away. He wasn’t human—he was ‘Other.’ He was sidhe. She said she and the others were going away to live in unimaginable beauty, and I would be left behind to enjoy a plebeian life with whatever future my ‘technical skills’ bought me.”

      His face paled. “I didn’t believe her. She was full of shit, half-crazy anyway. But then they disappeared…”

      “Then you believed her,” Andy said. He, too, kept his tone low, even. I noticed he kept himself between Simon and the open door, staying close enough to jerk me out of the way if Simon reached for the knife on the crate beside him.

      Simon stared into space. “It should have been me. I had more skill. I had more passion. Why didn’t he see it?” Hysteria pushed a tremor into his voice, and he wrung his hands in his lap. “Oisean was wrong, and I need to make him understand that. I need to prove to him he should have taken me.”

      “So you hung around shelters that had art programs,” Andy guessed.

      “It was the only lead I had. Oisean had said something about young people being less restricted, purer. I talked to all the art students at the centers in the area, getting a feel for the ones like Lindsay, and Matt, and Grayson. I watched for any strangers to show up. I wore my clothes inside out so I’d see through the glamour if Oisean returned, and I kept Pam’s picture of him without his glamour.”

      “Did you carry iron?” I asked.

      He grabbed the hem of his shirt and tugged it down in a nervous gesture. “No. No, they don’t like iron. I didn’t do anything that would push him away from me.”

      “And the graffiti?” Andy asked.

      Simon smiled. “It was to lead him here. Barring that, I hoped to whet his appetite, give him a taste of what I’m capable of so he’ll see the passion I have, not just the skill. He has to be ready.”

      “Ready for what?” Andy asked.

      “The invitation,” Simon breathed. “I’m planning my own exhibit, my own show. I’m going to show him I’m better than the others.”

      “How will you send the invitation?” I asked.

      Simon’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I followed him. I was right: he came to another center—the Memorial Youth Center. I saw him and followed him when he left the center, a little farther every time. I know where he lives.”

      “Where?” Andy asked.

      “There’s a country club somewhere way out in the woods. I was going to wait for more kids to disappear, then deliver the invitation to that club. I heard a woman there call Oisean by his name. I know he’ll be impressed that I found him, that I learned his name. He’ll open the invitation, and he’ll come here to see my work.”

      He lifted his chin then, and his eyes held a wild gleam not altogether sane. “You’ll tell him. You’ll make him come. Won’t you?”

      He shot off his seat. I had a second to react, to decide what to do with the madman hurtling toward me, desperation in the tightness of his shoulders, his fingers curling into claws.

      “You’ll tell him!” he screamed.

      My spell broke over him like an ocean wave. The purple energy closed pushed his eyelids down, stole the tension from his body, and sent him into a deep sleep. By the time he’d made it to the center of the room, he was already falling. Andy dove forward and caught Simon before he hit the ground. His suit jacket strained at the seams as he flexed, taking the boy’s full weight before lowering him gently to the floor.

      “He’s asleep,” I said quickly.

      Simon crumpled into Andy’s arms, seeming smaller and more vulnerable now that the mad energy around him had dissipated. Sleep smoothed the lines from around his mouth and eyes, leaving him looking younger, more vulnerable.

      “Keegan did a number on him,” Andy said grimly.

      I rubbed my cheeks. “Yeah. It’s not surprising, though. Humans are vulnerable enough, but a disadvantaged boy with nothing? Who thought he had a talent that would save him, that made him special?” I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Keegan didn’t just reject Simon. He undermined the only thing keeping him from drowning in his own fear and self-doubt.”

      “Elf-struck, that’s what he is,” Peasblossom said.

      Andy looked up at her. “What?”

      “Elf-struck,” I repeated. “It’s sometimes used to describe humans touched by the Otherworld. Usually it refers to a human who’s fallen in love with someone Other, someone who’s experienced the beauty and magic of an inhuman lover, and from then on finds other humans painfully inadequate, but it applies here. Simon knows there’s more out there, beyond humanity, and he won’t be satisfied until he can be part of that.”

      Peasblossom flung out an arm, gesturing at the bloody paintings. “You think?”

      “Think it would have worked?” Andy asked. “Think Keegan would have Taken him if he saw all this?”

      “Oh, yes.” Peasblossom clung to my ear, shaking her head at the bloody art all around us. “This would definitely appeal to them.”

      Andy hefted Simon’s limp body in his arms. He scanned the room for a clear spot to lay the child.

      “Here,” I said. I walked over to a pile of sheets in the corner, pulling at them until it made a bed large enough for Simon.

      Simon didn’t stir as Andy settled him into the nest of blood- and paint-spattered cotton. Andy took out his cell phone.

      I frowned. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m calling the paramedics. This kid needs help.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “Human doctors won’t help him. There’s nothing physically wrong with him.”

      “I’m not leaving him here. He needs to be in a psych ward. You heard him: he’s unhinged. You can’t tell me he’s not a threat to himself or others.”

      I dropped to my knees so I was at eye level with Andy. “Put the phone down.”

      “Why?”

      “Think about it. He’s elf-struck, and now that he’s let it out, there’s a good chance he’ll have a harder time pretending nothing’s wrong. His need for the Otherworld will get worse, until he can’t stand to be without them.”

      Andy started to speak, but I held up a finger. “If you put him in the psych ward, they won’t believe anything he says. They won’t be dealing with a kid who’s got a peek into another world, who wants so badly to be part of that world that his own existence has become torture. They’ll think he’s delusional. Antipsychotics are serious business, even when someone legitimately needs them. To risk having them prescribed when we know they aren’t needed, when the doctors can’t base their decision on the facts…”

      Andy glanced down at Simon. “What do you suggest? He hasn’t done anything illegal I can hold him on. And even if I think of something, prison would be no better for him than the psych ward.”

      My stomach rolled with a sudden sense of unease, but I pushed it away. “I can call the Vanguard.”

      Peasblossom tensed but didn’t speak.

      “The Otherworld police you mentioned?” Andy asked.

      “They have a special unit for cases like this. If the Otherworld has influenced a human in a way that threatens their life or makes them a danger, then the Vanguard will step in to contain the situation.”

      “How?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “They’ll adjust his memories.”

      The vein at Andy’s temple throbbed, but to his credit, he didn’t protest. He gazed down at Simon.

      “There are more missing kids,” he said. “We don’t have time to find the perfect solution.”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I’ll call the Vanguard.”

      “How fast can they get here?”

      I dug in the side pocket of my pouch for my cell phone. “If they agree to come, minutes. They have magical means of travel, and they use those in these situations, since elf-struck humans can be…unpredictable.”

      My thumb hovered over the call button. “It might be better if you wait outside.”

      Andy’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      I shrugged, trying to keep the nervousness off my face. “You’re new to the Otherworld, and the Vanguard can be…on the advanced end of the spectrum. And adding another person to the conversation has never made things go faster where they’re concerned.”

      “No.” Andy crossed his arms. “If I’m turning this kid over to these people, then I need to see who I’m turning him over to.”

      “You say that as though you consider it a possibility I’ll call them, you’ll decide they aren’t trustworthy, and then you’ll refuse to let them take him.” My stomach knotted at the thought. The Vanguard weren’t bad people, but bureaucracy could make people…touchy. “Once I call them and tell them about this situation, it won’t be up to me anymore. There’s no changing your mind.” I almost added that seeing the Vanguard was more likely to make him less comfortable than more, but held my tongue.

      “I’m staying,” Andy said. “I have enough experience with politics. You don’t need to worry about me offending someone.”

      I laughed before I could stop myself. “You have experience with human politics. You’ve never dealt with the Otherworld, not really.” I dropped my arms, letting a hint of a plea creep into my tone. “Offending them is easy to do, and it is never, never worth it.”

      “And she should know,” Peasblossom added. “She’s offended all kinds of people.”

      I clenched my teeth but kept my focus on Andy.

      He crossed his arms. “I will strive to be polite and unobtrusive.”

      I sighed and hit the call button. “Suit yourself.”

      It only rang once before someone answered. Efficiency at its worst. “Vanguard.”

      I smiled, pleased at least to hear a familiar voice. “Gertrude, how are you? This is Shade Renard.”

      “Mother Renard,” Gertrude said warmly. “So nice to hear from you again. I’m well, I’m well. How is Hazel?”

      “The same she’s always been,” I answered.

      “Good, good. She’s a lovely woman, your mentor. And what can I help you with today?”

      “I have a young elf-struck human here who needs help. It seems a friend of his was Taken by the sidhe and he’s quite upset at being left behind.”

      “Taken?” Disapproval colored Gertrude’s tone.

      Gertrude was the epitome of the overprotective grandmother. She didn’t approve of the sidhe’s penchant for taking kids or artists. However, like all of us, she knew the sidhe danced the fine line of consent nowadays, and there was nothing to be done about the practice. Not without another war.

      “I will send someone now.”

      “Thank you, Gertrude.”

      “It is good you called it in. Where are you?”

      I gave her the address. “We’re in the basement, the section with the curtains over the cage.”

      “‘We?’”

      “Yes. I’m with Agent Bradford, of the FBI. He’s my partner on the case I’m working on that led me to find this boy.”

      “I see. So I’ll tell them to wear a human guise, shall I?”

      I smiled at Andy. “That would be most appreciated.”

      “Very well. Wait where you are—she’ll be there momentarily.”

      I thanked Gertrude and ended the call. “She’ll be here soon,” I told Andy.

      “So who are they sending?” he asked.

      I wrapped my arms around myself, studying my surroundings. The paintings didn’t offer a very pleasant distraction. “A psychic. She’ll go into Simon’s memories and— Oh, for Pete’s sake!”

      Andy followed my gaze. “Is that a crow?”

      “Yes.” I frowned and walked toward the bird. “Shoo, get out of here!” The bird tilted its head. I pressed my lips together. “Shoo!”

      Peasblossom leapt out from under my hair to the edge of my shoulder. “Give me my sword! I’ll get the bugger!”

      “You will not go chasing that bird around the basement.” I held a hand in front of her. “You get lost in the chase, and I don’t want you destroying anything.”

      Peasblossom was staring at the bird. “I can take him.”

      The bird cawed in a disdainful manner, then opened its wings. With the sharp snap of feathers against air, it took flight, sailing through the open cage door.

      “We need to open the basement door, or that thing’s going to keep circling,” I muttered.

      “Tell me about the psychic,” Andy said. “What will she do to Simon?”

      “She’ll search through his memories,” I said, tearing my attention from the bird. “She’ll find the memory where Simon developed the emotional connection to Keegan—Oisean—and she’ll fade it out. He’ll still remember Oisean, but he won’t feel the same way about it.”

      That was one way it might work. The Vanguard employed multiple psychics, and there was some…variation in how they approached their tasks. A thought eater consumed memories, and if the Vanguard sent one of them, the thought eater would find all memories involving Oisean and…well, eat them. Simon wouldn’t remember Oisean at all, and he’d have to live with the “blackouts” left behind where those memories had once been.

      A piorum, however, would do as I’d said, and eat the emotion tied to the memory. The fact that Gertrude had mentioned what form they would take supported the theory she was sending a piorum, so there was no reason to delve into unpleasantness explaining the alternative to Andy.

      “And this won’t hurt Simon,” Andy said.

      “Not at all,” I promised.

      “Mother Renard?”

      I jumped and spun around. A woman stood in the entrance to the cage. She was short, about five foot three, with long light brown hair and brown eyes. She wore blue jeans and a pale orange long-sleeved cotton shirt.

      “I am Crystal. You called about an elf-struck child?”

      I pointed to Simon, my heart still pounding too hard. It was paranoid and definitely judgmental, but like most people, the Vanguard’s psychic unit made me uneasy. It was one thing to face a creature that might eat you, or kill you with a glancing blow. It was another to face a being that could take everything you were…and you wouldn’t even know it had happened.

      Crystal strode to where Simon lay on the spattered canvas and knelt beside him. Andy stood over the boy like a sentinel, tension in his body warning he’d step in at the first sign of trouble. Crystal put her fingers on Simon’s temples and closed her eyes.

      “Should I relocate him when I’m through?” she asked. She sounded distracted, as if she were already going through his memories.

      “No.” I glanced at the paintings and almost reconsidered. “No, if you’re only taking the emotions from the memories, then he’ll remember all of this anyway. As long as he doesn’t go searching for the sidhe.”

      Crystal nodded. “Always best for humans to avoid the sidhe. Especially artists.”

      I looked at Andy, all too aware of the five children still missing. The five children who may well be close by.

      “We need to go,” I said. “If you don’t need anything more from us?”

      Crystal didn’t answer. She stared into space, her focus far away. For a second, I imagined her in her natural form. Nothing more than an ethereal brain, glowing like a piece of the Northern Lights. No body, no flesh. Just an organ covered with dancing wisps of colored flame…

      I shook free of the image and indicated the door with my thumb, but Andy hesitated, still watching Simon.

      “He’ll be fine,” I said quietly. “But the other children are in danger. We have to go now.”

      Andy fixed me with a stare so intense that it pinned me in place. “You swear he’s safe with her?”

      My mouth moved before I found my voice. I had to be completely honest. “He’s as safe as he’ll ever be now that he’s encountered the Otherworld.”

      After another second of that intense stare, Andy squared his shoulders. “Let’s go.”
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      “We need a plan B.”

      Andy’s rational tone grated against my nerves. Plan B. We needed a plan B, he said. No, what we needed was plans B-Z. And then we needed to invent new letters.

      I slumped in the passenger seat and stared at the road winding around the edge of Lake Erie. Figured the kidnappers would live at the water’s edge. It wasn’t enough we were walking into a house full of sidhe; we had to be dancing at the edge of a body of water big enough to hold a horde of monsters. And the sun was already setting.

      A lot of things waited for darkness.

      “We have a plan B. That’s not the problem. The problem is, we don’t have the time for a decent plan A, let alone a failsafe plan B,” I said as calmly as I could. “Oisean took the kids today. I don’t know if they’ll stay here, or what they’ll be doing to them. This could be our only chance.” I studied the scrap of paper in my hand with the sidhe’s address. “If they move, we won’t have Simon’s notes and the benefit of his months of spying to help us find them.”

      “And there’s no one else who can help us? What about the ranger, Liam? He said we could call him.”

      I checked the address against the one we’d entered into the GPS for the fiftieth time. “And I did. I called Liam and explained the situation while you were putting gas in the car. If anything happens to us, they are the plan B. They’ll come for the children if we fail.”

      I sat up straight and rubbed my arms. My nerves were raw, and it was making my magic swirl like a storm inside me. My fingertips tingled with the need to draw a spell, to etch a rune, to do something. But it wasn’t time. We had to assess what we were up against first.

      “I find it less than comforting that you’re so nervous,” Andy said, reaching down to brush his coat over his gun, as if reassuring himself it was there.

      “Good. You’re in the right frame of mind.”

      Andy pressed his lips together. “Do you have a better idea for getting those kids out? Because right now it seems like you have no faith in what we’re about to do.”

      “It’s not that.” I stopped and sighed. “All right, think of the sidhe like…foreign diplomats. They have diplomatic immunity. They can get away with a lot, and they know part of the reason for that is we don’t want to make them mad and risk setting off a war with their entire race.”

      The steering wheel groaned as Andy tightened his grip. “Did you say war?”

      “Yes, the sidhe are touchy when they’re offended.” I toyed with the zipper on my pouch. “But to be honest, it’s unlikely they would go through with it. Their power isn’t what it once was. The modern age hasn’t been as kind to them as it’s been to, say, vampires. Too much metal.”

      “You’re rambling, aren’t you? This is part of your nerves.”

      “Probably. Anyway, picture them as foreign diplomats. They’re confident on your turf, due to the diplomatic immunity, so it’s possible they’ll be willing to talk to us. If we dance in verbal circles enough, they might realize it would be an inconvenience for them to keep the children. I doubt these kidnappings were part of any grand scheme, so they won’t have a reason to fight to keep them. We might be able to take them home, no muss, no fuss.”

      “Or…?”

      “Or we may have to go inside. They might let us in to talk to them, or we might have to find a less…direct way inside. But however we do it, the result would be us in their territory. We would, in essence, be in their country. Bound by their laws, not ours. Their rules.”

      “At their mercy,” Andy finished.

      Sidhe didn’t have mercy. I didn’t say that, though.

      “Our best bet is to try logic first. We’ll try to negotiate for the kids. We’ll argue that they’re minors, that they belong at the shelter. If we’re lucky, we can make safe arrangements for the kids until we can come to a satisfactory solution.”

      “What are the chances negotiation will work?”

      I rubbed my hands together, palms itching to use my magic and release some of the tension. “Fifty-fifty. The sidhe aren’t stupid; they know they’re in a superior bargaining position right now. But they love to negotiate. Like I said, I can’t imagine a few humans would be worth so much to them they won’t even consider a trade.”

      “But you’re worried enough to keep the werewolves out of it to have a plan B.”

      “If we show up with the werewolves, our chances of negotiating go down to nothing. There’s no way they won’t see that as a show of force, a sign we intend to take what we want whether or not they give their permission.” I let out a shaky breath. “And, yes, I feel better having a plan B.”

      Something moved in the woods to the left of the SUV, hidden amongst the thick landscaping that edged the expensive lakefront properties. It was a flicker of movement, a hint of shadow moving faster than it should have, but it struck a familiar chord. Frost shot down my spine, and I clutched the door handle, as if holding the door closed would save me. Against my will, I stared harder past Andy, into the darkness beyond.

      A dark beast wove between the trees and shrubs, eyes like glowing, fractured emeralds locked on mine. The streetlights illuminated sharp teeth as it opened its mouth.

      My heart leapt into my throat, and I took a breath to warn Andy, but then it vanished. Melted into the darkness.

      “What’s wrong?” Andy asked.

      I realized I’d twisted around, gripping the side of my seat with one hand and the dashboard with the other. With supreme effort, I forced myself to relax.

      “Nothing. It’s… It’s nothing. Nerves, that’s all.”

      “What did you see?”

      The bushes didn’t move, no matter how long I stared at them. We weren’t going more than twenty miles an hour. Any fey creature could keep up with that pace. We couldn’t have lost the beast. “Nothing. My imagination is playing tricks on me.”

      Peasblossom poked me on the neck, a sharp rebuke for lying. I ignored her. Either it was another dream shard from Arianne, and it wouldn’t attack while Andy was around anyway, or it was the pet of one of the fey at the club. We were less than two blocks from their driveway. The area was probably crawling with beasts stretching their legs while their masters played art critic.

      “Tell me what you saw.”

      Andy’s command snapped me out of my reverie. His tone was no longer a prod, but a sharp demand. The fear poisoning my insides melted as a flicker of anger rose in response. “I told you, it was nothing. Someone’s pet startled me, that’s all.”

      “You didn’t react like it was someone’s pet,” Andy said tersely. “If you notice a threat, you need to tell me. I need to be prepared.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to argue, but I stopped. He was right. Whatever I wanted to believe it was, the fact of the matter was that Andy needed to understand the world he’d entered. I had to teach him, and tonight provided the opportunity to do that.

      “You know how people are easily offended?”

      Andy looked at me, then back at the road. “Yes.”

      “Well, the Otherworld is the same way. They are easy to offend, and they have very, very long memories. They also have a larger spectrum of methods for…expressing their displeasure.”

      “I’m not following.”

      I sighed. “I upset a sorceress. It was an accident, and I apologized, but she’s still…annoyed.”

      Andy stared out the window, scrutinizing his surroundings. “And you think she’s here?”

      “Not her. Her magic.” I watched the border of trees lining the rich lakefront properties, trying to glimpse whatever I’d seen before. “She specializes in dream magic. Last week, she sent a dream shard after me.”

      “A dream shard?”

      “She used magic to spy on my dreams. When I had a nightmare, she tore off a chunk, animated it, and sent it after me.” I sat up, staring harder out the window, searching the shadows for that shape. “I don’t remember too much from the original nightmare, but I remember the beast. More cat than anything else, but not like any cat I’ve ever seen. Huge, sharp teeth, sharper claws. It can change into other things, too.” My heart beat faster, my palm sweating where I gripped the door. “She’s left me alone since I defeated the last one, but just now I thought… I thought I saw another one.”

      Andy rolled his neck, filling the air with the sound of popping tendons. “How do we fight this thing?”

      “It shouldn’t attack as long as you’re around. Ar—the sorceress is careful to keep a low profile with humans, and especially law enforcement. She wouldn’t do anything when there’s a human witness—not to mention an FBI agent.”

      Realization pulled Andy’s eyebrows up to his hairline. “The hotel owner. Suite Dreams. She’s the sorceress.”

      My stomach bottomed out. “Andy, it would be disastrous—for both of us—if she discovered you know what she is. If she found out I told you what she was.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Anger tightened my hands into fists. He didn’t sound afraid. He should sound afraid.

      “How did you make her so angry?” he asked.

      I swallowed the urge to yell at him, to force him to understand this was not a moment for calm. Panicking wouldn’t do any good. He might not seem scared, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be careful. “She’s not happy I brought my first case to her hotel. She blames me for the collateral damage.” I picked at a piece of lint on my shirt. “I may have also, possibly, inadvertently, brought her to a vampire’s attention.”

      Andy jerked his attention to me before quickly refocused on the road. “Did you say vampire?”

      “Yes.”

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “We’ll talk about that later.”

      “I hope so,” I joked weakly. I shoved thoughts of our impending doom to the lower reaches of my mind and reached under my hair to retrieve Peasblossom. The pixie hopped into my palm and clutched my finger tight enough that I felt her frantic heartbeat against the pad of my finger.

      “I want you to snoop around. Find the kids if you can, but don’t put yourself in danger. If you find any information that could help us, find me.” I smiled at her, banishing any trace of fear from my face. “I need you to suppress your noble urge to save everybody. If there’s trouble, you get out and get help. Call Liam. He’ll know what to do.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Peasblossom snapped. She stood ramrod straight, planting her hands on her hips. “Now hit me with the invisibility and let me do my job.”

      I resisted the urge to pat her on the head, instead concentrating on my magic and letting it pool in my palm. “Invisibilia.”

      Peasblossom disappeared from sight, though her weight still rested reassuringly in my grasp. I rolled my window down.

      “Couldn’t you make us invisible too?” Andy asked.

      “I could, but that kind of effort would be draining, and I’m going to need all the strength I can get in case this goes bad. And chances are, I’d be too weak to cast it again on the kids when we find them, so we’d be in the same boat we are now. Not to mention, we’re much bigger than Peasblossom, so there’s a better chance that something with keen senses will smell us. And the spell doesn’t last long enough for us to get in, find all the kids, and get out, not when we have to be so careful not to bump into anyone or anything. Peasblossom is hard to see even if she’s not invisible. And she’s much less likely to bump into someone or something.”

      I was rambling again, but Andy didn’t comment. Instead, he let out a breath. “Makes sense.” He turned into the long driveway. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      We stopped at the small gatehouse in front of the large metal gates that surrounded the house. A woman stepped out, smoothing a few errant strands of black hair before approaching the car. She wore a long black dress with a plunging neckline, and a black feathered boa wrapped around her shoulders. I would not have pegged her for a guard.

      “Hello.” She stared at Andy, then at me. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, my name is Mother Renard, and this is Agent Bradford of the FBI. We need to speak with Oisean.”

      The woman studied Andy with new interest, slender, dark brows rising. “FBI?”

      “Yes,” Andy said. “We’re here about a stolen painting.”

      Black eyes that were more avian than human bounced between us. “You think Oisean stole a painting?”

      She sounded like she didn’t believe us. I dug the receipts I’d gotten from Sarah out of my pocket and held them out to her. “A year ago, a Mr. Carl Teagues purchased a painting from a young artist at Constellation House, a boy named Matthew. Matthew was part of an art show, and Mr. Teagues agreed to allow the painting he’d bought to remain on display for the duration of the show. Unfortunately, the painting, and Matthew, went missing the night before the show. I know Matthew came here along with two other artists. I need to know if he brought that painting with him.”

      The woman opened her mouth, then shut it. “I’m sorry, am I to understand that you and an agent from the FBI are here about a painting that went missing from a homeless shelter a year ago?”

      “Is it here?” I asked.

      The sidhe couldn’t lie. Not directly. I’d asked her a question. If she didn’t say no—a simple and direct no—I would take any other answer as confirmation of the theft.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not a member of the regular staff. In point of fact, I don’t belong to this house at all. I was attending this party as a guest. The hostess and I had…a disagreement.” She motioned toward the gatehouse.

      “So now you’re working for her instead of attending the party?” Andy asked.

      She shrugged. “If I humble myself, she will forgive me. It is a small price to pay.” She smiled. “I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Morgan.”

      “Shade,” I replied. I leaned over the gearshift and gestured to the house with my chin. “Are the children here? The children from Constellation House and the Memorial Center?”

      “There are many people here,” she said smoothly. “The mistress has invited people from several different factions. There are representatives from the red caps, the trolls—even the centaurs. If you insist, I will summon the mistress out here. Oisean is hers, and you will have to speak with her if you wish to question him about a crime.” Morgan’s eyes darkened, swallowing the light reflected by the house floodlights. “I must tell you, I do not think she will appreciate the interruption.”

      My heart sank deeper and deeper with every word out of her mouth. The level of danger had risen astronomically with every kingdom she’d named. I needed Oisean to come out here to speak with us. The chance of negotiating with one sidhe was much greater than going inside that house, amongst all those creatures, and wresting the children out.

      “I really should speak with her in private,” I said.

      “Even if she agrees to come out to speak with you, she will not come alone,” Morgan warned me. “She will bring her lawyer with her. In fact, it is likely that she will send her lawyer out himself, to assure she need not leave her guests.”

      Andy tensed. “It’s not necessary to involve a lawyer.”

      “Yes, they do complicate things, don’t they?” Morgan agreed. “Everything takes so much longer. I would wager you’d be out here all night.”

      Which means the children will be sold before we ever step foot over the threshold, I noted grimly.

      “If she insists on a lawyer, perhaps I should arrest Oisean and take him downtown with me?” Andy suggested.

      My heart nearly stopped as his threat hung in the air. This was not the time to escalate things, and threatening the sidhe always escalated things. My lungs held my breath prisoner as Morgan’s lips parted in shock. Before I could think of anything to say to smooth over Andy’s threat, Morgan clasped her hands in front of her.

      “You are not here about a painting.” She leaned closer, dropping her voice to a whisper. “You’re here for the children.”

      There was no anger in her tone or expression. In fact, she sounded…excited.

      “I want to talk to the children that were taken from Constellation House last year, yes. And those taken from the Memorial Center today,” I said, hope warring with suspicion for control of my tone. “Are they all right?”

      Morgan hesitated, glancing at the main house. “The auction hasn’t started yet. The artists are still mingling with the guests. But it will start soon, and the bidding can be…boisterous. The children arrived much earlier than expected, and it has stirred the guests’ appetite for the coming festivities.”

      I straightened in my seat. We’d made Oisean move faster than he’d intended. That could work in our favor. Maybe they weren’t as prepared.

      “I don’t agree with what’s going on,” Morgan continued, her tone low. “Those poor children have no idea what the crowd will be like when the bidding starts. I tried to speak my mind to the mistress, but I’m afraid I succeeded only in getting further into her bad side.”

      She looked from the house to me, as if afraid she’d be overheard. Her lips parted to speak, but she stopped. My heart pounded as she retreated a step.

      “Perhaps I should let Marilyn know you’re here,” she said, suddenly unsure of herself.

      “Please,” I said. “We want to make sure the children are safe. If we could talk to Oisean…”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t—” She stopped and bit her lip. In the trees above us, a large shadow moved, and the air filled with the sound of calling crows and rustling feathers. A murder of the black birds took to the air, circling and screaming. Morgan stared up at them, and I could see her pulse throbbing beneath the pale skin of her throat.

      “Something’s got the birds in a state,” she murmured. “I wonder if the red caps aren’t having a little pre-festivities fun.”

      Red caps. My skin rippled as if it would crawl off my spine. Red caps were gruesome fey whose violent appetite for war and discord was apparent in the hats they wore. Hats dipped in the blood of their enemies—or their victims. They weren’t happy if no one was in danger of exsanguination…

      “Morgan, if you could help us in any way,” I said. “If you could ask Oisean out here to talk to us…”

      “Or get us inside,” Andy added.

      I held my tongue. I did not want to go inside. Not if there was another option.

      “I can’t let you inside without an invitation. You understand what would happen to me.” She took a deep breath. “But I have a friend who came alone. I could call her, ask her to bring you in as a plus one.” She looked from me to Andy. “It would only work for one of you.”

      Suspicion kept me from feeling too grateful. It wasn’t that the sidhe were a singularly cruel and unsympathetic race. Like any other people, they had their good and their bad. But her claim of concern for the wellbeing of human children was…unexpected. And her willingness to help two strangers even more so.

      Morgan seemed to read my thoughts. “I understand your suspicion. And if you don’t believe me, I will not take offense. But if you are here to help those children, your window of opportunity is closing. And if you sneak in there with no invitation, you are not a guest—you are a trespasser.”

      Unease settled in my stomach like a lead weight.

      Morgan held my gaze. “Yes, you understand.”

      “What?” Andy asked. His hand lingered on the gearshift, and the tension rolling off him gave me a sudden mental image of the FBI agent slamming on the gas and plowing through the gate to save the children. Andy wasn’t that impulsive, or reckless… Still.

      I squeezed his arm, drawing his attention so he met my eyes. “The fey hold the contract between guest and host sacrosanct. It’s not merely good manners; it’s a social contract. A guest in a fey’s home is afforded certain…protections. It in no way means a guarantee of safety, but it is significant. And important. Without that protection, and with the added label of trespasser…”

      “The hostess would be within her rights to kill you,” Morgan said.

      Andy’s face darkened. “That’s murder.”

      He sounded a lot calmer than the expression on his face would have suggested. I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “This is where the part about different cultures comes into play. By their law, trespassing gives the lady of the territory certain rights.”

      “Like murder.”

      “Like defending her home,” Morgan said firmly. She moved closer to the vehicle, her skirts brushing against the SUV. The scent of feathers and flowery perfume ghosted into the car. “Remember, human, the fey are dangerous, even when they’re friendly. Consider how you would feel if everyone who came to your home carried a weapon. Not a bat or a gun, but something more serious. A bomb. You would want the right to defend yourself in equal measure, would you not?”

      “If we go inside, we need to do it with as much protection as possible,” I said. “That means we need an invitation.”

      Morgan nodded. “If you’ll wait here a moment, I’ll call my friend?”

      Despite what I’d said, I hesitated. Things were moving too fast. I wasn’t anywhere near certain Morgan was the ally she pretended to be. She could be bored and looking for fun. The friend she meant to call could take me inside to be entertained by watching something horrible happen to me. I needed to think. I needed more information.

      “I appreciate your offer,” I said. “If you’ll give me a moment to discuss it with my friend?”

      I thought a hint of frustration tightened her features, but it disappeared before I could be sure. “Of course. Though I will caution you, preliminary bids are already being taken.”

      “I’m not worried about getting in there fast enough to buy art,” I said. “It’s only the children I’m worried about.”

      Genuine confusion furrowed Morgan’s brow. “The art auction will not happen until tomorrow. Tonight is…” She paused, realization dawning. “You don’t know.”

      My blood turned to ice at the mix of surprise and pity in her gaze. “I don’t know what?”

      She wrapped her arms around her body, the feathers of her boa rustling with the motion. “They aren’t auctioning off the paintings, Shade. They’re auctioning off the artists.”
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      “Auction off…the kids?”

      I gripped the door handle, needing something to hold on to. Beside me, Andy stared up the long, winding driveway toward the main house as if he could see inside, somehow find the hostess and arrest her from here.

      The muscle in Andy’s jaw tightened until I feared it would snap. “They can’t do that. You can’t sell human beings.”

      Morgan blinked at him, then grazed a long, sharp fingernail over her lip. I swallowed hard and squeezed Andy’s shoulder.

      “Different culture,” I managed. “Different laws.”

      “Different culture?” Andy echoed. He dropped his hand toward his belt, then forced it down to his thigh, away from his weapon. “They’re on American soil. They have to obey American laws.”

      Panic surged inside me, exploding out of my mouth in a nervous laugh. “Let’s not argue about laws, soil, and who owns what land. All that matters is reaching those kids.”

      Kids. There were two from last year, three from this year… My stomach rolled, and I composed my face to hide the fear bubbling in my thoughts. “Morgan, how many years has this…auction taken place?”

      The dark-eyed fey kept her attention on Andy, her black gaze glittering with too much interest for my comfort. “This is only the second year.”

      My shoulders fell with relief. “Good. All right, good. And the children from last year’s auction? Are they here?”

      “One boy’s master resold him yesterday. The girl will present pieces for sale at the private auction on the final day.”

      “Resold?” Andy demanded.

      “Please explain.” I kept my tone polite, despite my rising panic. This had been bad enough when I’d thought we were dealing with the sidhe. But red caps and centaurs? Well, the possible range of festivities going on inside had grown considerably darker.

      Morgan folded her hands in front of her and lifted her chin. “As I said, I disagree with what’s going on. I’ll have no part of buying those children. But like it or not, it is a social event, and as the leader of my house, I’m expected to attend.”

      “Duly noted,” I said.

      “Oisean collects the artists, choosing three children who show the most promise. He presents them with a contract and explains the terms. If they sign, they agree to join our society and abide by our laws. They are no longer a part of human society—they belong to the sidhe.”

      Andy opened his mouth, then closed it and pressed his lips together. I said a small prayer of thanks for his self-control and hoped it would hold out.

      “Once everything is legal, Oisean escorts the children to special quarters, where they’re provided supplies for creating more art. Any pieces they create then, or those they brought with them from their old life, are displayed in a gallery on the second day for auction attendees to view. The main auction takes place after sunset on the second day, and the attendees bid on the artists based on the pieces they’ve displayed. If they win, they own the artist for a year.”

      “You said the second day. How many days are there?” I asked.

      “Three. But the first day involves the previous year’s artists, and the final day is only art.”

      “Tell me about the first day.” Andy checked the buttons on the shirt cuff at each wrist, the movement tight and controlled. Tension squeezed his shoulders, bunching the muscles beneath the straight suit jacket.

      It was a bad sign that his notebook and pen remained in his pocket. I’d never seen Andy too angry to take notes.

      Morgan fixed him with that intense stare I disliked so much. “On the first day, artists from the previous year bring the best of what they’ve created over the past year to be judged in a small contest. The winner’s art passes on to the final auction on the third day.”

      “And the losers?” I asked, trying to talk around the taste of bile.

      “At the end of the first day, the losers participate in a less prestigious auction.” She smoothed the skirt of her dress. “The masters of the losers auction them off to the lesser fey in an attempt to raise money to bid on one of this year’s artists. Trading up, so to speak.”

      Andy stilled, his face shutting down, blocking out even the anger. He reached for a quarter underneath the car dash and turned it over and over between his thumb and forefinger. The lack of emotion worried me more than the anger. “What do you mean, ‘lesser fey?’” he asked.

      “It’s what the sidhe call non-sidhe. Sort of like royalty uses the word ‘commoners.’” I tore my gaze from the coin. “What day is this?” I asked Morgan.

      “Day two.”

      I pressed my fists into my lap. “And the result of the first auction?”

      Morgan combed her fingers through the feathers along the neckline of her dress, settling them into place. “The girl won. She’s with her master now, preparing for tonight’s auction. The boy’s master sold him to a kelpie yesterday.”

      If I wasn’t still sitting in the car, I’d have fainted. I slumped in my seat, my hand on the door the only thing anchoring me to reality.

      My reaction threatened to crack Andy’s calm facade. The vein in his temple throbbed as he stared at me. “What’s a kelpie?”

      “A water horse,” I croaked. “They have a horse form and a human form. They… They live underwater.”

      The rest of my answer caught behind a lump in my throat. Kelpies delighted in drowning unsuspecting humans, and they thrived on terror. They would graze on the land in the form of a beautiful horse, waiting to catch the eye of a greedy human. If the human was foolish enough not to notice the backward hooves, and try to mount the kelpie, they’d find themselves stuck to the beast, unable to get off or let go. The kelpies would rush over the land in a mad dash, before diving to the bottom of the lake. More often than not, the human drowned. If they survived, it was to live out the rest of their days as the kelpie’s slave on a small island, or nowadays, a boat, waiting for the day their equine master would drag them into the water to drown.

      “If you care about saving them, then you’ll accept my help,” Morgan said softly. “You must believe me when I say I want to help you get to those children.”

      “If you care about them so much, then why don’t you get them yourself?” Andy’s fingers twitched, as if he fought not to draw his weapon.

      “I have no legal right to them.” Morgan smoothed an errant curl of black hair behind one ear. “My house would rebel if I intervened. But I will help you. Let me call my friend.”

      Images of Grayson being dragged underwater filled my thoughts. I imagined him screaming, bubbles erupting from his mouth as his kelpie master dragged him down into the dark water. I shut out those images. No. No, the kelpies had bought him. He was likely intended as a slave, not food. He was probably alive.

      And terrified.

      “Call your—” Andy started.

      I shook his shoulder with enough force to snap his mouth shut. “Morgan, if you’ll excuse us for one moment?” I ignored the glare Andy leveled on me.

      The corners of Morgan’s mouth stiffened as if she were fighting a frown, but she inclined her head and retreated closer to the gatehouse. Andy watched her go, then faced me, mouth open, no doubt to give me a piece of his mind.

      “Do not ever agree to something with the Otherworld before checking with me,” I said, unable to hold it in a second longer. “Sidhe consider words binding, and they never forget a verbal contract. You can agree to something without meaning to!”

      Andy’s jaw tightened. “Those kids are being sold to monsters. We need to get in there. You made it perfectly clear that we can’t force our way in, and it doesn’t sound as though Oisean is going to waltz out here to chat with us. You didn’t even mention the murdered kid. Matthew.”

      “I didn’t mention the murder because I don’t want to escalate things,” I explained patiently. “As soon as we say ‘murder,’ they’ll shut us out. Even Morgan wouldn’t help us get inside if she thought we were here to find a murderer.”

      “Do you have a better idea? A way inside without accepting her help?”

      He wasn’t wrong. Still…

      “Accepting her help will put us in her debt.” I shifted uneasily in my seat. “Besides that, we don’t know her. I have no reason to trust her motives, no reason to think she’s doing this for the kids. For all I know, this whole auction was her idea.”

      “She said she’s against it,” Andy argued.

      “She said she’s against what’s going on inside,” I countered. “She could be referring to what they’re serving for dinner. Or how they’ve arranged the flowers. Or who’s been invited. Do you understand? Fey cannot lie. They. Cannot. Lie. They are a cutthroat, political society, so trust me when I tell you, they’ve found a way around it.” I tried to ignore the ice sliding down my spine. “It would be easier to deal with them if they lied.”

      “So what do we do? What’s your plan?”

      I bit my lip. “Oisean won’t come out and talk to us. At best, we’d talk to his mistress, and at worst, we’d be stuck with her lawyer. That also means they won’t let us in. Morgan’s right: we’ll need someone to invite us.”

      “Do you know anyone like that?”

      I groped for some idea, some forgotten acquaintance I could call on. “No. No, I don’t know any sidhe. Not well enough to ask for a favor.”

      “So we have no choice?” Andy asked. “We have to accept her help.”

      Before I could respond, Peasblossom collided with my temple like a bird striking a clean window pane.

      “Ouch!” I yelped.

      “Shh!” Peasblossom hissed.

      “Everything all right over there?” Morgan called out.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Just another moment,” I answered.

      Peasblossom fluttered her wings, lifting herself to her feet and then running over my shoulder to grab my ear. “Don’t accept her help,” she whispered fiercely.

      “Do we have another option? Andy’s right, we need to act, and I don’t know anyone with an invitation.”

      “Yes, you do,” Peasblossom responded.

      “Who?” Peasblossom hesitated. That was not a good sign. A sneaking suspicion rose in my mind, and I jabbed a finger at Peasblossom. “No.”

      “Flint,” Peasblossom said.

      It was exactly what I’d been afraid she’d say. I shook my head again, kept shaking it even when vertigo crept into my brain. “No, not him. Not him, no.”

      “Flint,” Andy repeated. His brow furrowed. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      My cheeks heated as my brain supplied me with memories of my last encounter with the sidhe. “No.”

      “Be reasonable,” Peasblossom insisted.

      “Reasonable? Can you think of a less trustworthy sidhe?” I demanded.

      Peasblossom scowled. “There is no such thing as a trustworthy sidhe. The closest thing is a sidhe who owes you a favor.”

      “Flint does not owe me a favor.”

      “No, but he wants something from you.”

      My cheeks burned hotter.

      Andy crossed his arms. “What does he want from you?”

      I pushed through a fog of carnal images to grasp the idea Peasblossom likely referred to. “Tattoo removal.”

      Andy blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      I twisted the ring around my finger as I gathered my thoughts. “I used magic to tattoo his face.”

      “And he wants you to remove it?”

      Peasblossom shrugged. “He still has it. I can’t imagine he likes having that thing crawling around his face.”

      “Crawling?” Andy echoed.

      “An enchanted tattoo. It’s a spider that moves as if it’s alive.” I shivered and shoved images of the tattoo out of my mind before they took root. “Arianne mentioned he’d come to her to get it removed, so I suppose he might be willing to—” I stopped, waved both hands in front of my face. “No. No, I can’t ask Flint. He’s too dangerous.”

      “What’s your alternative?” Peasblossom asked. She dropped to my palm, and I held her up until we were face to face. “Make a simple trade. He invites you to the auction, you remove the tattoo. You know it’s the safest way.”

      I wanted to respond to that but couldn’t. Not with Andy standing right there. “You know why that’s a bad idea,” I said.

      Peasblossom tightened her grip on my finger. “There’s a lot of danger here. Flint is the only one with access who will commit to a simple trade. And if you arrive with him as his guest, he’ll be bound the same as Marilyn, forced to treat you as a protected guest. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “Fine. Fine, all right.” I pulled out my cell phone. “If he’ll even agree,” I muttered.

      The bastard answered on the second ring. “Shade Renard. How nice to hear from you again.”

      The lower half of my body liquefied, and the blush I’d thought was disappearing returned with a ferocious roar. Even through the phone, his voice ghosted over my skin like an intimate physical caress.

      “Hello.” The word squeaked as it left my lips, and I smacked my head against my seat. Perfect.

      Flint chuckled, and the sound rolled through the phone, caressing me like a heavy silk curtain. “Hello. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

      For ten seconds, I drew a blank. My thoughts melted faster than I formed them, and my tongue was too thick to move. Andy stared at me like I’d lost my mind, and Peasblossom winced.

      “The auction,” I blurted out. “You’re there?”

      A moment of silence. “The art auction?” he asked.

      Anger flickered inside me, and I clung to it, using it to fight the befuddlement he caused me. “The slave auction.”

      “Ah. Yes, I’m here.” He paused. “Are you?”

      “That’s why I’m calling. I’d like to offer you a trade. I seem to have misplaced my invitation. Invite me as your plus one, and I’ll…” I squeezed my phone hard enough that the plastic cover squeaked in protest. “I’ll remove the tattoo.”

      The insensitive man didn’t even pause to consider it. “Why, Shade, I would love for you to be my plus one. I’m afraid you’ve already missed the first day, but there’s more fun to come. When shall I pick you up?”

      I wished Andy wasn’t staring at me. It was bad enough I was this flustered, but having him here to witness it made it exponentially worse. “Now. I’m at the gatehouse.”

      Another short pause. When Flint spoke again, his words reflected the smile I knew must be on his face.

      “I’m coming.”

      The call ended with a loud beep, saving me from having to respond. I dropped my phone, my hands shaking at the thought of what I was getting myself into. I pasted a fake smile on my face and gestured for Morgan to approach.

      “Thank you so much for your offer.” I tried to smile, but couldn’t make my mouth cooperate. “It turns out I know someone here, and he’s agreed to escort me.”

      Morgan’s eyebrows went up. “You know someone in attendance?”

      “I do.” I drew myself up as best I could with my lower body still feeling too fluid, grateful beyond words I was sitting. “I appreciate your offer, though.”

      Morgan opened her mouth, but headlights swept over us, signaling another car approaching. She pressed her lips together, then nodded, the movement stiff. “Good luck. Please pull your vehicle through the gate and off to the side. Don’t go any farther up the driveway until your escort arrives.”

      She turned without another word, going to the gatehouse and pressing the button to open the gate. As soon as we made it through, it closed behind us, sealing us inside as she talked to the next arrivals.

      “Who is Flint?”

      My stomach tightened as it occurred to me that Andy would remember Flint—and the murder charge the sidhe walked out on.

      I cursed a blue streak to myself before fixing as neutral expression as I could manage on my face and turning to Andy. “The three kids who went missing today are ‘owned’ by one fey—the one they signed the contract with. If we don’t get in there soon, they’ll auction them off, and each one will belong to someone different. We don’t have the power to force them to give them up, so we must negotiate. Negotiating with one owner is preferable to three.” I paused and held up a finger. “Not three. Five, including the two children from last year. We have to operate on the belief Lindsay and Grayson are still alive.”

      I got out of the SUV, needing to stretch my legs. Andy followed me, using his longer stride to get ahead so he could block my path. I stopped walking and stared at the grass, working up the nerve to answer the question I could feel coming.

      “Who is Flint?” He used his FBI tone this time. Cold, demanding. Less a question and more a command to be obeyed.

      I didn’t have time to explain everything to him. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. Not because I didn’t think he’d agree with my choices, but because the contract I’d signed with the vampire prevented me from discussing the matter freely. I squared my shoulders. “Flint is someone I would never work with if I had a choice. But he is invaluable to us now. He’s powerful, he’s clever, and he’s very persuasive.”

      “Why, Ms. Renard. You’ll turn my head with such pretty words.”

      The sidhe’s tone held the same intimacy it always did, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn I felt his breath on my neck. I gritted my teeth. Worst. Timing. Ever. I braced myself before turning around.

      It didn’t do me any good.

      Flint’s soft mouth curled into a half-grin as he sauntered closer, all muscles and casual grace. The suit he wore didn’t cling to him as his usual jeans and a T-shirt did, but the open dress shirt offered a peek of sun-warmed skin and a few sloping lines of a tattoo.

      Tattoo.

      As soon as I thought the word, I noticed he kept his face tilted to hide what I’d done to him. I moved back a step, as the tattoo seemed to feel my attention on it. I didn’t drop my gaze in time to avoid seeing eight spindly legs, the first hint of the spider tattoo crawling over his face to sit on his other cheek.

      “So lovely to see you again, Shade,” Flint murmured. “Shall we get straight down to it?”

      “You.” Andy’s stare bored a hole into the side of my head, and I didn’t have to see his face to guess what emotion was there.

      “I’m sorry, have we met?” Flint asked.

      Andy crossed his arms. “No. But we should have.”

      I bowed out of the uncomfortable tension thickening the air between the two men and unzipped the pouch at my waist to dig for the tattoo’s anti-curse. I’d told Dominique I didn’t need or want the anti-curse, but she’d insisted. No curses sold without the antidote—store policy.

      I found it after five minutes of searching, my trembling hands making it take longer than it should have, even given the pouch’s enchantment. I couldn’t get the thought of the spider out of my thoughts, couldn’t quit thinking about how close it was, those eight legs dragging it over Flint’s handsome face. I hoped some of this fear would linger, the way fear of sitting in a certain corner after finding a spider there lingered long after the spider had been dispatched. If I was going to be the seductive fey’s plus one, I would need all the resistance I could get.

      I was very, very glad I’d put my iron fortifications in the pouch. Flint wouldn’t feel them yet, so he wouldn’t be able to take them from me before taking me inside.

      Even after I found the anti-curse, it took three tries to reach in Flint’s direction, my fingers curling away from the arachnid I knew was there. I thought of the kids inside, the fate that waited for them. I shoved my fingers toward Flint’s cheek, speaking the anti-curse and wiping my hand through the air as if to rub away the ink. Magic pulsed against my fingertips, a warm comfort that wasn’t enough to make me forget my fear.

      “I believe you can open your eyes now.”

      I hadn’t realized I’d closed them. Flint’s voice curled around my ears, coaxing me to do as he said, to see the face I’d considered such a danger that I’d had to curse him to keep myself safe from it. I pried my eyelids open even as half of me wanted to keep them sealed shut.

      The spider was gone. No more enchanted tattoo, no more arachnid to scare me away from that handsome face. Flint must have read my expression, because his smile widened.

      “If that’s finished, perhaps we can get inside now?” Andy asked tersely.

      I tore my gaze from Flint, suddenly desperate to catch Andy’s eye. He wouldn’t look at me. Dread rolled through my stomach. Did he think I’d let Flint escape last time? Did he think we were lovers, and that was why I’d helped him get away with murder? I stepped closer, questions and explanations jockeying for position on my tongue. Warning bells rang in a far corner of my mind. I couldn’t have this conversation in front of the sidhe. And there was no time anyway. “Yes, we can go now. Right, Flint?”

      Flint studied me from head to toe, like an artisan butcher planning his first cut. “In a moment. First, we need to address your attire.”

      I cast a critical eye over my clothes. Black leggings and a long-sleeve black shirt with a high neck and an asymmetrical cut to the hem under my usual red trench coat. It was my version of dressy. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      Flint rubbed his mouth in a way I was sure hid a mocking smile. “Perhaps we should start with the…fanny pack?”

      I covered the pouch with both hands. “It stays.”

      He sighed. “All right. Let’s try this.”

      He stepped closer, and his scent washed over me. Warm skin, a ghostly hint of cologne, and something else. Anticipation, if anticipation had a scent. I hadn’t expected him to touch me, so when his hands settled on my shoulders, I jumped.

      “Easy now,” he said, his lips far too close to my neck for comfort. “Just relax.”

      Panic licked my nerve endings until they buzzed with painful intensity, but I was too startled to move. I stood there as he drew his hands down my arms. Magic tingled against my skin, distracting me enough that I forgot to protest as he brushed my hips, slid up my sides. My breath froze in my lungs as he swept his palms over my spine, down over the curve of my backside. He slid down my body, his face close enough that my palm tingled with the anticipation of slapping him. When he stepped away, the magic tugged and something broke.

      I stared down at the dress. Glamour. He’d woven glamour around me. I still felt my leggings and my shirt, but when I looked at my attire, I wore a black dress. A small black dress. A snug black dress. I was not a particularly skinny woman, though I had an hourglass shape that settled the extra weight in pleasing proportions. I scowled down at where my breasts were being offered up like some erotic banquet then glared at Flint.

      “You didn’t need to touch me to work the glamour.”

      Flint’s pupils dilated. “No.”

      I blushed, which only made me angrier. “I’m not wearing this. I’m not trying to blend in.” I didn’t bother swiping at the magic to get rid of the glamour. It was Flint’s glamour, and he’d hold it as long as it pleased him to do so. Unless I wanted to expend the energy to fight it.

      “If you’re done, perhaps we can move on to rescuing the children?” Andy said tightly.

      “Yes.” I jerked a thumb toward Marilyn’s house. “It’s time for you to hold up your end of the deal.”

      Flint held a hand out. “Shall we?”

      I glared at him, but reluctantly tucked my fingers into the bend in his arm. We walked toward the house, and Andy fell into step beside us.

      Flint frowned and stopped walking without letting go of me. “You are not coming.”

      “Yes, I am.” Andy spoke with complete confidence, a tone that said he wasn’t arguing, wasn’t wasting any more time.

      “No, you are not. I agreed to escort Shade inside, but there was no mention of bringing in a human.”

      “He’s coming too,” I said.

      Flint slipped his hands into the pockets of his tuxedo, his posture relaxed, as if he had all the time in the world. “All right. If you insist on his presence, then you will have to bargain for it. I am only permitted one guest, so arranging for your FBI agent’s invitation will be significantly more challenging. The price will, of course, reflect the task’s level of difficulty.” Something moved behind his eyes, a shadow of emotion. “I understand witches prefer to trade services. I no longer require your magical talents, so what will you offer?”

      His attention dropped to my chest again, and I clenched my teeth. “We are done bargaining.”

      He shrugged one shoulder, the gesture impossibly elegant. “Pity.”

      “I’m coming inside.” Andy took a step toward the house, but didn’t go so far that he wasn’t still between me and Flint. “I can go as a guest, or as an FBI agent. At this point, I don’t care which.”

      Flint straightened and angled his body toward Andy. “The bidding will start soon. Arguing, or attempting to force your way inside, will only waste your time and mine. You must decide now what matters more to you. Your presence at the auction, or the safety of the children you claim you’re here to protect.”

      Andy clenched his jaw, the grinding of his teeth audible in the silence. Restrained fury rolled off him in waves, hot enough I felt it burn against my skin.

      “Flint, will you give us a moment?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      I waited for him to stroll a few paces up the driveway, then said to Andy, “If I can get inside, I might find some excuse, some technicality, that will let me call the Vanguard. If they intervene, then we have a chance of getting all the kids out, tonight, safe.” I met his eyes. The last time he’d helped me, I’d left him behind to keep him safe. I’d forced him to stay behind. “If you aren’t okay with this, I’ll stay. But I don’t see another way in.”

      He obviously wanted to object, but he swallowed it back. “It is safe for you to go in alone?”

      “No. And it’s not safe for you to stay out here alone,” I said, deliberately not glancing in Morgan’s direction. “But I have Peasblossom. If something happens to me, she can contact you and the werewolves.” I stepped closer to Andy, hiding the side of my body from Flint’s view. I took the plastic My Little Pony out of my pocket and slid it into Andy’s. “Echo can do the same for you. Can’t you, Echo?”

      For a long minute, the ghost remained silent. She’d been quiet for so long. Maybe she’d left?

      “Yes,” she answered, her tone subdued.

      I wanted to ask her what was wrong. It was my instinct to ask what was wrong. But I didn’t have time. Not now.

      “Thank you.” I looked at Andy. “Don’t talk to Morgan if you can avoid it, but don’t be rude. Don’t make any promises; don’t give your word. Don’t ask her for anything.”

      “I remember,” he said. He glanced at Flint. “Be careful.”

      I nodded and followed Flint, trying not to feel like a sheep following the wolf into his den…
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      “Everyone inside will see right through this glamour.” I picked at the dress. The illusion was visual only, so my fingers touched soft black cotton instead of whatever slinky material the dress imitated. “It’s pointless.”

      “Shall I take it off?”

      As I was sure he’d intended, his words set off a chain reaction of mental images. His hands siding over my ribs to my spine to reach the dress’s zipper, dipping in to caress bare skin as he peeled the material down my body. None of the images involved the cotton shirt and leggings I wore in reality.

      I toyed with the zipper of the pouch at my waist, thinking of the tube of iron filings. It would take five minutes of digging to find the damn thing, I was sure, but the thought of flinging them at Flint like some spiny, pain-inducing glitter made the idea tempting.

      You’re going into a fey stronghold. Don’t waste a weapon on the sleazy sidhe. Save it for someone who deserves it even more.

      Drawing on the shreds of my self-control, I resisted the urge to dust the overconfident fey. Instead, I focused on the looming main house and maintained an even stride as I spoke. “Your constant seduction is growing tedious. I appreciate seduction is your go-to social skill, but don’t you ever want to try something new? Something platonic? All social interactions don’t have to include nudity.”

      Flint chuckled. “I have platonic relationships,” he assured me. He caressed my fingers where he’d tucked them into the crook of his arm. “I simply don’t want that with you.”

      Again, visions of dusting him in powdered iron danced across my mind’s eye, and again, I resisted. Instead, I sighed. “I have a pair of black leggings with tiny paste diamonds all over the front.”

      A tiny furrow pinched the skin between his brows. “Indeed?”

      “Yes.”

      “They sound lovely,” he said politely.

      “I was wearing those leggings when I volunteered to help Maggie with her preschool group. Eleven four-year-olds in one room.”

      “A charming story. I’m uncertain why I’m hearing it now?”

      He led me past a square of pavement on the front lawn that held padded chairs and a low table for visitors who wished to converse outside. The large fire pit in the center was empty, but I could still smell the ashes from the last fire.

      “Those four-year-olds picked at my leggings all day. Those fake, twinkling diamonds called to them, pulled them from across the room to poke and scratch at them. Even when they’d only come up to ask a question, even when they didn’t seem to notice the bits of plastic, their little hands would rise to pluck at those damn diamonds.”

      A car holding a sidhe couple drove by us, slowly enough I glimpsed blue-tinged skin and pearlescent eyes. Flint gave them a half-wave, then glanced at me.

      “I think I see where this is going,” he said.

      “You are one of those four-year-olds. Constantly tugging at my pants.”

      He barked out a laugh, a warm, genuine sound that contrasted with the seductive chuckle he’d been using. He patted my hand. “Shade, if I were a less confident man, I’d think you don’t care for my attentions.”

      He stopped, so suddenly that I let out an embarrassing yip. Strong arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me flush against him before my brain could compensate for the sudden change in position.

      “That tattoo of yours was more difficult to remove than I expected,” he said, his face close enough to mine that his breath caressed my cheek. “An expensive spell, I’m certain. Do you know what that tells me?”

      “The vampire pays well?” I said, cursing the breathlessness of my tone. “You remember Anton Winters. The one who warned you to leave me alone?”

      Flint’s jaw tensed, but then he relaxed. A smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “He suggested I not initiate contact with you. He can hardly fault me for coming to your aid. What sort of gentleman would I be if I denied you my assistance?”

      He leaned closer and ran a finger over my jaw. “And if you enjoy my company and seek me out again…and again… Well, it would be rude to refuse you.”

      The ring on my finger grew warmer as the magic flared in response to the threat of his power. I swallowed hard, but didn’t give him the satisfaction of retreating. He wasn’t pressing hard enough to pierce the ring’s magic and cloud my mind, but he could. No reason to goad him into it. Not when my hormones were doing most of his work for him. I blinked. Had he been that close a moment ago?

      “Stop breathing on me,” Peasblossom snapped. “You’re taking the curl out of my hair!”

      Gratitude flooded through me on a cooling tide as my familiar poked out from behind my neck. I wasn’t even mad she’d disobeyed me and revealed her presence.

      Flint jerked away, but didn’t release me, his eyebrows rising in surprise. “Hello.”

      Peasblossom stomped onto my shoulder and faced him with her arms crossed. “Hello. Let go of my witch.”

      Flint blinked, his gaze bouncing between me and Peasblossom. Slowly, he stepped back. “I thought I made it clear. You only bargained for an escort for yourself. You said nothing of the pixie.”

      Peasblossom dropped her arms, her tiny pink face twisting in rage. I winced. I almost felt sorry for Flint.

      Almost.

      “Escort? Escort? You think I need an escort?” Peasblossom flew into the air, wings a furious, constant buzz as she flew straight at Flint’s face. His eyes widened and he leaned away, but Peasblossom kept pace with him, not moving more than a millimeter from his nose. “I suppose next you’ll be suggesting I need an invitation? That I can’t go where I please? That pixies can’t go where they please?” She rose higher in the air, scanning her surroundings as if searching for more of her kin. “Perhaps it’s time we reminded you bigjobs of your place. Of our place!”

      A flicker of panic tightened Flint’s features before he composed himself. “I meant no offense, small beauty. You surprised me, that’s all.” He smiled. “But clever and sneaky as you are, you’re no doubt accustomed to surprising people.”

      “Don’t flatter me.” Peasblossom lowered herself to my shoulder and sat down with a thump, still glaring at Flint. “Keep walking. We have important business to see to.”

      I crossed my arms, mirroring Peasblossom, and smirked at Flint. “You heard her.”

      The expression on the leannan sidhe’s face promised that our conversation wasn’t over. Butterflies swarmed my stomach at the thought, and I straightened my spine before marching toward the front doors of the sprawling country club. I would need a plan to discourage his attention, since I was certain he was plotting a way to stay in my circle.

      We arrived at the front door, and Flint held it open for me as he guided me inside. A breeze from the large foyer carried an interesting mix of paint, wine, and wilderness. Wood floors stretched out before me, the dark brown panels polished so they reflected the light from the large windows. Matching wood pillars supported wide arches over doorways and in tasteful clusters throughout the room.

      “Isn’t it pretty?” Peasblossom said.

      I followed her gaze to the wall. Alcoves set into the plaster held rich soil and growing plants. The artificial lights mimicked small suns, coaxing waterfalls of pink and blue blossoms to spill out from the alcove to brush the floor.

      “That would be our hostess,” Flint murmured, motioning ahead of us.

      I followed his gesture, gazing through a set of archways to an open room in the rear of the building. A woman stood facing the front door. Unlike in human society, when the hostess might stand near the door to greet her guests, fey hosts liked to make their guests cross the room to meet them. It gave them time to compose themselves, decide how to treat each person.

      It also gave them time to assess the threat level.

      Our hostess for the night was a statuesque blonde sidhe. She stood at least five nine, and her hair shimmered like flame when the firelight struck it. Flowers covered the upper half of her lithe, pale-skinned body. Soft, silken petals clung to her breasts, spilling in twin lines over her collarbone to connect with the clasps of a sheer blue cape that flowed over her back to spill onto the floor. A thick trail of flowers led from her left breast to the skirt, a match to the cape in color, but thicker, offering only a glimpse of the naked flesh beneath. It wasn’t until a small part of my brain noted her lack of underwear that I realized I was staring.

      I jerked my attention to her face as she lifted her head in laughter at something the man beside her had said. The light struck her eyes, and I froze.

      It was like viewing the moon through a glass of crushed sapphires. Multifaceted, mesmerizing. So beautiful…

      “Best avoid her eyes,” Flint murmured. “Marilyn has a dazzling stare, and she is at the height of her power right now.”

      I turned my head, but the memory of her eyes danced in my mind, shining a light into every dark corner. Inspiration rose, granting me a moment of perfect clarity. I sucked in a breath. “Leannan sidhe.” I scanned the room, noting the guests, their beauty, their power. Many of them had similar sparkling gazes. “They’re all leannan sidhe.”

      “Yes. You didn’t know?”

      “I knew this was a sidhe gathering, put on by one of the larger houses, but I didn’t realize… Is Marilyn the hostess this year, or every year?”

      “The annual auction was her idea. She hosts every year.”

      Another thought followed on the heels of the first. “Are all the kids sold to leannan sidhe?”

      “Yes. The bidding for the art is open to all, but only leannan sidhe can bid on the artists themselves. At least, until they are no longer deemed worthy.” He smiled. “If you’d like to know why—”

      “It’s patronage.”

      Flint scowled. “She’s inspiring you, isn’t she?”

      I didn’t meet her eyes again, but that one glance had been enough. Leannan sidhe were not all as sexual as Flint, though sensuality was a large part of their nature. Most of them took after their muse ancestors as opposed to the incubus lineage. But art is passion. A leannan sidhe sought an artist to inspire, someone upon whom to lavish their gifts of inspiration, someone to push to greater and greater heights. Such gifts were not free. Human artists often found themselves driven to new heights of creativity, only to burn out as their patron fed on their creative energy—and their physical energy as well, if they took them for lovers.

      More often than not, the artist got too close to the thin line between artistic brilliance and insanity. Few could tolerate the whirlwind of a leannan sidhe’s attention without being swept over that line and into the abyss.

      “So you auction the children off and their leannan sidhe masters push them to create more and more.”

      Flint nodded. “It is an attempt to return to our roots. Marilyn has been vocal about finding out what heights an artist could reach if given the full and unfiltered benefit of a leannan sidhe’s patronage, as they had in the old days before we retreated from humanity. It is her theory that becoming more involved in this way will return our people to their former glory.”

      I didn’t bother arguing that. Much of magic came from belief, and humans didn’t believe anymore. As much as some factions wanted to change that, wanted to risk war to regain the power they’d once enjoyed, the great majority understood that a war with humans may not see the Otherworld as the victor. If there was one thing humans excelled at, it was surviving. No matter what.

      At least as a species. One on one, they died fast.

      “Are any of the children from last year still alive?”

      Something in my tone must have gotten through to Flint. His flirtatious manner fell and he drew away, a new wariness in his hazel eyes. “Why are you here?”

      I laughed, a short, humorless sound. “Now you ask. You didn’t care before.”

      “You called me with an offer to undo your little prank, and give me yet another opportunity to…enjoy your company. And what with our friend Mr. Winters putting such a damper on our blossoming relationship…” Flint shrugged. “I had no reason to question your motivation.”

      He didn’t add that he hadn’t seen me as a threat. Not a real one.

      “A dead child.” I met his gaze head-on, letting him see what I thought of him and his people who were so willing to use children for something as selfish as hoarding power. “That’s why I’m here.”

      Flint turned that over in his mind, his train of thought clear in his expression. “You intend to accuse someone of murder.”

      “I intend to keep another murder from happening.” Now it was my turn to crowd his personal space, lean in to speak close to his ear. “And if you have an ounce of decency in you, you’ll help me.”

      “Would it please you for me to help you, then?” he murmured, turning his face so his breath wafted over my neck.

      Fury boiled inside me, melting whatever desire he might have risen in me. Without another word, I turned on my heel and marched up to Marilyn.

      “Armatura,” I said under my breath. I didn’t make the gestures, but rather threw my anger out in front of me, visualizing it as a shield. I pulled a smile over my mouth, sharpening it into a scythe.

      “Marilyn,” I said. “How lovely to meet you at last.”

      The leannan sidhe blinked, but the automatic smile of every hostess was already spreading over her lips. “Hello. Miss…?”

      “Shade Renard.” I gave the barely perceptible tip of my chin fondly referred to in many circles as “the witch’s curtsy.” “Mother Renard.”

      Marilyn’s smile wilted at the corners. “Mother Renard,” she repeated. She crossed her hands in front of her, her tone sliding from warm and inviting to cool and polite. “I was not expecting such an honor. May I see your invitation?”

      “She’s with me, Marilyn,” Flint said, stepping behind me.

      His arm slid around my waist and pulled me against his side. I was too angry to think about the warm press of his body, and seriously considered stomping on his foot.

      “Flint.” Marilyn’s voice didn’t warm. In fact, it dropped several degrees, until each word crackled with a hint of frost. “I’m surprised to see you here. I had a word with my social secretary about the invitations soon after I heard of your planned attendance.”

      “A lovely girl, that Rosalie,” Flint said with a smile.

      Marilyn’s expression turned brittle. “She was.”

      “Well, now I’ve had the chance to meet my hostess, I should let you get to your other guests,” I said, just to make certain I included myself as a guest. “Tell me, where are the young artists? I would love to have a word with them. Before the bidding starts.”

      Marilyn stiffened. “They are being prepared. Bathed, clothed, etc. This is their societal debut, you know.”

      “Oh, yes, I know.” I leaned closer and dropped my voice to a whisper. “I know everything.”

      “I have done nothing illegal, Mother Renard.” Marilyn bent to put her face closer to mine. “You have no authority here.”

      I unzipped my waist pouch. Without breaking eye contact with Marilyn, I dug around inside. Three minutes later, her expression clouded with confusion as I continued to dig without success. I fed my embarrassment into my temper, keeping it white hot until I pulled out the item I’d been searching for.

      I settled the pointed black witch’s hat on my head with a determined tug. Marilyn blinked. I gave her a sharp nod and pivoted on my heel.

      Flint covered his mouth to stifle a laugh. He spoke to Marilyn in a voice too low for me to hear, and then caught up with me.

      “That, my dear, was well played. Very amusing.” He paused, considering the hat. “Is that…?”

      “Part of a Halloween costume.”

      He chuckled. “Splendid.”

      I scanned the room again. Now that I knew who I was dealing with, the worst of my nerves were over. The leannan sidhe wouldn’t hurt the kids, not on purpose. It was a source of shame among their kind for an artist they adopted to die before creating something spectacular. The children Taken today were safe for now. But Grayson and Lindsay—those two were in danger. The kelpies had Grayson. I could only pray Lindsay had fared better.

      My fellow partygoers didn’t bother to hide their stares as I wove through the room. The hat was silly, yes, but it was also crystal clear. I’d found that most sidhe preferred to avoid crossing a witch’s path, whether motivated by fear or annoyance. Either way was fine with me.

      The next room was the gallery. Temporary walls hung with canvases formed a broken maze. Small golden lamps illuminating the vibrant paint were a sharp contrast to the plain grey walls. I didn’t give the paintings a second thought. I wasn’t here for art.

      Oisean stood at the corner where two of the art-bedecked walls met. He matched Pam’s picture, all long silver hair and pale skin. He wore the same long brown trench coat I’d seen him in before. Perhaps that was personal taste, and not a costume.

      The scout blinked when he saw me. “Mother Renard.” He cleared his throat. “What a nice surprise.” He gestured behind him at a canvas covered in green and gold paint. “This is one of Lindsay’s pieces. Isn’t it lovely?”

      “Where is she?”

      Flint stopped behind me. I wasn’t sure if it was a show of support, or if he was trying not to get between me and the hostess’ slave finder.

      Oisean pointed across the room, a gold ring on his finger catching enough of the lamp’s light to make it glitter like flame. My shoulders relaxed when I saw Lindsay standing next to another sidhe less than ten yards away. Her long brown hair had been brushed until it shone like silk, pulled away from her face with matching emerald barrettes. Kohl lined her brown eyes, and a hint of green eyeshadow matched her gown. Despite the beauty of her dress, pale green lined with rows of fresh cream-colored lilies, her face was ashen and she stood frozen to the floor, lip trembling as she stared at the crowd of fey.

      “See seems terrified, but unharmed.” I lifted my chin at Oisean. “And Grayson?”

      “He isn’t here at the moment. I believe he’s with his new family.”

      Family. The zipper to my pouch dug into my palm, the cold metal warning me that I was close to retrieving the iron shavings right there, close to throwing them in Oisean’s too-calm face. “And the children who were Taken today? Where are they?”

      “Getting ready,” Oisean said. “If I might be so bold, Mother Renard, you seem upset by the festivities around you. Might I suggest that you find somewhere else to spend your evening?”

      “She’ll be staying with me.” Flint stepped closer, standing behind me and to the side, not interfering, but making it clear I was not alone.

      “I want to see the children,” I said. “Now.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t do that,” Oisean replied.

      Frustration pulled my fingers into fists, and I took a calming breath to keep from punching him in the mouth. “Tell me, Oisean. You’re the scout, the one who finds children to bring to this slave shop.”

      Oisean’s face tightened, his green eyes darkening with moving shadow. “Art auction.”

      “Do you spend much time with them?”

      The sidhe hesitated, a hint of confusion pinching his brow. “Yes. It takes time to assess not only their skill, but their potential.”

      “How much time?”

      He shifted from foot to foot, studying me as if wary of where the conversation was leading. “It varies.”

      “Hard to wait for that birthday, right?”

      Oisean stiffened. “Those humans are all legal adults, according to their own people. They had the standing and the right to sign those contracts—and they did sign those contracts.”

      “Adults,” I repeated. “Do they really seem like adults to you?” I stepped closer, crowding his space. “Or do they seem like children? Children with no homes and no families, children desperate for security and safety?”

      Oisean looked away before I could read his expression. “They are adults.”

      “Fine. Let’s talk about art, shall we?” I grabbed his arm and pulled him closer to the painting he’d mentioned. “See how this tree has no roots, no branches? But look over here, in another part of the forest. There’s a tiny sapling, with three tender roots. And a single leaf. What does that represent to you?”

      “I—”

      “All those trees with no leaves. No leaves because someone tore them off. Ripped them away to leave the tree bare and exposed, no privacy, no security, naked for all the world to see. No roots to hold it to the ground, waiting for a strong wind to knock it over, end its existence.” I leaned in. “Did you know Lindsay was abused? Did you know she was at that center because her home was too dangerous, because the people responsible for her care and safety violated her in a way…” I pressed my lips together, holding in the sob bubbling up my throat. My eyes burned with the threat of tears, and I allowed myself a moment to breathe, to regain my cool.

      Oisean’s shoulder dipped, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

      “That sapling,” I whispered, “is hope. It was a new beginning. A sign she’d let someone into her life, let someone in and trusted them to show her a brighter future. Do you think it was you?”

      He rubbed his palms down the sides of his pants beneath his coat, and his eyes twitched as if he had to fight to maintain eye contact. “You’ll have to excuse me. I have duties to attend to.”

      I stared at the painting like a wolf mesmerized by the glow of a full moon. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t blink, couldn’t do anything to shut out the sight of that tiny tree. That tiny expression of new hope. Constellation House had given that to Lindsay. They’d put in the time and the effort to till the soil, make her feel safe. They’d shown her acceptance and support. They’d let those first little roots take hold.

      And Oisean had ruined it. He’d pretended to care, pretended to want her to grow and thrive. But then he’d pulled that little tree as if it were a weed. Something expendable.

      Magic burned my palm as a tear slid down my face. I tore my gaze from the painting to glare at Oisean’s retreating form. Power crackled as I raised my hand, the fire already burning bright in my mind’s eye…
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      Flint’s hand closed over mine, forcing my fingers into a fist, trapping them in an iron grip as he bent my arm behind my back. He stepped into my personal space, pressing our bodies together and dipping his head until his breath stirred the delicate hairs at the nape of my neck. I shivered, but it was a purely physical reaction. I didn’t take my attention off Oisean’s retreating form, and kept watching him around Flint’s shoulder, my thoughts unwavering as I picked a spot on Oisean’s spine, imagining a large red-and-white target. He wasn’t yet too far away. I could still hit him if I threw my spell hard enough.

      “Careful, now,” Flint murmured. “Whatever satisfaction this would give you now, you will pay for it tenfold if you give in.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” I said. My words were thicker than they should have been, half drowned in the threat of tears. “I hate him. I hate him, and I want to make him pay.”

      “Hate him, then. But if you’re to be of any use to those children, calmer tempers must prevail. This desire for revenge, this hunger for vengeance… It must wait.” His free hand cradled my waist, tight enough that I felt the strength in his grip. “I can take your mind off him, if you like…”

      He brushed his lips over the shell of my ear, sending another rush of shivers after the first. The spell I’d been toying with flickered, magic dissipating as his power stirred my hormones, heated my blood. The scent of body-warmed sheets under the faintest hint of masculine cologne tickled my senses, made me take a deeper breath as I put my face closer to Flint’s shoulder. He smelled so good.

      “Let me take your mind off him,” he whispered.

      Before I could react, he swept me across the floor, moving as if we were in a dance. I was too surprised to move, too surprised to make my legs work, or even get them under me. Flint took my weight as if it were nothing and spun me around until my back touched the wall in the far corner of the room. The temporary partitions, heavy with painted canvases, cast shadow us as I grabbed Flint’s shoulders to steady myself, dizzy from the abrupt retreat.

      He slid a hand over my jaw, hard enough it was more a massage than a caress. “Anger will not serve you here. You risk your cause and your life. You must relax.” He drew his lips over my ear. “I can help you, if you’ll let me…”

      There was too much heat in this corner. Flint was an inferno in a tux, and my fury had heated my blood to boiling already. I couldn’t think, couldn’t hold on to a thought long enough to speak before it melted away. Neither anger nor arousal were conducive to clear thinking, and right now, I was flailing under the influence of both. I pressed my palms against Flint’s shoulder, torn between pulling him closer and shoving him away.

      I couldn’t fight the arousal and the anger at once. Best to pick one and give it my all.

      I drew my right hand down his chest, sliding it under his jacket. The thin dress shirt did nothing to hide the solid line of muscle, the tempting curve of his pectorals as I trailed my fingers down, lower and lower. Flint pressed me harder against the wall, his fingers tightening on my jaw as he leaned down to kiss me.

      I grabbed hold of the waistline of his pants. “Fire or ice?” I said. “Your choice.”

      Flint stilled. Not a muscle twitched; not a hair stirred. He didn’t even breathe. His brown eyes shone with a golden gleam reminiscent of a tiger’s eye stone, and for a split second, something dangerous peered out at me through those yes. A peek of a leannan sidhe’s true nature. A predator.

      “I’m under a great deal of stress,” I said, not bothering to hide the trembling in my voice. “I’m angry because a child is dead. I’m angry because someone has sold a child to a race that will terrify him. And I’m angry because your people intend to sell four more children to arrogant, pathetic individuals who see these kids as a means to relive their glory days.” I sucked in a breath, choking on my temper. “I am not leaving here without those children. And if I have to spill fey blood to make that happen, then so much the better.” I slid my hand farther down and grabbed him through his expensive pants, drawing a gasp of surprise. “Use your power on me like that again, and I’ll start with you.”

      Something between amusement and anger twisted Flint’s mouth into a smirk, and a split second later, he thrust forward, pinning me between the wall and the hard planes of his body. The hand that had been a threat a second ago was now trapped between our bodies, an erotic display for anyone who looked into our corner.

      “If you don’t get hold of your emotions, you won’t leave here at all,” Flint whispered. “You are surrounded by leannan sidhe. It is our nature to inspire, to ignite passion, anger, fear, and joy. The guests here are trying to prove they are the powerful creatures they once were, and their desperation and magic weigh heavily on you. Witches are emotional creatures by nature, so I can only imagine what effect my people will have on you if you don’t pull yourself together.”

      He grabbed my chin and lifted my face to his. “You don’t want my offer of distraction, my sincere invitation to take the edge off this frustration that’s twisting you into knots? Fine. But if you won’t take my help, then save your magic for yourself. Get your shields up and swallow whatever vitriol is brewing on that sharp tongue of yours. You are my guest, and thus Marilyn’s guest, but that will not save you if you are foolish enough to attack someone. Anyone in this room could kill you, and if you think otherwise, you have overestimated yourself.”

      The room tilted around me, my mind too chaotic, too jumbled to think straight.

      Freeze his bits off.

      Scream.

      Grab the kids and run.

      Kiss him.

      Burn this house to the ground.

      Something touched my finger. I stared at my ring pressed against Flint’s shoulder. Peasblossom perched on the silver band, pressing her palm against the blue gem. The magic reacted to her, to my magic inside her. Cool, refreshing energy flowed from the ring, up my arm, over my entire body. As it passed, it took with it some of the heat, and the anger and desire bled away enough for me to think. I took a breath, and the red haze slid away from my eyes.

      Bit by bit, I swallowed it all. The anger, the sadness, the fear. Even the attraction. I pushed it all away, as far into the bottom of my soul as I could manage. I’d sort through it later.

      I tugged on my hand, but Flint still pressed against me, pinning me to the wall with my hand still firmly trapped between us. I met his gaze.

      “You’re either very brave, or very stupid,” I said, my voice calm, if a little shaky.

      “You’re the one who wanted to play with fire,” Flint said, eyes twinkling with amusement, and something a little darker.

      Magic licked my palm, and a loose thread on his pants sizzled to life in a tiny spark of flame. Flint let out a sound somewhere between a cry of surprise and a laugh, and fell away from me grinning like a jack-o’-lantern.

      “You are daring, aren’t you?” He brushed at his pants, making sure there were no more sparks, no damage. “I—”

      A feline growl from behind him cut off whatever he’d been about to say and sent Peasblossom darting behind my neck. The grin melted away as quickly as it had come into being, as the leannan sidhe stiffened, turning only his head to see the source of the sound out of his peripheral vision.

      “What is it?” I asked. I couldn’t see around Flint to what had made the sound, and I didn’t want to move around him to find out.

      “Someone’s pet has got out.” Flint let me go, though he didn’t move from his position between me and the growl. “Stay calm and avoid making any sudden moves.”

      He eased away from me, and I took his arm as I had before, sliding the pad of my fingers down the smooth material of his tuxedo before resting in the crook of his elbow. If my palms were sweaty, then that was no one’s business but mine.

      Together we stepped away from the wall, aiming for the door that led out of the labyrinth of paintings and back to the open entrance rooms. Flint no longer stood between me and the source of the growl, and despite my trying not to stare, my steps faltered.

      It was the dream shard. No, not the dream shard. The beast from the nightmare that had spawned the dream shard. The beast that had followed the SUV as Andy and I drove through the upscale neighborhood to Marilyn’s house. The creature let out another rumbling growl, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood straight up.

      Now that it stood not five feet from me, with no shadows to hide behind, I could see it was feline. A massive black feline with eyes like melted emeralds. Panther-like, but with ears too pointed, and at a size beyond any mundane panther. Its claws protruded like crescent moons on paws the size of saucers. Its black fur was so dark it didn’t look like fur at all. The cat appeared as if it were a cat-shaped hole into deep space, as if I could reach out and my fingers would pass through into empty night.

      “And who have you offended now, Mr. Valencia?” A lavender-skinned woman with long black hair took a sip of champagne, blue eyes sparkling over the rim of her glass. “Do you think they’ve sent the kitty to eat you?”

      I stared at the cat, then Flint. The woman was right. The cat wasn’t growling at me—it was growling at Flint. Given my distaste for the leannan sidhe, that should have been a somewhat comforting thought. The dangerous feline was angry with the murderer I’d taken up an uncomfortable and temporary alliance with. But if this cat bore a grudge on Flint, then they were obviously connected. So why had it been in my nightmares?

      The entire room had gone silent, something I didn’t notice until the large cat growled again and there was no background noise to muffle the sound. If I was a different person—a smarter person, with less conscience—I’d leave Flint behind to deal with the animal and go find the children myself. He’d served his purpose, for the most part.

      But that was not how a witch operated. Unfortunately.

      I drew myself up to my full, albeit unimpressive height and surveyed the room. “Whose kitty is this?”

      “That is a cat sith.”

      Marilyn stood at the edge of the maze of paintings, her blue-eyed stare focused on the cat. Her attention ricocheted between me, Flint, and the beast, then she took one imperious step forward.

      “Are you familiar with the cat sith?” she asked.

      Something about her tone told me it wasn’t good. I searched my memory, rummaging through the bestiaries I’d studied. I hated pop quizzes. “A fairy cat.”

      “The depths of your knowledge must make your mentor so proud.” Marilyn rubbed her temples, careful not to disturb the perfect waves of golden hair spiraling over her shoulders. “The cat sith has a rather annoying tendency to eat the souls of the newly departed dead, keeping them from going on to their next life. They also have a fondness for witches.”

      I almost asked if by fondness she meant they liked witches as companions, or as food, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “It is not every witch that can attract a cat sith,” came a masculine voice.

      A man parted the growing crowd, revealing a tall sidhe with long, dark hair frosted with yellow blond that swept straight over his head to hang down the middle of his back. Muscles thickened his body, leaving no question his suit had been tailored to fit him. Anything bought off the rack would have strained against the thickness of his chest and biceps. I had the impression he’d be more at home in leather battle armor. He had that wild, uncouth edge to him, despite the suit, an air that said part of him hoped any gathering turned into a mob. Grey eyes peered at me from heavily kohl-lined lids, and a smirk played at the corner of his mouth. He held a frosted mug of beer in his hand, but the drink seemed forgotten as he stared at the feline before us.

      “Tell me, Mother Renard,” he said softly, his gaze sweeping in my direction, “what have you done to attract this beast’s attention?”

      “It seems to me that it’s interested in Flint, not me.” I’d meant that to come out stronger than it had, but even I could hear the plea in my tone. Desperation for someone to tell me the cat wasn’t after me. Blood and bones.

      The man’s smirk widened into a grin, revealing smooth white teeth and the canines of a bigger predator. “Oh, it’s interested in Flint, all right. But I believe you’ll find that is a result of his…intentions for you.”

      I frowned before I could stop myself. “You think it’s…protecting me?”

      The large animal made a sound somewhere between a snort of derision and a sneeze, and I jumped, startled. The tuxedo-clad warrior’s nostrils flared as the cat took a few steps in his direction, one massive paw in front of the other, claws clicking against the polished floor. I was simultaneously grateful the beast wasn’t prowling toward me, and shocked that the beer-toting sidhe didn’t look more concerned as the beast prowled toward him. In point of fact, he looked…excited.

      “Perhaps we should mingle,” Flint said, his tone casual. “The auction will start soon, and I believe you wanted a word with Matthew’s former master before that happens?”

      “Yes.” I grabbed his arm, suddenly in a hurry to get out of this room, away from the cat and its new person of interest. “I don’t see her in here. Perhaps she’s moved on to the other room?”

      I didn’t breathe until we left the gallery. I was here to retrieve kidnapped children; this was not the time to get bogged down in sidhe politics or entangle myself with some sort of would-be animal companion. Especially an animal that seemed to have leapt straight out of my nightmares.

      Paranoia held my breath prisoner as Flint guided me to the room where Marilyn had stood to greet her guests. The potted plants tucked into the wall alcoves seemed to follow my movements with their blooms, as if the flowers spied on me for their mistress, gathering information about the witch who’d caught the fairy cat’s attention. I tightened my grip on Flint and tugged until he stopped walking. I ignored the question in the quirk of his brow, my full and undivided attention locked on the doorway to the gallery.

      A second later, the large cat stalked out. My heart leapt into my throat, and Flint tensed beside me. The great beast didn’t even glance our way. Pace by pace, it left the room, thick black tail swinging behind it.

      Flint drew a breath, but I spoke first to cut off whatever question he might have. “I don’t see Lindsay. Where is she?”

      “The artists are expected to speak with the guests. Perhaps she is socializing.”

      I ground my teeth. “She—“

      “Tessa is standing over there in the corner.” He gestured to the woman in question. Her dress and hair were both icy blue, the dress falling in long, silken lines, and her hair twisted into a mass of springy curls that bounced as she threw her head back in a laugh. “She was Matthew’s mistress. I believe you mentioned a desire to speak with her as well?”

      “Yes, I do.” My temper flickered to life, and I let it lead me away from the fear and confusion the black cat had inspired in me. Given the choice between fear and anger, I’d take anger every time.

      “Stay calm,” Flint said under his breath, holding me back under the pretense of smoothing my hair away from my face. “Tessa can be loose with her gifts. It would behoove you to avoid any…sharp words.”

      “I am calm.” His gesture was too intimate on the heels of our earlier exchange, and I rubbed my thumb over the ring on my finger, concentrating on the hum of energy. I hadn’t realized before how much being around this many leannan sidhe had affected my emotions. I understood now, and they wouldn’t catch me off guard again.

      He wouldn’t catch me off guard again.

      “Let’s wait until there’s a break in their conversation,” Flint suggested. “I’ll introduce you.”

      I toyed with the zipper on my glamoured pouch. “We have two hours to find and negotiate the release of five kids. We don’t have time to wait.”

      “You believe you can negotiate for them?” Flint asked.

      “I’m going to try.”

      Flint stared at me, his attention a physical pressure boring into my left temple. Tension curled through the air between us, and he tilted more firmly in my direction without letting my hand out of the crook of his arm. “You know that won’t work.”

      I avoided his gaze. I was putting a lot of concentration into not letting the magical posturing of the leannan sidhe stoke my emotions to unmanageable heights. I didn’t have the focus to be a good liar right now. “It might. I can be very persuasive.”

      “Shade.” Now he sounded less like a date, and more like a parent warning a child that whatever it is they were about to do, they’d better not do it. “What are you up to?” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. “Why do you want to talk to Tessa?”

      I bolted. Well, not bolted. I walked briskly away from my nosy escort, and straight up to the bouncy-haired sidhe with the dead human slave. Explaining to Flint that I needed to talk to Matthew’s former mistress because I wanted to gather evidence of murder so I could get the Vanguard involved wouldn’t be productive. And I was never going to convince him I truly believed I could talk the children free. Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.

      I was only a few feet away when Tessa barked out a laugh in response to the conversation. Not a nice “Oh, that was a witty remark you made” laugh. More of a “That’s what you think” laugh. Her partner in conversation hissed and clasped her cheek to the right of her nose. Blood smeared her fingers when she lowered her hand.

      I halted in my tracks, staring at the cut over her cheekbone.

      “One of Tessa’s gifts,” Flint said, catching up with me. “Tessa gives new meaning to the words ‘a sharp tone.’ Best to avoid a verbal sparring.”

      I only half heard him. The cut on the sidhe woman’s cheek held all my attention. It bore a striking resemblance to the cuts on Matthew’s body. An idea sparked, and I rushed to the woman’s side.

      “Oh, goodness, you’re bleeding!” The woman’s lips parted in shock as I unzipped the pouch at my waist and dug inside. “I have a handkerchief here somewhere.”

      Tessa arched an eyebrow. “It is but a small cut, Miss…?”

      “Mother Renard.” I stopped and frowned, then felt around for my hat. Blast, I’d lost it somewhere. Why hadn’t Peasblossom told me it—

      My heart skipped a beat. I patted my neck, then rolled my shoulders. No pixie. “Peasblossom?” I blurted out.

      No answer. And now, both women stood blinking at me like a pair of owls. Indecision held me prisoner, trapped between a need to know where my familiar had got to, and the equally urgent desire not to let the leannan sidhe know that my pixie had gone rogue. Not that I thought they could find Peasblossom, let alone catch her, but I couldn’t take that chance.

      Trust her, I told myself firmly. I wrenched my mouth into a smile. “One moment, ladies. I know I have a handkerchief here somewhere.”

      “A witch?” Tessa’s gaze touched on my escort, and her lip curled into a sneer. “Flint Valencia. I wasn’t aware you received an invitation. And Marilyn used to have such high standards.”

      “I’m always invited.” Flint swept forward to take Tessa’s hand, laying a kiss on her knuckles. The motion put him between Tessa and the woman she’d cut, but I couldn’t be sure if he’d done that for my benefit or if it was a coincidence.

      I raised the handkerchief I’d found in triumph and offered it to the woman. “It’s a small cut, but it’s bleeding something fierce.”

      “I am not human,” the woman snapped. “I’m fine.”

      I barely registered what she’d said, my full attention on the cut. With a flex of my will, I sent a puff of silver energy into the air to settle on her skin. The wound flared to life, dancing with the same energy I’d seen earlier on the dead artist. I leaned closer, raising the handkerchief.

      The woman snared my wrist and tightened her grip until I hissed, afraid she’d snap the bone.

      “Do you believe I will let you have my blood, witch?” she snarled. “Do you truly think me so foolish?”

      “I was only trying to help.” I propped up my fake smile as my mind churned furiously. Tessa had cut Matthew. Had she stabbed him, too?

      “Tessa, you’ll have to excuse me,” the woman said, not taking her attention off me. “I think I’ll go peruse the paintings and leave you to talk with…them.” She released my wrist, throwing it down with enough force that I stumbled, then left, muttering something under her breath about witches. The unused handkerchief drifted to the ground in her wake.

      I rubbed my wrist to ease the dull ache throbbing there and turned to Tessa. “I do apologize for scaring off your friend. I only wanted to talk with you because I heard you won last year’s auction. You left with a gifted young boy— What was his name? Matthew?”

      Tessa beamed, indifferent to the fact I’d angered her last conversation partner. “Yes, I did. He was the best of the lot, too—ask anyone.”

      She talked about Matthew as if he were a purebred puppy, not a human being. The urge to wipe that pleased expression off her face made me tighten my fingers into a fist, but I forced myself to return her smile. “He’ll no doubt have something for sale tonight then.”

      “A few pieces, yes.” She smoothed one of her pale blue curls behind her ear, only to have it spring into the same position as before.

      “Only a few pieces?” I asked, feigning disappointment. “Competition will be fierce, then. I was hoping to purchase an original, and now he’s dead, so this is my last chance, and I know his passing will make his pieces even harder to get.”

      Tessa’s smile vanished. Tension curled around her shoulders, squeezing them together so she stood taller. “I never said Matthew was dead.”

      “You didn’t have to. I saw his body. Someone dumped it in an alley—like so much garbage.” Instinct screamed at me to watch my tone, but anger drowned it out. “I suppose once they’ve stopped producing, they cease to mean anything, don’t they? A cow with no milk, a chicken with no eggs?”

      “I cared for Matthew,” Tessa said stiffly. “He was a gifted artist, and a passionate boy.” She stepped closer, the scent of wild jasmine and cold steel wafting off her pale skin. “If you think I would throw him away after everything I’ve done for him, everything he’s done for me, then you know nothing about my people. We are not murderers.”

      “If you’d truly cared for him, as you say, then he wouldn’t be dead. Humans wouldn’t have found him lying in the streets, bloody and abandoned.” I gritted my teeth. “He wouldn’t have been covered in cuts. Cuts I suspect you are very familiar with.”

      Tessa rolled her lips together, and her nostrils flared. For a minute, I thought she’d storm off. I couldn’t make her stay and talk to me, and it wasn’t typical for a sidhe to tolerate as much insult as I’d offered her. But she didn’t leave. Instead, she forced her shoulders down and lifted her chin. “Matthew liked me to cut him. The pain and the magic of it drove his creativity.”

      I stared at her, trying to judge if she was joking. “You don’t expect me to believe that?”

      “I don’t care if you believe it or not. It’s the truth.” She smiled, staring into the distance as if seeing something that wasn’t there. “Matthew had a wild soul, a passionate soul. When he first arrived here, a fog clouded his mind, a filter that allowed precious little of his brilliance to shine through. But after those horrid human drugs wore off, the real Matthew emerged. I didn’t restrain him, didn’t control him. I let him create, surrounded him with whatever medium and tools he wanted. And he was glorious.”

      Her voice took on a faraway quality, as if she’d drifted into the past. “One day one of his creations touched me in such a way that I laughed in pure joy. I couldn’t help it. My control slipped, and I cut him. He jerked and threw himself harder into the painting. ‘Again,’ he said. So I did. And again and again, he asked me to continue, begged me to laugh, to shout, to use my voice to release the inspiration that was driving him mad.” She met my eyes, and there was no shame there. “I did only as he asked.”

      “Matthew was sick,” I said quietly. “He needed help. Not someone to goad him on, farther and farther away from reality.”

      “This is the Otherworld, Mother Renard. Reality is irrelevant. Running from reality brought him into my arms. And I would have held him forever.” She wrapped her arms around herself, and her shoulders wilted under the weight of real sadness. “His death is a true loss to the world.”

      A thousand words rushed to my tongue. I wanted to yell at her, to tell her what a wretched person I thought she was. But somehow I believed her. I believed she’d cared from him, in her own twisted way. I believed she felt his loss. I took a slow, deep breath, bringing my emotions under control. Focus on the facts. “Your voice. How deep can you cut with it?”

      “I could decapitate someone, given the time and the preparation.” She straightened her spine. “But if you’re asking me if I killed him, then no, I did not. Matthew’s killer stabbed him with a weapon that left a short, deep wound. I can cut deeply, but the deeper the cut, the longer the wound. Sound is a curve, not a point.”

      “You know how he died.” I stiffened, realization dawning. “You know who killed him.”

      The muscles in her neck corded, and a vein pulsed in her temple. “It is settled.”

      I curled my hand into a fist. Flint stepped closer to her, not putting himself between us, but drawing our attention away from one another. “I’m surprised you allowed someone to get away with such an insult,” he said to Tessa. “Matthew was worth a great deal to you. Someone killed him, and you want no justice?”

      Tessa crossed her slender arms. “My repayment will come at a future time.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Favors are greatly treasured in our world,” Flint explained.

      Tessa smiled, grim satisfaction glinting in her eyes. “And I am owed a significant favor.”

      I swallowed my objection like the bitter pill it was. This wasn’t the time to argue about priorities. Tessa wouldn’t tell me who killed Matthew, but maybe she could point me in the right direction. “Matthew was the artist from last year chosen to feature in this year’s show. That ‘honor’ goes to only one artist, so who took his place?”

      Tessa pointed across the room with a long fingernail painted the same color as her dress. “Lindsay. She belongs to Grace.”

      Lindsay. I whipped around in time to watch Lindsay enter the room from the gallery. She must have been in there the whole time, hidden from my sight by one of the temporary walls. My chest tightened at her bowed head and hands clasped over her waist. Her white-knuckled grip broadcast her distress loud and clear.

      Grace raised a thin glass of pale lavender liquid, tilting it to catch the light before putting the glass to her lips and draining it dry. A lacy fan on either side held the winding pile of her red hair in place like a mountain of ruby-stained silk. The hairstyle showed off the long, graceful lines of her neck and shoulders, the strapless green dress doing little to conceal her flesh. The supple material hugged her torso so tight that it gave her an impressive cleavage despite her lean frame, then wrapped around her hips and thighs before falling to her ankles in a pencil skirt style. An extra swath of material trailed after her from her waist.

      “Thank you, Tessa,” I murmured. I hesitated, but only for a second. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Tessa’s voice dropped to a whisper, a dramatic contrast to the laugh of a few minutes ago. “Thank you.”

      Flint held out his arm, and I accepted, letting him lead me toward Lindsay and Grace. “Do my ears deceive me, or was that genuine condolence I detected in your voice?”

      I didn’t take attention off Lindsay where her mistress was leading her around flower-adorned tables to the other side of the room. “She was helpful. And as you’ve pointed out, my anger won’t get me anywhere here. I might as well try being nice.”

      “Ah. So it has nothing to do with the fact you may have realized that my people are not so wretched as you first assumed? That some of us do care about those we share ourselves with?”

      I held up a hand as another waiter offered me a glass of champagne and then kept walking. “If you have such a high opinion of your people, then why don’t you explain the names tattooed on your body?”

      If I hadn’t been holding his arm, I would have missed the way he tensed at my mention of the tattoos. I hadn’t seen the names in question—I hadn’t been so foolish as to study the sidhe’s flesh so closely—but I knew all about them. I knew what he’d done to get those tattoos, the enchanted lines he’d painted with the blood of his victims to steal their magic for his own. People had died so he could overcome the leannan sidhe’s natural immunity to the life-draining ability of their own kind. Any leannan sidhe could attempt to influence the emotions of one of their own, and possibly succeed, but none of them could feed on a member of their own race. None of them, that is, except Flint and his enchanted tattoos.

      “I do not underestimate our capacity for cruelty. But we are not the single-minded monsters you are so determined to write us off as.” He pressed his fingers against mine as if he could will me to believe him. “Perhaps you should get to know me before you judge my sins.”

      I resisted the urge to laugh in his face. Barely. “I appreciate your assistance tonight. And if you help me save these children, I will be grateful. But don’t overestimate this temporary partnership. I know where I stand, and I know where you stand, and I do not trust you to stand behind me.”

      Grace stopped to say hello to someone, gesturing at Lindsay as if she were showing off a new necklace. Flint and I stopped, waiting for her to finish.

      “You are being cruel tonight,” Flint said.

      I refused to meet his gaze, afraid that if I looked away from Lindsay, she’d disappear into the crowd. “I’m always short-tempered when there are children in danger.”

      “I see.” Flint paused. “Do you get this upset over everyone you try to help?”

      I bristled, but the question had a ring of honest curiosity to it, so I swallowed the harsh retort. “Yes,” I said.

      “My dear woman, you must grow a thicker skin. Or you’ll never survive being a witch, let alone a private investigator.”

      Again, there was no judgment in his tone. Only genuine observation.

      “You’re wrong. Mother Hazel feels the same way I do, make no mistake. Witches don’t always show their pain and fear, but that doesn’t mean they don’t feel it. Empathy is the quality that separates a true witch from a woman flinging about magic and potions. A witch who feels nothing can offer nothing.”

      Flint considered that for a moment. “You would not last long in my world, I don’t think.”

      “Nor you in mine,” I replied. Grace’s companion moved on, leaving her and Lindsay standing alone. “But you’re right. Let’s find the kids and get out of here.”

      Three feet before I reached them, Lindsay turned to Grace and said something in a voice too soft for me to hear. Grace nodded, and my heart fell as Lindsay scurried in the opposite direction to vanish through a side door.

      “Damn,” I said. I fixed what I hoped was a convincing smile on my face and waited for Grace to face me. “Excuse me. Was that Lindsay glimpsed at your side a moment ago?”

      The sidhe woman had a polite if confused smile on her face. “Why yes. And you are…?”

      “Shade Renard.” I didn’t add my title this time. “I was speaking with Tessa, and she told me your Lindsay won yesterday’s competition and will present her work tomorrow with this year’s artists. You must be so proud.”

      “Oh, I am,” Grace said. “Lindsay is so talented.” She tucked a stray red curl behind her ear. “I knew as soon as I saw her work last year she was something special.”

      “And yet you threatened to sell her to the red caps,” a familiar voice added.

      I turned at the sound of the masculine voice behind me and found the same sidhe from the gallery, the one who’d pointed out that the large black cat had been protecting me. He no longer held the beer, and his tie hung loose around his neck, the first few buttons unfastened to reveal a triangle of tanned flesh. His attention settled on me, his irises glittering like raw hematite.

      “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced,” he said, reaching for my hand. “I am Raphael.”

      “Shade Renard,” I responded, letting him lay a kiss on my knuckles.

      My skin sparked where his lips grazed my skin, a sensation just this side of pain. I swallowed the gasp of surprise, but something about the flicker in his gaze told me he heard it anyway.

      “I had no intention of selling Lindsay,” Grace snapped. She smoothed the skirt of her long dress. “I was motivating her. I am leannan sidhe, am I not? It is my nature, my instinct to inspire.”

      “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” I tore my gaze from Raphael. “Tell me, do you think that’s the best way to inspire a young girl? Frightening her?”

      “It was not fear,” Grace said crisply. “It was sadness. Lindsay mourned the thought of no longer being mine, and that pain drove her to new creative heights.”

      “Emotion has always fueled art,” Raphael explained. “Some find inspiration in joy, some in sadness.” He smirked at Flint. “Some rely on crude physical stimulation.”

      “Indeed.” Flint fanned strong fingers over my hip, drawing me closer to his side. “But that is a young man’s game, is it not, Raphael? It is best for the elders to stick to spiritual methods to avoid the embarrassment that could come with comparison.”

      My eyebrows shot up, despite my resolve to remain poker-faced. Surprisingly, Raphael did not seem offended. Quite the contrary—he chuckled.

      “Ah, Flint. You’d best hope that your elders never show you how much experience matters when it comes to…inspiring women.”

      He looked at me when he said “inspiring,” and that same spark that had crackled over my skin with that pleasure-pain lit somewhere much lower in my body. Gooseflesh flowed down my arms.

      “So you’re like vampires,” I blurted out.

      The two men blinked, and Grace’s mouth fell open.

      “Excuse me?” She faced me now, her right hand trembling as if fighting the desire to slap me. “Did you compare me to a vampire? An undead—”

      “I meant no offense,” I continued quickly, avoiding Raphael and his amused expression. “I mean only that there are different breeds of vampire. They feed on blood, yes, but some of them can also feed on emotion. On fear, or lust. As I understand it, you operate in a similar fashion.” I pointed at Flint. “Some of you inspire through lust.” I forced myself to meet Raphael’s steely gaze. “Some through…” I didn’t know what to call it. Fear? That frightening anticipation in the moments before you leap out of a plane, or when you pay to walk through a haunted house. I gave up and waved at Tessa instead. “And some through pain, sadness.”

      Grace kept the frown in place, but some of the anger melted from her stare. “I accept your reasoning, if not your choice of words. Yes, we all appeal to a different aspect of the human experience when we strive to inspire others. And I know how it must seem to you, the nature of my inspiration.” Her gaze clouded over, and she stared into the distance. “But there is a certain beauty in sadness. It is painful, but one can find strength in those quiet moments. Lindsay understands that. It was pain that first led her to art, and it is the well from where she draws her greatest work.”

      Such a pretty excuse for torturing a vulnerable young girl. I let a smile curl the corners of my mouth upward, baring my teeth. “Word around the auction is that Tessa’s artist, Matthew, was the real winner yesterday. If the gossip is true, Lindsay wouldn’t have stood a chance if someone hadn’t killed him.”

      “The quality of art is not something measured by mundane instruments on a predetermined scale,” Grace snarled. “It is for those with taste to judge. And those with taste will find Lindsay’s work superior to Matthew’s. If the gossipmongers can’t see that, then that is their shortcoming, not hers.” She anchored her hands on her hips. “And next year, I would have proven it. Next year, Lindsay would have shown them all.”

      I frowned. “You mean you meant to keep her even if she didn’t win?”

      “Yes,” Grace said. “I have planned for us to spend the entire coming year in Paris. We leave next week. And I made those arrangements last week.” She crossed her arms. “I don’t care what you think of me, witch. I care for Lindsay, and I will continue to nurture her talent until everyone recognizes her obvious gift.”

      “But he said you threatened to sell her.” I pointed at Raphael.

      “And as I already told you, that was to motivate her,” Grace said impatiently.

      Dread curled like a serpent around my spine, bowing my body forward. “Did you tell her that?”

      Grace frowned. “Tell her what?”

      “When did you threaten her with the red caps?” I asked, trying to speak past the growing lump in my throat. “Did you ever explain the threat was empty, that you only wanted to motivate her?”

      “Why would I do that?” Grace asked. “It rather undermines the motivation, doesn’t it?”

      I almost didn’t hear her over the sudden roar of blood in my ears, the voice screaming at me from the dark corners of my mind. “Where is she?”

      Grace and Raphael were both staring at me now, as if I were losing my mind. Only Flint seemed to understand.

      “Where is Lindsay now, Grace?” he asked quietly.

      “She asked permission to go to the art room,” Grace said, confused. “It’s not unusual; inspiration strikes at all hours.”

      “Take us to her,” I said, fighting the desire to grab Grace and shake her until she felt the same urgency I did.

      I don’t know if it was the expression on my face, or if her own instinct warned her something was wrong. Whatever it was, the confusion melted from her face and she quickly led us out of the room. We passed into a long hallway, then out a door and down a set of winding stairs. I should have been nervous, going so deep into a sidhe stronghold, but all I could think of was Lindsay.

      Lindsay, who’d believed she was about to lose the auction.

      Lindsay, who’d believed a loss meant being sold to bloodthirsty fey.

      Grace stopped at a heavy wooden door. The scent of paint reached my nose even before she opened it.

      After it opened, all I smelled was blood.

      My mouth fell open, and I slammed my lips together to keep from crying out, swallowing fast to keep the bile from rising any farther.

      A large canvas lay on the floor in the center of the circular stone room. An empty easel stood at an awkward angle, as if the canvas had been torn off it, and the wooden frame kicked out of the way. Lindsay lay on top of the canvas, surrounded by crimson liquid, her skin pale. I stumbled inside, running to the canvas and hitting my knees on the unforgiving stone floor, but I was too late. A dagger lay near the body, and blood covered Lindsay’s hand. The slit in her throat gaped at me like a screaming red mouth.

      “Shade?” Flint asked, stepping up behind me.

      I shook my head, slowly so I wouldn’t throw up.

      “She’s dead,” I whispered.
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      “Lindsay.” I sounded numb. Part of my brain thought that was weird. The other part of my brain was screaming. Screaming and crying because I was too late.

      Lindsay is dead.

      The tear in her throat offered a slimy view of her windpipe, the edges of severed skin crusted with dark, congealing blood. The overhead light did little to chase the shadows that lingered in her face, remnants of the fear that had driven her to take her own life. Her arms were bent, her hands covered in blood, as if she’d changed her mind at the last second, tried to stop the bleeding.

      Pain breathed life into rage. I clenched my teeth until my jaw ached. I watched her leave. I was so sure it was one of the sidhe. I didn’t consider… I watched her go, and now she’s dead.

      Breathe. Just. Breathe. I reached out to push her eyelids down.

      “Don’t touch it!” Grace snapped.

      Agony lanced through my scalp. My tailbone hit the ground, and someone—Grace—dragged me away from the painting by my hair. Shock slowed my reaction, and for a second, I gaped at her as she put herself between me and the canvas, pale arms spread wide. Her green skirt brushed the edge of the canvas, absorbing some of Lindsay’s blood. Grace hissed and hopped forward, holding her skirt out of the way. She stared at the canvas, then at me, her eyes too bright, her entire body trembling.

      “She’s gone.” I struggled to my feet even though my knees promised they wouldn’t hold me. “I’m sorry.”

      Grace swallowed hard. “I know she’s dead, you idiot.” She swept her gaze over the bloody canvas. “This is her final work. Her last masterpiece.” Tears filled her eyes. “I told you she was brilliant. I told you they would all see.”

      Hysteria ate the edges of my thoughts and a fine trembling started in my legs, working its way up to my arms.

      “Shade,” Flint said gently, grasping my shoulder. “Shade—”

      “No!” I shoved him away and took a step closer to Grace. “No, I misunderstood her. I must have misunderstood.” My voice rose in pitch as the hysteria seeped deeper into my thoughts. “Grace, Lindsay is dead. She’s dead, Grace.”

      Grace gazed at the canvas, raising her hands to clasp them beside her chin. The realization I’d wanted so badly to ignore roared to the forefront of my mind. The tears she cried weren’t born from sadness.

      She was thrilled.

      “It is unmatched,” she breathed. “They’ll talk about this for years, centuries. An artist dying for her art. It’s been done before, of course, many artists die in pursuit of their art, but this… She became her art.” Grace pressed her hands to her cheeks like some nervous girl before her coming-out party. “Marilyn was right. She was right—we needed to return to our roots. One year living with me, one year. And now…the perfect fusion. Tell me this doesn’t speak to you.” She drew in a deep breath and opened her arms. “Her emotions beat at me as I stand here. Flint, can you feel it? There’s power here.”

      I didn’t realize I was staring at Flint until he cleared his throat. “Let me take you out of here, Shade,” he said quietly.

      “Power?” I demanded. “That is what you’re thinking of? Power?”

      “Shade!” Flint snapped. “We need to leave— No!”

      Too late. I charged Grace. She let out a yelp of protest as I buried my fingers in her red hair and dragged her by that ridiculously high updo, jerking her from side to side to make it hurt more as I hauled her away from Lindsay.

      “You miserable—” Grace sputtered, fury heating her words.

      I didn’t stop. Instead, I swung her around, using my body as a counterweight to get more momentum. Grace lost her balance, thanks to her impractically high heels. I snarled and released her, watching her sail toward the door. Flint caught Grace and wrapped his arms around her, but his attention was on me. He opened his mouth to say something, but I turned away. Back to Lindsay.

      The sound of blood rushing in my ears shut out the world around me. For a minute, I could pretend I was alone. Just me and Lindsay. The girl I’d failed.

      I knelt by the canvas, Grace’s string of curses only white noise in the background. I had to blink twice to see through the red haze of my anger, had to clasp my hands together to stop their shaking long enough to open the pouch at my waist.

      “Shade, what are you doing?” Flint asked. He sounded as though he were straining to hold Grace.

      “I should have followed her,” I told him. Pressure built in my throat, and I swallowed hard. “I should have demanded to see the artists, should have called the Vanguard, and damn my lack of evidence of any wrongdoing. If they’d been here, they would have seen what I didn’t. They would have stopped her in time.”

      “Shade—”

      “I should have done something besides let her walk away. But no. No, I played it safe, gathered information before I made everyone too angry to speak with me. And now she’s dead.”

      “Nothing you are doing counts as playing it safe.” Flint grunted as if Grace had elbowed him.

      “What are you doing?” Grace demanded. She snarled in frustration, and Flint grunted again. “What are you doing?”

      I reached into my pouch, digging around for the handkerchief with the sample of Matthew’s blood. The gods must have taken pity on me, because I found it immediately. I unwrapped the small white square and held it next to the bloody dagger near Lindsay’s limp fingers.

      “Par sanguis.”

      The blood on the dagger glittered, then glowed, a soft red flame like a candle behind painted glass. Most of the blood turned purple—female. I poured more magic into the spell, and flecks of blue appeared near the hilt of the blade. Matthew’s blood glowed blue. I held the two closer together, careful not to let them touch. The blue light of Matthew’s blood sample undulated, then reached out in a tiny thread of power to touch the hilt.

      A match.

      “She killed Matthew, didn’t she?” I aimed the question at Grace without turning. I didn’t trust myself to look at her yet.

      “I had nothing to do with it,” Grace snapped. “Lindsay was a grown woman—”

      “She was a child,” I snarled, shooting to my feet and whirling to glare at the sidhe. “She was a child who needed protection, who needed security, someone to trust!” I pressed my lips together, blocking the spells that leapt to my tongue. Don’t kill her. Don’t attack her. Not here.

      Not yet.

      When I was sure I could speak something that wasn’t writhing with the potential for destruction, I glared at Grace. “Instead, what she got was that miserable cretin Oisean, who coaxed her away from the only people who cared about her. And you.” I filled the last word with contempt, the syllable crackling on my tongue as if my hatred alone would infuse it with magic. “You, a heartless monster who saw her dead body and thought only of your reputation. How you could profit.” Bile coated the back of my mouth. “I believed you. I believed you cared. But you didn’t. You don’t. You’re nothing more than a—”

      “Now, now, Shade,” Flint interrupted, his tone soft, soothing…warning. “Don’t speak in the heat of the moment.”

      I noted that he was still holding Grace. Protecting me. I had no idea what power Grace held, what she might do to me.

      And I didn’t care.

      Tears blurred my vision, and I clenched my teeth and looked away. The gesture put Lindsay in my line of sight. “You knew she killed him. And you got rid of the body.”

      I heard an intake of breath, then Flint’s soothing voice, too low for me to hear. A soft exhale from Grace. When she spoke again, she sounded subdued, almost drugged.

      “Yes,” she mumbled.

      Flint was influencing her, exerting his power over her will to keep her sedate, make her answer my questions. Good.

      “You treated him like rotting meat. Refuse.” I shrugged. “Garbage.”

      “Shade,” Flint warned. He released Grace, keeping a hand on her shoulder until he was certain she’d remain calm. Her glazed eyes followed him when he took a step toward me, but she didn’t speak.

      “Shade, you’ve had a shock. You’re in pain. But this is not the time to lose control—and coming from me, you know that’s saying something.” He took another step, giving me that playful smile that seemed to come so easily to him.

      I fought to take a calming breath, but that brought more blood to my nose, the thick, coppery stench of it enough to make my stomach roll. I hadn’t eaten much today; there hadn’t been time. Now stomach acid sloshed in a way that promised an unpleasant end to this evening.

      “It’s okay, Shade,” Flint said softly. “She’s beyond pain now. Now we have to find the others. You want to find the others, don’t you? It’s not too late for them.”

      Others. Yes. There were others. The leannan sidhe needed more. More than three. Three artists. Three children. They’d wanted more, had kidnapped more. Six Taken. Two dead.

      Adrenaline burned through my veins until my blood ran hot enough to scald. I glared at Grace. “You are all monsters.” I took a step closer. “You’re monsters, and I can’t think of a single reason not to treat you like any other foul creature who preys on children.”

      “How dare you speak that way to me,” Grace said, her tone dropping to a dangerous level. She stepped closer in a rustle of green skirts. “Get out of here. Get away from Lindsay’s work.”

      Her work.

      Her work.

      “Grace.” Flint didn’t take his attention off me, but he held out an arm. I watched the indecision play out over his features. He couldn’t watch us both.

      Grace drew a breath, and her hands rose from her sides. She swept them toward me as if she stood in the ocean surf and it was water she scooped up and sent spraying in my direction.

      Power hit me in a wash of thick energy, heavy and viscous. I bent in half, a soul-crushing despair dragging me to my knees. A sob wrenched its way up my throat, followed by another. Tears streamed down my face. Lindsay’s body lay only five feet away, and I could think of nothing else.

      I pointed at her, magic shooting down my arm like a flame crackling down a thick line of gunpowder, painful and hot. “You’ll pay for this,” I said. “I’ll make you pay for this.”

      “Shade, shield yourself! She’s manipulating you! Fight past it!”

      Flint stood between us, arms held out in either direction. Frantic as he was, he still embodied temptation itself, his bedroom eyes promising pleasure in the dark. But tension ruined his practiced sensuality, his natural grace. His muscles bunched as he readied to leap for whichever woman lost her cool first, and the grim set to his jaw said he knew stopping one of us wouldn’t be enough. As I stared, I would have sworn I saw the tattoo on his chest slither beneath his shirt, writhing like a living thing.

      Or maybe that was the tears blurring my vision.

      “Shade, think about what you’re doing!” Flint snapped. “You are on sidhe territory. This will not end well for you.”

      “Get out of the way,” I shouted. My words faltered under a rush of fresh tears, but I raised my chin. “Get out of the way, or join her!”

      Raphael’s voice came from the doorway. “I will deal with Grace, fledgling. You see to our lovely witch.”

      The long-haired sidhe’s voice picked at my nerves, setting every one to humming with that crackling sensation that made me think of steep falls and moving shadows. My heart skipped a beat, and I watched him enter the room.

      Raphael stood beside Grace, with one large hand covering most of her upper arm, but his hematite-colored eyes held mine, and every second I held his gaze, my pulse raced faster.

      “Grace is calm, aren’t you, my dear?” he asked.

      The frazzled redhead didn’t look away from me, but she lowered her hands to her sides, her chest rising and falling with shallow, rapid breaths.

      “Don’t let her do anything foolish,” Flint growled. “Marilyn will have our skins if we disrupt her party. The Vanguard will have our freedom if she dies while under the protection of hospitality.”

      “Get the witch out of here, fledgling,” Raphael drawled. “Show me how good you are with women.”

      Flint ignored the barb and moved away from Grace, approaching me as if I were some rabid werewolf. “Snap out of it, Shade. Grayson is with the kelpies. Do you want to save him or not?”

      I could barely see him through my tears. They wouldn’t quit coming, wouldn’t stop dripping onto my clothes, soaking my black shirt under the preposterous glamour. Another sob twisted my throat on the way out. “Make it stop,” I begged.

      “Shhh.” Flint stepped closer and put an arm around my waist. “Shhh, listen to me. Listen to my voice and let me hold you.”

      I knew he was using his power on me, using that wash of emotion to manipulate my mind. But I didn’t fight him this time. I was on the edge, and if I fell, I might survive it—but Grayson wouldn’t. The kids Oisean had taken today wouldn’t.

      I closed my eyes, sending another warm rush of tears down my cheeks. The room spun faster and faster, and I couldn’t think over the pounding of my heart. I wanted to scream, to charge, to throw magic around like a berserker in the heat of battle. But the sadness was crushing me. Moving was too hard. Goddess, what had I been thinking? Grace had said herself there was power in the room, power she could bathe in, pull inside her. And I’d challenged her to attack me.

      “I can’t move,” I whispered.

      “I know. It’s Grace. At the height of her power, she wields not only sadness, but depression. That is what you’re feeling now, and it will crush you if you let it. Don’t fight me. Let me help you.”

      I tried to let go, tried to focus on his voice, and only his voice. Give up control and let him pull me back from the precipice.

      Magic struck me in the gut with enough force to knock the wind out of me. Shock and anger sizzled, screamed, and exploded like illegal fireworks, and the depression closing around me evaporated like a water droplet on a hot iron. I careened out of Flint’s arms, only semi-aware he’d been holding me to begin with.

      “What was that?” I demanded hoarsely.

      Flint held his palms outward, the epitome of harmlessness. “It’s okay. Calm down.”

      My eyes were too wide, and I trembled as if someone had changed out my blood for pure caffeine. Blood and bones, I felt like I would shatter any second, fly apart into a thousand brittle pieces. “It is not okay. What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      I stumbled to the side. “What did you do? My…my heart’s going to explode. What did you do?”

      “I did nothing,” Flint said. There was more tension in his shoulders now, and he lowered, ready to tackle me.

      Grace screamed. Flint whirled around, but she was too fast. She bolted past him, and I had less than a second to register the dagger before she plunged it into my side, the hilt hitting my ribs with bruising force.

      “No!” Flint shouted.

      I choked on a gasp, my hands falling to the blade’s hilt. The world slowed down, blocked by a bubble of deafening silence. I was vaguely aware of Flint pulling Grace away from me, the red-haired woman flailing in his grasp, her green eyes like shattered emeralds, glowing with unholy fury.

      She stabbed me.

      My fingers closed around the hilt of the dagger, and I pulled it out as I got to my feet. There was no pain. Only a burning adrenaline, a blessed battle euphoria I hadn’t experienced in…ever. The caffeine-like sensation that had been so unpleasant a second ago was now my best friend. It numbed the wound, urged me to get up, to fight. I squared my shoulders, fixed my stare on Grace…and smiled. The bubble of silence popped.

      “Tell me, Grace,” I called out, sauntering closer, ignoring the rush of blood down my side. “Will you nail Lindsay to the canvas? Will her rotting corpse be part of the ‘amazing art’?” I tapped my chin with the bloody blade of the dagger, still warm from its time in my body. “How will you preserve this masterpiece, this child you’ve so dehumanized, reduced to property?”

      “Not another word,” Grace screamed. Blue energy crackled around her fist.

      My vision blurred again, but I didn’t bother fighting the tears. Let her make me cry.

      My target was large enough that I wasn’t afraid I’d miss.

      I pointed at the canvas and the dead girl. “Incendium.”

      I hurled my magic through the air, pushing into it all the anger, all the sadness, all the despair the wretched leannan sidhe had so infused me with. A ball of fire the size of my fist shot forward, landing with a soft whoosh on the canvas. A wash of sapphire flame spilled over the surface, so blue it appeared as water at first glance. My anger fueled the magic, drove it to burn hotter than it should have. The blue climbed higher, turned red, then orange, then yellow as it roared up to lick the ceiling. I smiled at Grace. Blistering heat battered my spine, but I ignored it.

      I felt nothing.

      “No!” Grace shrieked. She threw her hands out as if she would somehow plead with the flames to stop. “No!”

      “You! You’re doing this!”

      Flint was yelling at someone, but it wasn’t me or Grace. Raphael, then.

      “Get out!” Flint shouted.

      “I’m going nowhere, fledgling,” Raphael snarled. “And neither is she.”

      Another surge of energy hit me, adrenaline spiking hard enough to steal my breath. I gasped, my head falling back. My skin buzzed, and my thoughts turn to liquid. I’m invincible.

      “I’m going to get Grayson,” I said, my words echoing with my magic. I turned to the door. “I’m going to get them all.”

      I don’t know when I fell. One minute I was stalking toward the door, the next I was lying on the ground looking up at a cloud of thick black smoke. A gunshot rang out, so loud I wanted to cover my ears, but my arms wouldn’t work.

      “You need to put out the fire!”

      Flint’s voice. Panicked.

      I lolled my head from side to side. The adrenaline had receded, so rapidly it left me sluggish. I frowned. “No. Not until every thread of canvas is gone, every last…” I swallowed hard. My throat hurt so bad. Why did my throat hurt? And my eyes burned. And my side… My side hurt worse of all.

      “Lindsay is gone. Grace can’t use her anymore. Put the fire out. We need to get out while you can still breathe.”

      “Burning human flesh should smell bad,” I said, stupidly. “It doesn’t. Just smells like cooking meat.” I coughed. Again and again. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to go,” I croaked. “I was supposed to save her.”

      “Shade! Put out the fire. Now.” He jerked my body, and I had the vague idea that he was trying to see through the smoke, trying to find the exit.

      I was coughing harder now. Fresh pain exploded in my side, and I touched something wet. Blood. My blood.

      “She stabbed me.”

      “Yes, she did. You’re bleeding and you’re inhaling too much smoke. Put the fire out. Now.”

      Panic chased away the hysteria, giving me one clear moment of thought. I gathered my wits enough to twist my fingers through a quick round of symbols, forcing myself to focus on the canvas that was the fuel for the flames. “Extinguo!”

      Blue light rolled from my palm, growing larger and larger as it rolled and sloshed toward the flames. It hit the canvas as a giant sphere of liquid, then collapsed, extinguishing the flames with a loud hiss.

      Flint lifted me into his arms and bolted from the room. I heard the door slam behind us, and he lowered me to the cold floor in the hallway.

      “If you can heal yourself, I’d recommend it,” he rasped. He coughed to clear his throat.

      I couldn’t unzip my pouch; my arms wouldn’t move. My body felt like melting rubber, and my eyelids were too heavy. I closed my eyes.

      “No, no, no, no, Shade, do not close your eyes. Look at me. Look at me, Shade.”

      “Shade!” Peasblossom screeched.

      I lost track of time. Peasblossom was here. She was back. Her emotions battered against me like water from a drinking fountain. Panic. She was scared. After the huge emotions Grace had leveled against me, the panic wasn’t so bad. In fact, it hardly registered at all.

      Something cold and hard touched my lips, clacked against my teeth. It hurt, but before I could say so, liquid was flowing down my throat. A minute passed, then another.

      “Shade!” Peasblossom shouted.

      “Shh, it’s all right, small beauty. The bleeding has stopped. Her flesh is closing.”

      Something warm shifted beneath me. I pried open one eye.

      A pink face took up the entirety of my vision.

      “You’re awake!”

      My eyes crossed, and I forced them to straighten, then open. “Peasblossom,” I croaked.

      “I’m back!” she said, breathless. “I’m here.”

      “Where did you go?” I asked.

      “To get help,” she said.

      I didn’t like the way she’d said that. As if she expected I wouldn’t be pleased with whatever she’d done. But before I could push for more information, Flint slid an arm beneath me and pulled me into his lap, supporting me so I could drink the rest of the potion. Even that minor movement sent a frantic pulse of pain over my nerve endings, and my lungs spasmed with my next breath, reminding me of the black smoke I’d inhaled far too much of. The potion flowed past my lips, and I nearly fainted with relief as the cool magic washed the back of my throat, then pulsed through my body in rippling waves. The next breath was blessedly pain-free.

      Flint put the bottle down with a soft clink and brushed a lock of hair behind my ear. Peasblossom’s wings erupted into motion, lifting her from my chin and giving me a clear view of the sidhe holding me in his lap. Smoke smudged his face, his jacket was torn, and his shirt had lost two buttons.

      He looked incredible.

      Damn him.

      A golden shine slid over his hazel irises, giving them a faint glow, as if he’d read my mind. “Had I known how volatile your temper is, I might have thought twice about being your escort,” he murmured. “You are a fiery one.”

      “Ha, ha.” I’d meant to sound properly derisive of his bad joke, but my lungs were still adjusting to having fresh air, so it came out too breathy. With my face this close to Flint’s, and his tarnished gold eyes teasing thoughts I shouldn’t be having from my mind, the entire moment suddenly charged with tension. A shadow passed over his eyes, something darker staring down at me. The tension grew thicker, and my lungs startled into inactivity as he leaned closer.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      I twisted sharply, vertigo temporarily blurring the face of the person staring at me from less than ten feet away.

      “Andy!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat up so fast in Flint’s lap that I missed cracking our skulls together by a hairsbreadth. If Flint had been human, and his reflexes less superior, I’d have needed another healing potion.

      Andy stood five feet down the hallway, appearing much taller from my perspective on the floor. His suit remained as impeccably straight as it had been when I’d left him—a sharp contrast to Flint’s seductive disarray. He watched Flint as the sidhe got to his feet, and if I didn’t know better, I’d swear Flint winked at him as he held out a hand to help me up.

      “How did you get in?” I got to my feet without Flint’s help. The sidhe brushed a hand over his mouth as if hiding a knowing smile. I ignored him.

      “I let him in.” Morgan stepped around the FBI agent, the feathers on her dress stirring as she moved. She took in the scene before her, my and Flint’s state of disarray, the smoke leaking through the crack in the door, and Andy’s less-than-pleased expression. She fidgeted with a small clutch she held in front of her. “The wee one was insistent about finding a way inside, so I contacted Marilyn. I caught her in a forgiving mood and convinced her to allow me a plus one.”

      Every muscle in my body tightened, my neck aching as I fought not give Andy the horrified expression begging to paint itself across my face. He accepted her help. I told him—I warned him—not to accept her help. Peasblossom’s wings buzzed in my ear, and anger radiated down the empathic link we shared. The fact that she didn’t let loose with her thoughts immediately made me think she was specifically not speaking in front of someone in this hallway, so I didn’t ask after it yet. But I would. She’d said she’d gone for help. Had she let Andy make a deal with Morgan?

      “It seems you had some…excitement,” Morgan said carefully.

      In an instant, the memory of the gunshot I’d heard roared to the forefront of my mind. I whipped around to face Flint. “I heard a shot.” I scanned the hallway, but didn’t see Grace. Or Raphael.

      “No one is dead,” Flint said casually. He lifted a gun from a holster hidden by his jacket and flicked open the chamber. “Sometimes a gun is the easiest way. He’ll be fine. There’s no iron.” He closed the chamber and waved the gun at me. “I had this made for non-lethal use on sidhe. Enough to break his concentration, but he’ll live.”

      I took a step toward the door to the blackened room. “Is he still in there?”

      “No. He’ll have escaped when we did, along with Grace.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples, sucking in a deep breath. “Dear Goddess. What was I thinking?”

      “You weren’t.” Flint returned the gun to its holster. “Raphael pushed you. He took advantage of your heightened emotional state to push you over the edge.”

      Flint’s words summoned the memory, and it returned to my consciousness with all the wild abandon of an overly enthusiastic puppy. I gritted my teeth, remembering the flood of adrenaline. The feeling of absolute invincibility. I would have walked into battle naked on a high like that. And I would have won. “He inspires excitement.”

      Flint’s jaw tightened. “I suppose that’s one way to put it. Raphael stimulates the fight-or-flight response. Overstimulates it. He is one of the oldest members of his house, and over the course of his long life, he has found…interesting ways to use his influence.”

      “Will someone please explain to me what’s going on?” Andy asked calmly. He stared at me, deep lines creasing the corners of his eyes, and tension holding his jaw stiff. “Where are the children?”

      My shoulders fell, and a sudden swell of tears blurred my vision. “Lindsay is dead.”

      “What?”

      Andy darted forward, grasping the handle of the door before I could stop him.

      “Andy, wait!”

      He didn’t listen. I heard the scrape of his gun against the holster, and he swung into the room in one smooth motion. I cursed and darted forward, following him inside despite my instincts screaming at me never to go into that room again.

      Smoke still thickened the air, but the worst of it had been cleared by a surprisingly efficient ventilation system. I could see through the greyish fog, see Andy standing by what was left of the canvas. What was left of Lindsay.

      A pile of ash and a blackened skeleton.

      “How?” His voice remained calm and quiet, but the emotion infusing that one word gave it all the punch of a shout.

      “The fire was mine,” I whispered. I stopped a few yards away, unsure if it was the sight of Lindsay’s remains or Andy’s tone that kept me from coming closer.

      Andy turned so fast that I took a startled step back. His skin was too pale, his eyes too wide, and for a split second, he wasn’t wearing his FBI mask. Shock and horror radiated from every line of his body, bare and raw, and open for me to see.

      “I didn’t kill her!” I hadn’t meant to yell, but my words sounded so loud in the empty room. Or maybe it was the dead girl lying so close that made it sound louder.

      “What. Happened?” Andy said.

      I filled him in as best I could, leaving out my observations of the sidhe’s emotions toward their slaves. Grace had tricked me, and I didn’t want to dwell on the possibility that Tessa had tricked me as well.

      “So Lindsay killed Matthew,” Andy said quietly. He rubbed his jaw.

      “She thought it was self-defense.” I wrapped my arms around myself, idly noting that Flint’s glamour over my clothes had broken. I was once again dressed in my own black shirt, still wet with my own tears, and my black leggings. “She thought her mistress was going to sell her to the red caps.”

      “Red caps.”

      “They’re sort of a combination between goblins and trolls. They like blood. A lot.”

      Andy pressed his lips together, breathing through his nose. “Where are the others?”

      “Grayson is with the kelpies. The three that were Taken today are being prepared for the auction.” I rubbed at the wet spot on my shirt, taken aback that I’d cried so much. How long would it have taken Grace to push me to the edge? “I think the last three are safe for now. No one’s going to risk hurting them before…”

      “Before they’re sold,” Andy said flatly.

      “Yes. Right now, Grayson is in trouble.” I tried twice before I could swallow. “We need to get to him as soon as possible. He should still be on the property.”

      He smoothed down the lapels of his jacket, rubbing out imaginary wrinkles. “All right. So Grayson is our priority now. “Do we know he’s still alive?”

      He wouldn’t look at me. I wrapped my arms tighter around myself, then jumped when I felt a touch on my shoulder. Flint stood behind me. For once, he wasn’t trying to be seductive, wasn’t leering at me. He stood there with a hand on my shoulder. Silent support.

      “It will be no comfort to you, but the kelpies won’t kill Grayson,” Flint said, speaking to Andy even though he kept his attention on me. “He’s alive.”

      “Then we need to get to him now.” Andy turned and stalked out of the room without giving me a backward glance.

      “Don’t let him upset you,” Flint said quietly. “He’s actually taking this all quite well for a human.”

      “He’s angry,” I whispered.

      “Anger is easier than fear. Let him work through it.” He dropped his grip to my waist, exerted enough pressure to get me moving. “We need to go now. This room is soundproof, but Raphael or Grace will have told Marilyn what happened. As soon as she can slip away without causing a panic, she’ll want to…”

      “She’ll be cross,” I said weakly. I let him lead me out of the room.

      Morgan and Andy were speaking in hushed tones. They stopped as soon as they saw me and Flint. Morgan smiled, but it was a nervous expression.

      “Shade. I was telling Andy, the kelpies are staying in a houseboat on the lake.” Her gaze darted from me to Andy. “I can take you, if you like?”

      “Yes,” Andy answered.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. I didn’t want Morgan to come with us. It had been odd enough when she’d offered to help earlier, but now she was here despite the rejection of her first offer? No sidhe was this voluntarily helpful. Not when it put them in a bad position politically.

      Or maybe I didn’t like how much she was touching Andy. He was learning, but he was still new to all of this. Vulnerable. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him.

      “Marilyn will come after you soon,” Morgan said, gesturing for us to follow her. “Come this way.”

      I studied Andy as he marched beside Morgan, his spine ramrod straight even as she led us out a rear door, across the lawn to a line of trees. “He’s angry with me,” I whispered, low enough that only Peasblossom would hear.

      The pixie’s wings beat harder, but I didn’t know if that was anger, or an attempt to keep warm in the cool night air. “Morgan,” she spat. “That woman wouldn’t stop going on about Flint. How seductive he is, how manipulative he is. How surprised she was that you would choose to go as his guest instead of her friend’s.” She clutched my ear harder. “She said that’s a mistake usually only his lovers make.”

      I turned to Flint without meaning too. The leannan sidhe kept his gaze straight ahead, giving us the illusion of privacy, but I didn’t miss the tilt to the corner of his mouth. He’d heard that.

      I walked a few paces away from him, making sure I didn’t fall too far behind Morgan and Andy. “Either she’s incredibly stupid, or she was trying to undermine Andy’s faith in me,” I said under my breath.

      Peasblossom shifted, but didn’t answer.

      “You were there, though. You told Andy that Flint is no friend of mine, let alone a lover. Right?”

      Still no answer.

      A thread of panic slid into my voice. “Right?”

      “I can’t lie,” Peasblossom said miserably. “You know I can’t lie. She manipulated everything.”

      “What is there to manipulate?” I snapped my mouth shut and forced myself to calm down. “There is nothing between me and Flint.”

      “I know that! But she asked me if you two had kissed.”

      I groaned. Dammit. “But you told Andy it wasn’t a real kiss. Flint was trying to manipulate me. He was a murder suspect, for crying out loud. Blood and bones, he is a murderer!”

      “Of course I told him that, but Morgan kept shaking her head. She made it seem like she was sorry for you, like Flint had you in his thrall.” Peasblossom huffed out a breath, stirring the fine hairs at my neck. “She’s good, Shade. She’s very good.”

      “No wonder he had that look on his face when he found us.” I gritted my teeth. And of course he’d found me in Flint’s lap. With a dead girl lying no more than twenty feet away. Burned to a crisp with my magic.

      A thought occurred to me, turning my blood to ice. “Tell me he didn’t agree to anything in exchange for coming in here with her.”

      “I wouldn’t let him,” Peasblossom said vehemently. “I worded it myself. He is her guest, nothing more, and there is no obligation on either part past that of guest and escort.”

      My shoulders relaxed despite the unease churning in my stomach. “Good. Good, thank you, Peasblossom.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “I don’t wish to interrupt.”

      Flint’s voice startled me, and I tripped over a rock. Peasblossom squeaked as we pitched forward and I found myself facing a rocky slope leading down to the edge of Lake Erie. Flint’s arm shot around me, and I clung to him, trying to get my feet under me. My heart pounded, and I’d just opened my mouth to say thanks when Andy chose that moment to glance behind him. His gaze took in Flint’s arm around my waist, and without a word, he returned his attention to the rocky path.

      “Blood and bones,” I said.

      “Your FBI agent is rather uptight,” Flint commented. He studied the rigidity of Andy’s shoulders. “I could loosen him up.”

      “You will leave him alone,” I snapped. I smacked his hand away from my waist. “Thank you. I’m fine now.”

      “As you wish.” Flint let me go, but stayed close as we reached the winding path that led off the main property down to the beach. “If you don’t mind my asking… You do have a plan? For when we meet the kelpies? Not to be insulting, but their kind can be…mercurial.”

      “Six kids were Taken, and now two are dead,” I answered firmly. “We’re going to investigate his circumstances and make certain he’s not in danger.”

      “And if he is?” Flint asked warily.

      “Then he’ll be coming with us.”

      Flint stared at me. “Please tell me that’s not the extent of the plan?”

      “I have to speak with Grayson,” I answered, ignoring the lump in my throat as I continued after Morgan and Andy. “If he wants to leave, then I will do my best to negotiate with the kelpies for his release.”

      Flint stopped walking. “You’re going to negotiate with kelpies?”

      “Yes.”

      He caught up in three long strides. “Do you have something you believe they will want?”

      “No. But I’m a witch. I’ll figure it out as I go.”

      Flint waited. I left it at that.

      Flint scratched his face where the tattoo had been. “I was in entirely too much of a hurry to get rid of that damn tattoo,” he muttered. “Agreeing to be your escort is not turning out the way I’d planned.”

      “I can’t imagine what you had planned,” I replied crisply.

      There was no time to continue the conversation, whatever Flint might have said. We reached the bottom of the slope, and Morgan gestured ahead to where a large houseboat floated at the end of a long pier jutting into Lake Erie. It appeared normal enough, an expensive two-story structure painted white with dark slashes of burgundy in the shape of abstract waves. Lights glowed at the rear of the boat, one on the slim shelter over the upper deck’s patio, and two over the awning. A pair of green lights twinkled at either side of the back end, lending a splash of color. The front of the boat emanated a strong glow, as if someone had the lights on in the front room.

      “It might go more smoothly if I go first to make introductions,” Morgan suggested.

      She walked ahead of Andy, marching with calm confidence down the pier, her heels rapping sharply against the wood. I jogged to catch up with Andy, suddenly desperate to give him yet another warning. He let me come alongside him, but didn’t take his attention off Morgan.

      “Kelpies are water horses,” I said in a low voice. “They can appear as humans or horses. They have a reputation for drowning humans, and they’ve earned it. Try to avoid getting in the water at all costs.”

      “Understood.”

      “And don’t trust Morgan,” I blurted out.

      “I don’t.”

      I searched his face for some sign of what he was thinking, but he wouldn’t turn to face me. He stared straight ahead, focused on the task at hand to the exclusion of all else. I settled beside him, telling myself we were both under a lot pressure. Once we had the kids safely away from the fey, everything would be fine.

      We were still only halfway down the pier when my resolve not to press the matter failed me. I glanced at Andy. “You don’t trust her?”

      “No.”

      “Why? I mean, you shouldn’t, but why don’t you?”

      Andy frowned, giving me a look that said I should know the answer. “As far as the Otherworld goes, I don’t trust anyone.”

      Maybe I was being too sensitive. My emotions had been through the wringer in the last hour, crushed by Grace’s despair then inflated to the bursting point by Raphael. It was entirely possible that I was still raw. But as I stared at Andy, I waited. Waited for him to qualify his mistrust of the Otherworld. Waited for him to say he trusted me.

      He didn’t.

      I took a breath to prompt him, ask him outright if he trusted me, but the words wouldn’t come. Fear held them down. Suddenly I felt as if Grace were still with me, still trying to drown me in her power, suck me into a depression that would leave me huddled in the fetal position on the ground. I looked away before I could do something foolish. Like cry.

      I reached for my shielding ring. The sidhe auras must still be affecting me, I should not be this upset. I felt my ring finger and frowned when I found nothing. I froze, staring down at my hand. “My ring is gone.”

      Flint came up behind me, grabbing my hand as if I might have somehow missed the ring. When he found only my naked finger, his face twisted into a scowl. “Raphael,” he spat. “He must have taken it when he kissed your hand.”

      “Or you took it,” Andy said without turning.

      Flint’s irises glinted with a hint of gold. “If I were going to strip something from Shade, it wouldn’t be her ri—”

      I elbowed him in the stomach, aiming high for his solar plexus. Flint’s breath left him in a sharp whoosh, and he choked on his next inhale.

      Morgan glanced over her shoulder. “What is—”

      The door opened, cutting off any further conversation. I stared. The man that answered the door was not too far removed from his equine form. He had so little body fat that each strand of muscle strained against his skin as though it would snap if he flexed. His skin held a blue undertone, a promise of water, and his eyes were black and glossy, his pupils too large. He wore a linen shirt and breeches that reminded me of a different world, a different time.

      “Hello.” He studied each of us in turn, a question in the tilt of his head.

      Morgan lifted her chin. “Hello, my name is Morgan. I’ve brought some guests to see you. This is Mother Renard, and FBI agent Andy Bradford. I trust you know Mr. Valencia?”

      The kelpie gave Flint a less-than-friendly look. “Yes.”

      Andy. She’d called him Andy, not Andrew. I straightened my spine and stepped forward. “Good evening…?”

      “Rowyn,” the man said warily.

      “Rowyn, a pleasure to meet you.” I cleared my throat. “I’d like to speak with Grayson. Is he here?”

      “Why do you need to talk with him?” Rowyn demanded. “Bradan paid for him three hours ago. The transaction is over.”

      Andy tensed, but said nothing.

      “There’s been some concerns raised about his mental capacity to understand and agree to the contract he signed one year ago,” I said. “The one that allowed him to participate in the auction to begin with. We have to speak with him to determine if these concerns are valid.”

      Rowyn’s jaw tightened. “He’s bought and paid for.”

      I met his eyes and held them. “And if it was all above board, then you have nothing to worry about. If it wasn’t, then you will be reimbursed.”

      The man frowned. I could feel the argument coming.

      “I do apologize for the inconvenience,” I continued. “But my mentor was very firm about follow-through. If she heard I’d slacked on this, then I’d never hear the end of it. And you don’t want to know Mother Hazel’s version of never hearing the end of it.”

      Normally it annoyed me to have to drop my mentor’s name. I wasn’t her apprentice anymore, and I needed to make it on my own. But I’d already lost Lindsay. I wasn’t going to lose Grayson, not if I had the means to save him. Not for something as foolish as pride.

      My mentor’s name did not go unnoticed. Rowyn eyed me for a long minute, then glanced around at Flint, Andy, and Morgan. Finally, he stepped over the threshold, closing the door behind him and then moving farther out onto the sheltered lower patio. “Go to the shore. I will fetch them.”

      I took a step closer to Andy as soon as I realized what Rowyn was about to do. Thus far, Andy’s experience with Otherworld had been all humanoid. This was going to be different.

      A shiver ran over Rowyn’s body, a twitch of muscle beneath skin. Then something cracked, and he bowed, arms hanging toward the floor of the houseboat. Another crack, then another. He grunted, a muffled sound that was more a release of pressure than pain. Then his face elongated, the change rapid enough that Andy stepped back, features twitching as he fought to keep his FBI mask in place.

      The change didn’t take long. Soon it was no longer a man standing before us, but a horse. It stomped on the deck, giving us a glimpse of its backward hooves. With a final snort and a toss of its head, it took a running leap and sailed off the boat into the water, landing with a loud splash.

      Andy took a step closer to the edge.

      “Don’t get too close to the water,” I warned him again.

      He nodded, but didn’t take his attention off the water. The entire way to the shore, he stared at the spot where Rowyn had disappeared.

      We waited for what felt like an eternity but was probably only a few minutes. The sound of splashing drew our attention first. As a group, we all gazed across the lake. A shadow danced over the water, the spray it kicked up catching the moonlight in arcs of bluish white. It was a kelpie, running over the lake’s surface. When it got closer, the floodlights from the house struck its back, revealing its burden.

      Grayson.

      The teenager clung to the kelpie’s neck, his eyes bulging and showing so much white they looked like enlarged pearls. He choked and gasped, sputtering every time an arc of lake water hit him in the face. His hair was long enough that it hung into his eyes, plastered to his face when he whipped his head around. The horse carrying him reared up as it reached the surf, and Grayson screamed, a sound of pure terror.

      He fell off the horse’s back, landing hard on the beach. Andy darted forward, but I grabbed his arm.

      “Don’t do anything that could be interpreted as an act of hostility,” I said under my breath. “Do not give them an excuse to fight. Not when Grayson is still in the water.”

      “Please,” Grayson choked. “Let me go.”

      The horse beside him shivered and shook its head. A ripple ran beneath its velvety hide, and a sudden cacophony of popping tendons and cracking bones preceded the collapse of his large form. He dropped to the sand, long legs growing short and thicker, hooves splitting into fingers. Andy face lost a shade of color, and even my own stomach rolled as the horse’s face melted away, retracting into an increasingly human face. When it was over, the man standing where there’d once been a horse rolled his head and shoulders, releasing a few final pops of tension. He faced us with the same serious bearing he might have had he been fully dressed, and not naked as the day he was born.

      “Stop complaining,” he told Grayson, giving him a cuff to his head. “You’re fine.” He looked at me, and the light from the house illuminated black eyes framed by a fall of green hair. “I’m Bradan. Rowyn said you wanted to talk to me?”

      “Actually, it’s Grayson I’d like to speak to,” I said.

      “What about?” Bradan asked.

      “That’s between us and Grayson,” Andy said evenly.

      The kelpie blinked at Andy as if seeing him for the first time. “And who are you? A human?”

      “FBI agent Andrew Bradford,” Andy said, flashing his badge. “I have reason to believe this boy is in danger.”

      Bradan opened his mouth, then shut it. He looked from Flint, to Morgan, to me. “Is he having me on?”

      “Help me,” Grayson gasped. His eyes had landed on Andy as soon as the letters FBI left his lips, and now he leaned toward the agent, desperation turning every word into a plea. “Please, you have to get me away from here.”

      My throat constricted, and it took everything I had not to grab the boy and haul him behind me. He was so frightened. So young.

      “Grayson, I’m not leaving without you,” Andy promised, his voice calm and authoritative.

      “Oh, thank God.” Tears streamed down Grayson’s face and he struggled to get to his feet. His legs shook too badly, though, and he collapsed onto the sand. His mouth opened, but a sob swallowed whatever he’d been about to say.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Bradan snapped.

      Andy tightened his fists at his sides. “Two of the three children who came into your care are dead.”

      Bradan snorted. “I’ve had none but this boy. And I don’t know anything about dead children.” He shrugged. “Bloody sidhe. You can’t hold us responsible for their carelessness. This one’s got nothing to worry about.”

      Grayson tried to stand again, but he couldn’t stop shaking, couldn’t make his body obey his commands. “Please! Please, take me with you! I’ll do anything!”

      “You’ll do anything regardless,” the kelpie pointed out. “You belong to us now.”

      Grayson sobbed.

      “Grayson, three more children went missing today. Do you know where they are?” Andy asked.

      “Yes! Yes! I’ll tell you, but you have to promise to take me with you! I’ll show you, I’ll show you where they are!”

      “Agreed.” Andy fixed the kelpie with his version of a witchy look—the FBI stare-down. “This boy was underage when he signed that contract. It’s void. He’s coming with me, now.”

      Ice flowed into my blood. “Andy,” I said quietly, “be careful.”

      “I’m told you are a law-abiding people,” Andy continued, doing a fair job of feigning respect. “I’m sure you understand how important it is that we protect minors from being held to consequences of contracts they don’t have the capacity to truly understand.”

      “He was seventeen when he signed that contract,” the kelpie said evenly. “And he’s eighteen now. He’s no child.”

      “Seventeen isn’t an adult.”

      “It is to us.”

      “It’s not to us. I suppose we could call the Vanguard and see what they say.”

      I grabbed Andy’s arm. “I told you, they will uphold both laws, not just human law.”

      The kelpie sneered. “We’re done here. Call the Vanguard if you want. He’s staying with me.”

      Several things happened at once. A kelpie in horse form, probably Rowyn, emerged from the water to stand beside Bradan. Bradan lifted Grayson to put him on Rowyn’s back. Grayson screamed.

      And Andy drew his gun.

      “Andy, no,” I said, my voice higher with a note of panic.

      “Fuck,” Flint spat. “Bloody humans.”

      The kelpie in horse form beside Grayson grabbed hold of the kid’s shirt with his teeth. Grayson screamed and flailed. Bradan stepped in front of him, blocking our view of the boy.

      “You would threaten us?” the kelpie growled. “Threaten to take what is rightfully ours?”

      Andy’s face betrayed none of the panic he should be feeling. “Grayson is not a what. He is a who. And he is obviously terrified. As a servant of the law, it is my responsibility to assure his safety.”

      “Oh, this is going so very, very badly.” I unzipped my pouch and began digging through it.

      “Woman, we don’t have time for you to find anything in that bottomless pit,” Flint said. His hand hovered at his side, near where he held his own weapon. “We will not win this fight.”

      “I know that,” I snapped. “Shut up and let me think.”

      Morgan stepped forward. “Let us all calm down. No blood needs to be spilled here today.”

      “I don’t mind a little blood,” Bradan said, his eyes locked on Andy.

      “Who let the human in with a gun?”

      Andy didn’t take his eyes off Bradan and Rowyn, but I turned to see who’d spoken. Two more kelpies had come out of nowhere. Like Rowyn, they had no body fat to speak of, all solid, straining muscle and square jaws. Unlike their bare-chested companions, they were dressed in black tie. I cursed under my breath. They must have come from the house. They barely spared me a glance as they shrugged out of their expensive jackets and let them fall to the wet sand.

      Blood and bone, they’re getting ready for a fight.

      Morgan lifted her chin. “I let him in. He is an agent of the law. It is not my place to disarm him.”

      “It was not your place to allow him access to what we were promised was a secure property,” one of the new arrivals snarled. He unfastened the top button of his shirt. “Marilyn will hear of this.”

      “I will tell her myself,” Morgan said coolly. She took a step closer to Andy, her expression earnest, only a shade away from desperation. “You are an agent of the law. You have rights. You came here on a legitimate mission; they must respect that.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “Wait, that might be true, but—”

      “Our law is different from your law, and in such cases, you have a right to be heard,” Morgan continued over me. “Don’t let them fool you.”

      Andy said to me, never taking his eyes off the kelpie holding Grayson, “Is that true?”

      “Not in the way you want it to be.” I stared at Morgan. Couldn’t she see what she was doing? She was going to get us all killed. “There is a difference between sidhe law and human law, and some of that might bear on this situation. But different doesn’t mean human law supersedes sidhe law. Even if you called in the Vanguard, the sidhe can make a legitimate case for the legality of their actions.”

      “A minor cannot enter a legally binding contract,” Andy insisted.

      “And as I said, the human definition of minor is malleable,” I explained patiently, still digging in my pouch. I looked at Peasblossom and gestured to the pouch. “For instance, humans can declare minors adults for the purposes of charging them for a crime. As far as the Vanguard are concerned, if they can be considered an adult in any situation, then that gives the sidhe a reasonable right to consider them adults for the purpose of signing a contract.”

      “That’s not right.”

      “Neither is charging a minor as an adult,” I said. “But the truth remains.”

      Morgan stepped closer. “There comes a time when you have to decide not just what is right or what is easy, but what you can live with.”

      “Stop,” I snapped. “You are not helping.”

      Morgan bowed, shuffling away like a scolded child. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I told you, I don’t agree with what’s happening here. This man is right. They’re children. If there’s any chance to save them…”

      Them. “Andy, the other kids are still inside. We have to think of them too. If you die here, then they’ll be sold.”

      “Don’t leave me,” Grayson said, still sobbing.

      “Andy,” I warned.

      “He’s a child,” Morgan insisted, grabbing my arm.

      “Get him out on the water!” Bradan snapped.

      The horse flung Grayson into the air to land on his back, the motion perfected over decades of savage practice. Grayson landed and gripped its mane by instinct, trying not to fall into the water. The horse reared up, prepared to dive. Grayson screamed.

      Andy’s gun went off.
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      Everything moved in slow motion, in a way that only happened when all hell had well and truly broken loose. I had all the time in the world to watch Rowyn, still in equine form, rear up out of the water, screaming in pain and fury as blood oozed from the bullet wound in his flank. The dancing lights I’d sent to hover around Grayson illuminated his bulging eyes, cast a spotlight on his terror as he was thrown from the kelpie’s back into the lake, swallowed by black water.

      Then the moment passed, and the world sped up.

      “You!” Bradan whirled to face Andy. A milky sheen melted over his eyes, outlining his horizontal pupils before they vanished in a pool of pearlescent white.

      Andy jerked back a step, sweeping his gun toward Bradan and swearing as the kelpie’s human face bulged outward in an equine snout.

      “Don’t shoot!” I yelled.

      My heart pounded. Andy shot Rowyn. He’d violated the laws of hospitality. He no longer had what meager protection they’d offered him. Morgan…

      I stomped that thought deep into my subconscious. Later—a problem for later.

      “One kelpie in the water, three on land,” Peasblossom said into my ear, clinging to my earlobe.

      “Rowyn’s a wildcard. He’s either injured and fleeing, or out of sight waiting to attack. But the other three will need a minute to finish the change. We need to move now!” I stared at the two kelpies shifting behind Morgan and Flint. They still stood on two legs, but were bent over as their fingers melted and hardened into hooves. Two birds…

      Magic welled up inside me, and I pointed at the ground directly beneath them. “Excavare!”

      The earth beneath the two kelpies exploded upward before they could finish shifting to their new forms. Chunks of dirt and stone pummeled them as they struggled in midair, trying to throw themselves to the side, regain their footing to avoid the pit yawning beneath them. It did them no good. Their legs were neither human nor equine, but an amalgamation of both, and they were nowhere near as graceful as they would be when the transition was complete. They fell into the pit with howls of rage somewhere between a shout and a whinny.

      Grayson screamed, cutting off whatever victory I may have felt. My heart seized as I spun to see him flailing in the water. It was shallow enough that his head and one arm remained above the surface, but he wasn’t standing. As I watched, he tried to stand, only to fall back to the sandy lake bottom.

      “I’m going for Grayson,” Andy barked.

      Before I could tell him to stop, remind him of the danger that might be waiting in the lake, he skirted the pit and the furious kelpies still completing their shift.

      “Peasblossom, take this!” Magic pulsed inside me, and I let it flow down my arms to my fingertips. I tapped Peasblossom on the forehead, letting the energy fill her through our bond.

      “Right!” Peasblossom sailed after Andy like a tiny pink rocket, illuminated by the glowing spheres of light that swirled around the thrashing teenager. “Andy!”

      Andy didn’t take his focus off Grayson, so he started when Peasblossom landed hard on top of his head. She put her palms against his cheek, and a blue light winked at me, telling me the spell had been passed.

      “I think you’ve done quite enough, Lady Morgan.”

      I whirled to find Flint standing behind me, keeping himself between Morgan and the lake. The dark-haired woman curled her fingers into fists, frustration tightening her features.

      “I’m trying to help,” she insisted. “Let me help.”

      “Your obligation to the FBI agent is over. He violated hospitality when he shot Rowyn.”

      “Maybe I’m not in this for myself like some people,” Morgan snapped.

      Bradan grunted, close to finishing his shift. His movements were sluggish, the penalty for changing form so many times so quickly. I called my magic again, cursing at the trembling in my arm. Too much magic, too fast. I pressed my lips together, trying to concentrate. Come on, Shade. One more spell. Then we run.

      Grayson screamed, followed quickly from a shout from Andy. Panic slashed my concentration, and horror stole my breath as I saw Andy fall into the water, his suit jacket snagged in the blunt teeth, pulling him underwater. Rowyn.

      The teenager scrambled through the surf, not bothering to stand, instead shuffling forward on all fours, desperate to get out of the water. He scrambled further into the shallows, babbling hysterically. The balls of light around him reflected off something small and pink. Peasblossom landed on his head and petted him over and over, trying to calm him down.

      I stared at the water, a lump rising in my throat when Andy didn’t appear. I sent a prayer to the Goddess that my spell had worked, and his first breath underwater wouldn’t be his last.

      Focus, Shade, focus.

      A sound came from the pit behind me. An equine sound, but not the ferocious neighing I’d expected. I shuffled closer, stepping away from Bradan as the last of his legs formed a silver backward hoof. The two kelpies in the pit stood side by side, perfectly calm. Not at all the raging beasts I’d been expecting.

      They raised their heads in perfect unison, and something glittered in the house floodlights.

      “Bridles?” I murmured.

      They were beautiful. Not common, everyday horse tack, but fey-crafted items of both utility and beauty. Shining silver polished until it shone like liquid mercury, white leather so soft it called to me to touch it. I took a step closer to the pit.

      “There’ll be none of that,” Flint said grimly.

      Strong hands closed on my shoulders and pulled me against a muscled chest. I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off.

      “Many’s the human that’s found herself reaching for a bridle like that only to be dragged into the nearest loch and drowned. They may be stuck in a pit and unable to get you to the water, but trust me when I say that being trampled will leave you just as dead.”

      He was right, and I knew he was right. But I still wanted to touch them. I wanted to trail a finger over those bridles. Keep them for my own.

      “Right, then,” Flint muttered. He tightened his grip on my shoulders. “Never say I don’t go above and beyond.” He took a deep breath, then leaned in to put his lips a hairsbreadth from my ear. “Inspioraid.”

      Magic flowed like a tide of hot water out of his hands and down my body. Fear sparked in some corner of my mind, a reminder of how easy it was to get lost in his power. But when the energy swelled inside me, it wasn’t lust I felt rising. The power didn’t wrap around me like a silk sheet, sensual but restricting. No, this time, it fell down from my shoulders like a mantle. I straightened my spine and drew in a breath deeper than any I’d managed since stepping foot on this property. My thoughts cleared, the chaos of the battle fell away, and I saw the world in crystal-clear focus.

      The kelpies in the pit shifted nervously, sensing the change in me. Their bridles no longer fascinated me, no longer shone like pieces of art carved from pure moonlight. They were still pretty, still beautiful, but they were only bridles.

      “Very pretty,” I told the kelpies, marveling at how clear and calm my voice was. “But I’m afraid I already have a pet.”

      The kelpies snorted, then threw back their heads and screamed. They stomped the ground with furious, violent strikes, their manes braided with seaweed striking their necks with wet slaps.

      “Throw a tantrum as much as you like—you’re not getting out of the pit like that,” I taunted them. “You’ll have to shift again.”

      And if they shifted again, they would be even weaker. In addition, I would have more time.

      I stared out over the lake. It was too dark to see properly, but I heard no sound of a struggle, no sign that Andy had broken free. I closed my eyes, searching my memory. There was a spell that could save him. I remembered it, remembered most of it. It was beyond my skill, but with whatever Flint had done to me, with this new clarity, this new focus, maybe…

      I raised my arms, moving my fingers in swirls and dips, the memory of the spell directing my muscles, guiding me. I opened my eyes to stare at the water, thinking of how dangerous it was. Thick darkness that would crush you as you watched the light of the surface disappear. Water filling your mouth as you screamed; gentle bubbles rising to mourn your death. Terror waiting at the bottom of the lake, promising to fill your last moments with fear, and anguish, and finally…death.

      “Hydrophoas Graeci.”

      Power pulsed outward from my body, flooding the area around me in a huge circle of skin-tingling magic. The energy flared down the twisted threads I’d woven with every gesture, concentrating the power before plunging outward in a circle of nerve-racking, breath-stealing terror.

      The surface of the lake exploded upward as a horse fought free of the surface. Its equine eyes were wild, its large nostrils flaring in panic. It screamed the way only a horse can, a sound that raked claws down my spine. It fought for the shore, periodically throwing its head, plunging its face into the water only to rear up and scream again. A second later, Andy broke the surface.

      The air bubble around his head blocked some of the sound, but I could still hear him screaming as he crawled onto the beach. My stomach twisted. In essence, I’d inflicted my worst nightmare on my partner. With that spell on him, the lake water would be to Andy what a pit of spiders would be for me. A shiver ran down my spine, and I shoved that thought away. It was the only thing I’d been able to think of to get him out of the water, to make certain the kelpie would let him go.

      I swayed on my feet. Suddenly I felt as though I weighed a thousand pounds. My muscles had turned to jelly, and my eyelids were far too heavy. I stared down at my hands, horrified to find them shaking. “Blood and bone, what did you do to me?”

      “I inspired you.” Flint stepped closer and took my shaking hands in his. “I’m sorry, but there is a price to be paid. I pushed you to reach beyond what you would have been capable of. It is nothing serious, but you need to rest.”

      “I— No!”

      I took a step, but fell before I got any farther. Thirty feet away, Grayson glanced up in time to see Bradan in horse form snag him by the waist of his jeans and hurl him into the air. The teenager screamed, but the sound was more of a rasp, as if his throat couldn’t bear any more screams. Peasblossom shrieked that ear-piercing sound that was her battle cry and dove for the kelpie. Bradan let out a sound between a snort and a grunt, tossing his head to avoid the darting pink ball of fury. Peasblossom nicked one of his ears, and he reared up then bolted for the lake.

      A grim smirk of satisfaction pulled on my mouth as he tried to dive into the water, only to rear back at the last second, before his hooves could touch the water. He turned in a full circle, trying to force himself in. His head swung from side to side, and he ran a few paces away from the water again. My stomach bottomed out as he pranced side to side, then fixed his attention down the beach to where the slope was gentler, less rocky.

      “He’s going to make a break for it,” I said, slurring. “We have to stop him before he runs off with Grayson.” I blinked, forcing my eyes open. “We have to…”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about Bradan getting away with Grayson,” Flint said.

      I realized I was leaning on him, letting him bear most of my weight. I pushed away but gave up when my legs wouldn’t hold me. “Why?”

      Flint shrugged, my cheek on his shoulder rising and falling with the motion. “Well, from what I’ve seen, your FBI agent is an excellent shot.”

      Realization spun me around and I pitched to the side, saved from falling by Flint’s support alone. “No!”

      The gunshot cracked through the night air, slapping my raw nerves. For a second, I couldn’t breathe. “Please tell me he didn’t shoot Bradan.”

      “You know I can’t lie.”

      “We’re never going to get out of here alive.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. He’s shot two kelpie—that does give him a bit of a reputation, doesn’t it?”

      “Stop talking.” I fumbled at my pouch, but I couldn’t make my fingers work enough to grab the zipper. “Give me a— Hey!”

      “Sorry, but it appears it’s time to run.”

      The world tilted madly as Flint scooped me into his arms and took off at a run. It took me a minute to get my bearings, to realize we were following Andy. He had Grayson in his arms, and he was charging down the beach, toward the shallower slope that Bradan had been aiming for earlier…

      I looked back in time to see the two kelpies emerge from the pit in human form. They moved at a crawl at first, no doubt feeling the strain of shifting too many times in a short span of time. Bradan lay on the beach, still in horse form. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing.

      “I need to take his gun from him,” I muttered into Flint’s neck. I frowned, realizing I was cuddled against his chest. I briefly toyed with the idea of insisting he put me down, but immediately discarded the idea. As soon as someone from the main house heard what happened… Well, we needed to go faster.

      “If you take his gun from him, then he’ll be dead the next time he decides to valiantly defend the defenseless,” Flint pointed out.

      For some reason, it irritated me that he didn’t sound breathless. He had a point, though. “Where’s Morgan?” I asked, suddenly registering the sidhe woman’s absence.

      “An excellent question. And one I fear we may not like the answer to.”

      Before I could think any more on that unpleasant observation, Flint slowed to a stop. I lifted my head to see Andy standing with one arm braced against a tree. Grayson sat on the ground. He’d calmed, but there was a fine trembling throughout his body, and tears streamed steadily down his cheeks. His breathing was erratic, and he appeared one surprise away from total shock.

      Peasblossom was murmuring to him over and over, a steady buzz of sound that she sometimes used to help me when I couldn’t sleep.

      “Is he all right?” I asked.

      “He’s in no shape to help,” she whispered. “We have to get him out of here.”

      I nodded. My muscles didn’t feel so useless anymore, so I tapped Flint on the shoulder. He put me down, but stayed close, letting me use him for support. Peasblossom fluttered to my shoulder and put her palms against my skin, lending me her strength through our bond. My fingers still trembled when I lifted my hand toward Grayson, but I managed to feed my magic out in a concentrated line of blue energy. “Somnum.”

      Sleep pulled Grayson under, smoothing away the terror pinching his young features. Tension bled from his body and he melted into the grass in a deep sleep. I sank to my knees, needing to rest, if only for a minute. My gaze landed on Andy, and I froze.

      My FBI partner’s body heaved with ragged breaths. His skin was too pale, his lips were blue, and he vibrated with the same fine trembling as Grayson had, still feeling the effect of the phobia spell. But still he stood on his own two feet, and still he held his chin up in that determined jut I’d come to associate with him. I was ready to ask him if he was all right, but suddenly he jerked his spine straight and grabbed his jacket. I stared as he fought to get it off, tearing a button off in his haste.

      “Andy—”

      He didn’t stop with the jacket. The shirt went next. Buttons flew, pinging off the tree trunk as his movements grew more and more desperate, hysteria making his eyes too bright. The wet shirt hit the ground with a rustle of wet cotton, leaving a broad expanse of bare, tanned skin. Defined muscle spoke of a gym membership, a conscious effort to maintain physical fitness.

      The scars spoke of pain.

      I snapped my mouth shut, trying and failing not to stare at the white stripes of old scars that crisscrossed Andy’s back and upper arms. I’d seen scars similar to those. Mostly from leather whips, but more recently, from belts. It was an unfortunate truth that physical violence was still considered an acceptable way to discipline children, but the number of scars, the thickness of the white tissue… It didn’t look like discipline. It looked like punishment.

      The majority of the scars covered his back and upper arms, and I had a sudden mental image of Andy curled over a smaller person, maybe a sibling. Protecting them from the blows, only his forearms covered as he hunched over the person he was trying to save from the violence.

      Andy’s hands fell to his pants, and I fought free of my unpleasant thoughts in time to stop him before he shucked out of those as well.

      “Andy, stop!” I took a breath, forcing myself to calm down. “Just…stop. What are you doing?”

      Andy didn’t look up, and when he spoke, his voice was so hoarse that I could barely hear him. “The water.”

      I winced. “I’m sorry. It was all I could think of.”

      He froze, even the trembling in his hands ceasing for one heart-stopping moment. “You did this?”

      I swallowed hard. Something about his voice sent a chill down my spine. Slowly, I pointed at his clothes, calling my magic. “Prestidigitation.”

      Andy jerked as a flutter of white magic washed over him, leaving his clothes clean and dry. Still he didn’t look up. “What was that? What you did to me?”

      “Hydrophobia,” Flint answered helpfully. “She used it to keep the kelpie from dragging you to your death at the bottom of the lake.”

      With carefully controlled movements, Andy bent down and retrieved his shirt. He stared at the garment, turning it over a few times before sliding one arm inside. “I could breathe underwater.”

      “That was me too.” I bit my lip, watching as he put the shirt on, closing his fists around the edges as he found the buttons missing. “I can fix that for yo—”

      “No.”

      I grimaced.

      He took another long, slow breath. “Thank you for saving my life,” he said quietly. He retrieved his jacket and put it on over the open dress shirt.

      There was something wrong with seeing him in his ruined clothes. Andy was always so put together, no wrinkles, no stains. After seeing the scars, I wondered if his suit wasn’t a sort of armor for him. An outward sign to tell the word he was fine, that everything was all right. A way to hide what was going on inside. It hurt to think about it. And it hurt to know that I’d scared him. I’d scared him bad. And if his earlier words were anything to go by, he wasn’t going to be confiding in me anytime soon. I wouldn’t have a chance to fix what I’d done.

      “Is he all right?” Andy asked, motioning toward Grayson.

      “Yes. I helped him sleep to keep him from completely breaking down, but we need to get him out of here.”

      Andy stared at the main house. “What about the others?”

      “We’ll have to come back for them. Right now, we are in serious trouble. You shot two kelpies. You no longer have the protection of hospitality.”

      “Shooting them also gave them what they needed to declare you a hostile threat,” Flint added. “You’ll want to leave before they realize Shade’s spell has ended. It’s not too late for them to drag you into the lake—and Grayson with them.”

      Andy glared at Flint. “Fine. So we get Grayson to safety before those kelpies regroup. Then we return for the others.”

      “That is my plan,” I said.

      Flint snorted. “Plan. You keep using that word, but you seem to have no idea what it means.” He hefted Grayson into his arms, holding the small boy the way I might hold a large housecat. “I believe once I’ve escorted you to the gate, that will conclude our bargain. I’ve more than fulfilled my end, I think.”

      I wanted to argue, but couldn’t. “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      He met my eyes, and there was an emotion in his expression I couldn’t quite identify. Not heat, exactly, but something like consideration. As if he were reassessing me. Or plotting something. “You’re welcome.”

      Peasblossom stuck her face halfway into my ear. “Don’t trust him.”

      I halted my palm a half-inch before I would have smacked her, the itching-ringing in my ear setting every nerve I had to seizing. I opened my mouth to ask her, again, not to speak directly into my ear like that, but Andy spoke first.

      “What about you?” he asked Flint. “What happens when they find out you helped us?”

      Flint shrugged. “My people respect the importance of keeping one’s word more than you could ever imagine. I gave Shade my word to escort her in and out, before I knew her intentions. My people will be angry with me, but they will understand.”

      “Can you get in there and get the other kids?” Andy asked.

      “No. That would be kidnapping and theft.”

      “But if Shade went in to get them right now, you would help her.”

      Flint shifted the unconscious Grayson in his grip as he faced Andy. “Do not let our temporary victory over the kelpies give you a false sense of security, Agent Bradford. That was child’s play compared to what going up against one of my kin would be like. The law of hospitality does not require me to sacrifice my life protecting someone who behaves as though there are no consequences.”

      He walked away then, giving us his back as he marched parallel to the long driveway toward the gatehouse. I narrowed my eyes and followed him, my own anger giving me a boost of energy.

      “I do not behave as though there are no consequences,” I said.

      “You most certainly do. You thought you could come here with no invitation, no allies on the inside, and just take those children back. You believed that even though Baba Yaga’s apprentice should know full well how easy it is to die among the sidhe—even when they aren’t actively motivated to kill you.”

      I gritted my teeth and jogged to catch up, getting ahead of him enough that I could see his face. “No. I found out there were children here, children in danger, and I came because I had no choice.”

      “There is always a choice.”

      “Not when someone you’re responsible for is in immediate danger,” I argued. “Grayson was sold to kelpies!”

      “They would not have killed him.”

      “I’m not going to debate with you about what’s worse, death or centuries of torture. The point is—”

      “The point is, they are not your children.” Flint didn’t pause, but he slowed down as he met my eyes. “They are not your responsibility. Nothing forced you to rush in here and save them.”

      “They became my responsibility when I took this case,” I said. “I’m tired of the Otherworld getting away with murder and beyond because they prey on humans who don’t know any better. Someone has to hold them accountable. Someone has to care.”

      This time, he did stop walking. He fixed me with an intense scrutiny I wasn’t ready for.

      “Whose crime do you seek to punish?”

      I tried to look away but couldn’t. “Depends on the case I take,” I answered. The words came out weaker than I wanted, smacking of an excuse more than an answer. Goddess, I needed him to stop staring at me like that. Like he was reading my soul.

      “That’s not what I mean. Your mentor trained you to be a village witch, an interesting, but relatively safe occupation. But you decided to become a private investigator, and you claim your intention is to seek out and punish Otherworld criminals. That, my dear witch, is rather the opposite of a safe occupation.” He took a step closer to me, holding Grayson as if he weighed nothing. “It is my experience that those who seek the role of punisher do so because there is someone specific they wish to punish. Isn’t that right, Agent Bradford?”

      “Keep walking, we need to get Grayson out of here,” Andy responded shortly.

      Flint grinned but started walking. “Touchy.” He looked at me again. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I picked up my pace, moving forward to walk beside Andy. I didn’t much like having Flint behind me, but right now it was better than letting him make eye contact again.

      “We are coming back for them,” Andy said quietly.

      I didn’t get the chance to answer. I saw the gate now, and there was someone standing inside the gate. Waiting.

      It was dark, but the light from the gatehouse illuminated a black-skinned woman with long, sloping ears that came to a point, a shock of white hair that erupted from her scalp like a tower of flame, and enormous black wings covered in silky feathers. Spots rained over the smooth skin of her bared shoulders before the graceful lines of a pale pink tunic covered her body and fell to mid-thigh. Black claws tipped her fingers and toes, digging into the earth as she stared at us with opalescent eyes.

      A second figure joined her. She was tall, close to six feet, with long, thin limbs, and pale skin tattooed with intricate blue lines. She wore a green robe underneath a darker green cloak that seemed to rustle with a breeze that didn’t touch anything else.

      Each one wore a badge. A silver star pinned over their hearts.

      “Who are they?” Andy asked under his breath.

      I had to try twice before I could speak. I didn’t stop walking; there was no point. They’d seen us, and if we ran, it would only go worse for us. The woman with the black wings was a strix, a descendant of a flesh-eating bird. They weren’t known for their restraint, and though she had to be disciplined if she wore that badge, I didn’t want to know how she dealt with runners. And the delicate sylph to the other side could call hurricane force winds if it pleased her to do so.

      “That,” I said hoarsely, “is the Vanguard.”
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      “I’m Agent Andrew Bradford of the FBI. I’m taking this young man into custody until I can determine that he’s not in danger here.”

      I stared at Andy where he’d marched up to the strix and held out his badge. He sounded for all the world like he was meeting with a fellow agent, or perhaps a bureaucrat from another agency. Not a creature that was probably thinking of how easy it would be to fly him a few hundred feet into the air and drop him onto the pavement.

      “I don’t think you properly explained things to him,” Peasblossom whispered.

      The strix studied Andy as if he were a bird with a particularly rare plumage. Her attention lingered on his bare chest, revealed as it was by his button-less shirt and jacket. “Greetings, Agent Bradford of the FBI. I am Oksana of the Vanguard. This is Tamden.” She gestured at the sylph. “We are also officers of the law.”

      Oksana had a Russian—or, more likely, Dacian—accent. It made her both more and less pleasant to listen to.

      Andy nodded. “That was my understanding.”

      “Oh?” Oksana’s milky-white eyes shone as they caught the gatehouse light. “Then you know who we are.”

      “Yes. Mother Renard has told me about you. She said that you are honorable people who uphold the laws of all cultures, without prejudice.”

      I mentally gave him Brownie points for remembering to use my title in formal situations. I stepped forward to meet Oksana. “I’m Mother Renard.”

      The strix held my gaze, and for a second, I had the vague feeling she was going to argue with me. Then the moment passed and she inclined her head at Grayson.

      “We received a call saying you kidnapped that boy from his rightful guardian. Is he sleeping or dead?”

      “Sleeping,” I answered immediately. “I had reason to believe the boy came to the Otherworld under illegal circumstances. I came to question his guardian to make certain that was not the case.”

      “And you used magic against his guardian for what reason?” the sylph asked.

      Her tone was breathy, as if the wind that was hers to command lived and breathed in her voice. I met her eyes, grateful to find they were a normal shade of blue, and not the rotating storm clouds they could be. “During my conversation with his master, Grayson—the boy—became panicked, hysterical. I believed this to be a sign of impaired mental capacity, a factor that supported my suspicion that he did not possess the necessary faculties to qualify him to sign a binding legal document. The kelpies were unwilling to continue the discussion, so the situation escalated beyond what I would have liked.”

      “You know as well as anyone that one’s mental capacity after being in the Otherworld is not indicative of their mental capacity before entering the Otherworld,” the sylph said. “You have no way to prove that the boy was not in full possession of his faculties when he signed the contract.”

      “He is a minor,” Andy said firmly. “Our laws do not allow him to enter binding legal agreements.”

      Oksana brushed off the assertion with a wave. “I am familiar with your laws—and their ambiguity and inconsistency. You apply them differently according to race, finances, and, in some cases, pure personal preference. I’m sure Mother Renard has already explained to you the basis on which the kelpies could argue their case.”

      “The other two children who were taken are dead,” Andy said. “Are there no laws to protect them?”

      “A murder committed by a human, and a suicide,” Oksana responded. “Even if you were in a position to exercise human laws on sidhe land, with sidhe citizens, your argument is moot.”

      “You haven’t heard my full argument,” Andy said.

      “You wish to argue jurisdiction?” Tamden asked.

      “Yes.”

      Tamden and Oksana shared a look. Then the sylph nodded. “Very well. I will summon an arbitrator.”

      I didn’t know what Andy had been expecting her to do. Maybe open a portal or use telepathy. But I knew him well enough to know that quirk of his left eyebrow when she took out a cell phone was as close to shock as he got.

      Tamden walked away to complete her call, speaking too low for me to hear. Flint might have heard her, and I was certain Oksana did. But the strix gave nothing away, and Flint seemed to be putting some effort into remaining completely, one hundred percent neutral.

      “And you, sidhe?” Oksana asked. “What excuse will you offer for the attack on two of your fellow guests?”

      Flint responded to the taunt with a slow smile. “I did not participate in any attack. I merely performed my duty under the laws of hospitality.”

      Oksana’s feather ruffled as she lifted her wings, adding to her already considerable height. “I wonder if Marilyn will see it that way? I am not a participant in your politics, of course. You have made quite a name for yourself. Gathering power at the expense of sidhe lives.” She took a step closer, forcing Flint to tilt his head back to keep meeting her eyes. “You smell like blood. I believe the rumors are true. And if anyone ever proves it, then you will be tried and sentenced.” Her head tilted in a distinctly avian manner. “I wonder if I will be the executioner. I do that sometimes. When the judge feels a crime is sufficiently horrendous, I’m permitted to hunt criminals as my people hunted in the old days.” She sighed, a disturbingly wistful sound. Then she shrugged. “But then again, I do not care for the taste of sidhe meat. So perhaps it will be another.”

      What a stomach-turning tangent to go off on, I thought, feeling more than a little queasy.

      “You don’t like the taste of sidhe meat?” Andy asked. He crossed his arms. “What do you prefer?”

      Oksana grinned, baring teeth far too sharp for comfort, given the conversation. “Human.”

      Andy paused. “There’s much of a difference?”

      “It is the difference between chicken and turkey.” She glanced at Flint. “I don’t care for turkey. Too gamey.”

      Andy looked at Flint too. “Have you tried gravy?”

      Oksana’s eyebrows shot up, and she barked out a laugh. Andy, bless his soul, didn’t move when she clapped a clawed hand on his shoulder and shook him till his arms fell to his sides. “I like you, human. If I am called on to execute you, I will make it quick.”

      Andy regained his balance and straightened his coat. “Thank you.”

      Oksana was still grinning when Tamden returned, slipping her cell phone into her robes. “He will be here momentarily.”

      “How long is that?” Andy asked. He checked his watch then cursed when he found it waterlogged. He faced Oksana with renewed determination tightening his shoulders. “The kids might be sold any min—”

      A brilliant blue circle of light erupted in midair, cutting Andy off before he could finish. A man stepped through. He wore a black tunic and black pants, with silver handcuffs of various sizes hanging from his belt. His eyes were dark, black or dark brown, and he had a short but thick beard that covered his jaw and outlined a stern mouth. He faced me and Andy with a briskness that spoke of authority.

      “You are Agent Bradford of the FBI and Mother Renard of…?”

      “Dresden,” I said, my mouth dry.

      He nodded. “I am Mac Tyre. It has been brought to my attention that you wish to argue jurisdiction.”

      “I wish to argue a point of law,” Andy said. “A point of human law.”

      “Explain.”

      Andy stood straighter. “Under human law, no person under the age of eighteen may enter into a legally binding contract.”

      “Is this a distinction between who is an adult and who is a minor?”

      “No,” Andy said. “This is a question of contract law. In Ohio, a contract signed by a person under the age of eighteen is voidable by said person. Period. There is no hearing to determine competency for someone under the age of eighteen. It simply is.”

      Mac Tyre studied Andy, no trace of emotion betraying his thoughts. “I will discuss the matter with you, but under one condition.”

      “Which is?”

      “You agree that once I render my decision, you will abide by it. I will give you your chance to argue your case, and you may argue it as long as you like, provided you continue to make logical arguments. But once we have finished the discussion, and I make my decision, you will agree to be bound by my ruling.”

      “I—”

      “Let me be crystal clear,” Mac Tyre interrupted. “I will listen to your arguments. I will counter your arguments. We will debate the facts. If there comes a time when the argument becomes repetitious, and no new facts are offered or argued, then the debate is over. I will make a judgment, and you will accept it. Meaning, you will no longer attempt to interfere in this case. And by this case, I refer not only to this boy”—he nodded at Grayson—“but the other children who are in a similar position.”

      “What if another child’s circumstances vary significantly from Grayson’s?” Andy asked.

      “If you can demonstrate significant differences in their circumstances, I will hear you out and make the determination at that time.”

      “Then I agree.”

      Mac Tyre held out his hand. “And, of course, I’ll need your gun.”

      My stomach dropped. As ready as I’d been earlier to take Andy’s gun, I had to admit that I actually felt more comfortable knowing he had a means of defending himself.

      I stared at Andy. He sounded so sure of himself. So utterly confident. How did he do that? I felt like I was going to throw up, and I wasn’t meeting monsters for the first time.

      Mac Tyre faced me, and I fixed what I hoped was a composed expression on my face.

      “Do you agree to let him argue this case on his own and be equally bound by my ruling?” he asked.

      I started to nod, then had an idea. “Yes, but I would make one more request?”

      “You may ask.”

      “There are three more children here, and they’re going to be auctioned off shortly. I would ask that you put an injunction on the auction until after you make your ruling on jurisdiction.”

      “Yes,” Andy said. “Yes, that seems a necessary precaution, given how our discussion could change things. There’s no need to traumatize the children unnecessarily.”

      “I cannot agree to that,” Mac Tyre said. “Without cause, I cannot interfere in what is a business and cultural right. Once I’ve made my ruling, we can proceed then.”

      “Would you be willing to stipulate that none of the children be removed from this property until you’ve made your decision?” Andy asked.

      Mac Tyre considered that. “I will make the request. But if she refuses, then there is nothing I can do.” He looked to the strix. “Oksana, if you will take the child?”

      Andy tensed, but didn’t try to stop the feathered woman from taking Grayson out of Flint’s arms. I bit my lip, beyond grateful that I’d put Grayson to sleep. I couldn’t bear to think of how the traumatized teenager would have reacted to Oksana.

      All in all, things had gone much better than I’d expected. Though I wasn’t so foolish as to think we were in the clear yet. Andy’s actions thus far gave us a strong argument that we had genuinely believed we were in the right. But I doubted they’d heard from the kelpies yet. And if the kelpies decided to press charges, things could go very badly, very fast. The one thing we had going for us, besides Andy’s sincere belief he’d been defending a child as a member of human law enforcement, was that the kelpies would likely not want to admit to being bested by a human.

      “You should leave now.”

      Flint’s voice startled me out of my thoughts, and I jumped. “What?”

      He studied me, his expression serious. “You are making more enemies here than I think you realize, and regardless of what the Vanguard decides, the enemies you’ve made will find a way to punish you for this. Leave now while you can.”

      “I’m not leaving without those kids.” I glanced at Mac Tyre. “That is, unless he rules in favor of the sidhe.”

      Flint stared at me without saying a word. He didn’t need to speak. We both knew Andy would fail.

      Not surprisingly, Marilyn met us outside, out of sight of her guests. She did not seem happy. Mac Tyre stopped us when we were still several yards away. “I will speak with Marilyn first. Wait here.”

      Oksana and Tamden remained behind with us. Oksana’s wings blocked most of my view of the main house, so I didn’t see Morgan until she was a few feet away from me.

      “Mother Renard, Andy,” she said, sounding concerned and a little breathless. “Are you all right?”

      No thanks to you, I thought bitterly. “We’re fine.”

      Morgan glanced at Oksana and Tamden. “Someone called the Vanguard?”

      “It wasn’t you?” I asked.

      She frowned. “I want to help. What do I have to do to convince you of that? Why are you so convinced I mean you harm?”

      “You can convince Marilyn not to go through with this auction.” I nodded to where Mac Tyre was speaking with the hostess.

      Morgan didn’t look. “Mother Renard, you know my relationship with Marilyn would make me the last person she would do such a thing for. I—” She stared into space for a second, then grabbed my hands. “But I do have an idea.”

      Before she could say anything more, Mac Tyre returned with Marilyn. “Marilyn has elected not to quarantine anyone on the property.” Andy opened his mouth, but Mac Tyre held up a hand. “However, she has graciously agreed to allow you to visit the children in question to satisfy yourself that they are all right, and not in any danger.”

      I glanced at the hostess in question. Despite the polite smile and the obvious effort she was putting in to seem cooperative, there was no mistaking the hardness in her gaze. She was angry. And eventually, that anger would find an outlet.

      “Thank you, Marilyn,” I said. “Where are the children?”

      “The artists are there.” She gestured toward the five-car garage on the other side of the driveway. “There’s a studio on the upper floor.” Her smile tightened. “If you’ll follow me?”

      “Of course.” I took a few steps after her, then paused when I realized Andy wasn’t coming with me. “Andy?”

      “Agent Bradford and I will continue our conversation out here,” Mac Tyre said. He motioned toward the chairs and table set out around the fire pit. “I think it would be best if he not wander amongst the guests.”

      Torn, I looked from the rooms above the garage, to the fire pit, to Andy. “You’ll be all right?”

      He nodded. “Go check on the kids.”

      I tried to ignore the unease rolling through me as I watched Mac Tyre lead Andy to the fire pit. I’d had no choice. Telling Andy he was doomed to fail wouldn’t have swayed him, would never have convinced him what a waste of time this was. He had to see for himself. And he wasn’t given to bursts of temper that might put him at risk with Mac Tyre.

      At least, I hadn’t thought so before tonight. Before he’d shot Bradan. And Rowyn.

      “Are you coming or not, Mother Renard?”

      Marilyn’s icy voice sliced through my thoughts. I found her glaring at me with open hostility, those crystalline eyes cold and unforgiving.

      “This event is very important to me,” she said in a low, dangerous tone. “And you seem to be doing your level best to ruin it. I don’t know why you’re here; I don’t know why you feel you must stick your nose where it doesn’t belong. But know that I will not forget this.”

      “Nor will I,” I replied evenly. “I always remember people who abuse children.”

      Marilyn’s jaw tightened. “Watch your tongue, or you may well lose it. You have no idea what’s going on here.”

      “I understand the auction,” I said. Marilyn had given her word to the Vanguard that I could speak to the children before the auction. If I could stall, maybe Andy could make his case in time to stop it entirely. “You want to pick up where you left off.”

      “Do you wish to see the children or not?” Marilyn turned on her heel and started for the garage.

      Stifling my disappointment, I followed her. A set of stairs led up one side of the garage, the wood freshly painted a soft white that glowed in the lights at the corners of the garage’s face and over the door at the top of the stairs. There wasn’t a cobweb to be seen, not a smudge of dirt anywhere on the side of the building. It didn’t look like a garage at all, so much as an expensive condo that so happened to have a few cars parked on the lowest level.

      Marilyn opened the door, and by the time her face was revealed to the room, there was no trace of her earlier anger. She was brilliant, smiling, and the epitome of the welcoming hostess.

      “Good evening, my darlings.”

      I stepped in behind her and found myself in a room much larger than I’d expected. Three teenagers stood at stations that appeared as if they’d been tailored to each individual artist, each one bearing different kinds of paints, different tools.

      There were two girls and one boy. The females wore white gowns overlaid with silver netting that glittered when they moved. One’s fell in straight, stern lines, hugging her slender figure and making the most out of every inch of her tall frame. The other’s flared at the hips, accenting her plentiful curves. The boy wore a suit that probably cost more than my rent, a slate-grey jacket and matching pants that looked metallic, but moved like silk.

      The tall girl didn’t take her attention off the canvas in front of her. The other stopped with a fresh paintbrush an inch over a palette of brightly colored paint. She put the brush on the table when I entered, fixing me with a curious stare. The boy kept painting, but his eyes followed me inside.

      “Marilyn,” the curvy blonde said. “Is it time already?”

      “Daria. No, it’s not time yet.” Marilyn beamed and walked over to give her a hug before admiring her painting. “Oh, I never tire of seeing your work. I cannot wait for the auction to begin.”

      “When will it start?” the boy asked.

      “Soon,” Marilyn promised. “There’s been a slight delay”—she shot me a less-than-friendly look—“but it shouldn’t be much longer. Are you all finished?”

      The boy nodded. “I should stop now. It’s done; now I’m just messing with it to pass the time.”

      Marilyn floated over to his easel to view his painting. The girl still holding the brush bit her lip and dabbed a few more spots of paint on her work.

      “They don’t know.”

      Morgan’s voice startled me enough that I jumped. I hadn’t realized she’d followed us. Marilyn didn’t seem to have heard her. “Don’t know what?” I asked, quietly so as not to be overheard.

      “The kids. They don’t know that they’re going to be sold. Marilyn will have them stand up there with their paintings and they’ll think it’s their work that’s being bought. When it’s over, Marilyn will tell them they’re being adopted.”

      The anger that had burned steadily inside me since I’d found out about the slave auction hardened into something closer to hatred. “I see.”

      Morgan hesitated. “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job. But the contract really is unbreakable. And unless Agent Bradford is successful convincing the Vanguard that the kids were not legally able to concede to the contract…”

      “Which he likely won’t be,” I murmured.

      “Yes.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t know why you came up here, what you planned to say to the children, if anything. But perhaps it would be kinder to let them believe Marilyn? A year of blissful ignorance is better than a year of fear and despair, isn’t it?”

      I watched Marilyn with the kids, watched them all gaze after her as if she were some mother figure they’d been waiting for their whole lives. It made me hate her more.

      “This is…” I shook my head. “This is a special level of evil.”

      Morgan stepped closer. “You don’t need to tell me. Desperation does horrible things to people. Loss does horrible things.”

      Suddenly Marilyn was at my side. “Morgan, I don’t recall inviting you up here. You will wait with the others. The auction will begin soon.” She turned to me, dismissing Morgan as if there were no question that she’d do as she asked. “Mother Renard, if you’re quite satisfied that the children are safe, then perhaps we can let them return to their preparations?”

      I thought of what Morgan had said. I supposed there was no point speaking to the children, telling them what was really going on. If Andy failed, and it turned out they didn’t have the right to cancel their contracts, then it would just be cruel. I forced a smile, waved at the kids, and left.

      “That completes my agreement,” Marilyn said. “Now get out.”

      She returned to the house without another word, never looking behind her to see if I’d listened.

      Morgan’s hand touched my shoulder and squeezed. “I have an idea.”

      I swiped at my tears. “What?”

      “How much are you willing to risk to save those kids?”

      Nothing good had ever followed a question like that. “What do you have in mind?”

      Morgan’s gaze grew more serious. “Are you willing to take their place?”

      My heart fell into my feet. Grey ate the edges of my vision. I blinked and concentrated on breathing.

      “No!” Peasblossom shot out from where she’d been hiding in the collar of my coat, fluttering directly in front of my face so I crossed my eyes trying to focus on her. “No, you dare even consider it!”

      I waved her away, careful not to knock her out of the air.

      “What… What do you mean?” I asked.

      Morgan leaned closer. “You are a witch. Not just a witch, but the apprentice of Baba Yaga. There is no child, no three children, no mob of children, that could ever compete with that.”

      “Shut up,” Peasblossom shouted at her.

      I closed my eyes, then forced them open because it only made the nightmarish images worse. “You’re saying I should ask Marilyn to let the kids go…and I’ll take their place on the auction block?”

      Morgan leaned forward. “Yes.”

      My legs trembled, and she caught me and lowered me carefully to the driveway. Peasblossom landed on my shoulder and hugged my neck.

      “Don’t do it,” she begged. “Don’t do it!”

      “Listen, hear me out,” Morgan said calmly. She didn’t try to raise her voice over Peasblossom, didn’t acknowledge the pixie at all. “You trade yourself, and I will bid on you. I will win you.”

      That was not nearly as comforting as she seemed to think it was.

      “You can’t have her,” Peasblossom growled.

      I shook my head. “Even if I were willing—”

      “You don’t trust me,” Morgan said.

      “Better believe she doesn’t trust you,” Peasblossom said vehemently.”

      I met Morgan’s eyes, too distracted by my familiar to be politically correct. “Not even a little. Sidhe are not helpful by nature, yet you’ve been offering help since I arrived. And some of that help only made this worse, and I’m not sure I believe it was unintentional.”

      Morgan covered her face with her hands, took a deep breath, then lowered them. “I told you, I don’t agree with what’s going on here. I wasn’t lying, Shade. I don’t lie.”

      “Lying would be more sporting,” Peasblossom snapped.

      I looked back at the kids, then held Morgan’s gaze. “You take this that seriously?”

      Her eyes didn’t leave mine. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Morgan swallowed hard. “Children…feel things. Deeper than others. When they feel pain… Well, it lasts forever. You can’t erase that. You can’t fix it.” She glanced up toward the door that led to the top of the garage where the three teenagers continued in ignorant bliss. “You have a chance to stop it from happening. Will you?”

      The fey couldn’t lie. Not outright. And I felt in my gut that her emotion was real. My instinct told me the pain in her voice was real. She was speaking of herself, too. She’d been hurt as a child. Hurt badly.

      “Shade, please don’t do this,” Peasblossom pleaded.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I said. “But I’ll consider it if Andy fails in his negotiations with the Vanguard.”

      “There’s something you should know, then,” Morgan said sadly.

      “What?”

      “One of the girls. Angie?”

      My stomach sank. “What about her?”

      “Yesterday was her birthday.”

      I swayed on my feet. “Her eighteenth birthday.”

      Morgan nodded, and I thought I saw real sympathy in her eyes.

      I swallowed hard, trying to keep the weight of what I was about to do out of my consciousness. “Marilyn is awfully angry with me. I don’t know if she’ll agree.”

      “I think it’s more likely that her anger will make her more likely to accept our deal.”

      Peasblossom collapsed on my shoulder with a tiny sob.

      It took me ten tries to answer. “All right. I’ll do it.”
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      “You what?”

      I didn’t look at Andy, didn’t answer his question right away. Instead, I fixed my gaze on the chair beside him on the far side of the circle of chairs that surrounded the fire pit. A faraway screaming had started in the back of my mind around the time I’d made my decision. My decision to allow myself to be auctioned off to the fey. Maybe if I moved really slowly, and kept my breathing even, that scream wouldn’t get any louder. Maybe it wouldn’t pass my lips. I concentrated on the flames, the warmth.

      “I’ve agreed to take their place,” I repeated. I tried to smile but couldn’t. “The kids are free to go. And Marilyn’s agreed to stipulate that humans cannot enter into contracts until they turn eighteen, so the contracts are all void.”

      “Well, now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Marilyn said, her words softened by the enormous smile on her face. She stood beside the chair Mac Tyre occupied, her blue eyes sparkling in the firelight. “The children will be free to go as soon as the auction has concluded and you fulfill your side of the deal by leaving with your new master. Until then, I stipulate nothing.”

      I gritted my teeth and gripped the arms of my chair to hide the trembling in my hands. The fire-warmed wood slid easily against my sweaty palms. “Yes. But after that, they’ll be free to go. And this won’t happen again.”

      Andy’s face betrayed no sign of emotion, but I could feel his stare boring into the side of my face.

      “If I might have a word with my partner?” he finally asked Mac Tyre.

      “I will speak with Marilyn by the fountain,” the arbitrator murmured. He rose from his seat and moved to stand beside Oksana. The strix sat on the grass, with the sleeping Grayson held in a cradle made from her huge black wings. He gestured from her to Tamden, who stood a ways from the fire, her eyes half closed, her head tilted as if she were listening to the breeze. “Oksana and Tamden will need to remain here. You understand?

      “Thank you,” Andy said.

      The request for a private conversation didn’t faze Marilyn in the least. “I’m so pleased we’ve arrived at a conclusion that makes everyone happy.” She accepted Mac Tyre’s arm when he offered it to her, her pale fingers a stark contrast to the black of his suit. “I do so like to be cooperative.”

      I gave myself a Brownie point for not picking up one of the empty chairs and throwing it at her smug face. Brownie points for me. And later, a brownie.

      If your new master lets you have brownies.

      The lump in my throat swelled, making it harder to swallow.

      “Shade,” Andy said, his voice low, but not a whisper. “What’s going on? I was speaking with Mac Tyre and then Marilyn interrupted, said you’d agreed to take the kids’ place?”

      I nodded, giving myself a time to find my voice. “It’s the only way.”

      Andy’s jaw tensed. “I’m not finished making my argument to Mac Tyre. I think I can bring him around. Let me try.”

      “Yesterday was Angie’s birthday,” I whispered. “She’s eighteen.”

      Andy closed his eyes. “Shit.”

      I blinked away another rush of tears. “I’m going to take their place. They’ll all be able to leave, every last one of them. They can go back to Constellation House, to Sarah. I’ll send…” My voice broke. “I’ll send Peasblossom to coach her, introduce her to people who can help protect them. Peasblossom can tell Mother Hazel what’s going on. The homeless shelters take kids up to the age of twenty-four, so some of them will still be vulnerable to the leannan sidhe after they turn eighteen. Mother Hazel will know what to do, though, I know she will.”

      Andy watched me, giving me time to gather myself. “And you?”

      It said a lot about him that he already understood how serious even one year with the fey could be. I stared harder at the flames. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “What can I do?”

      I took a deep breath around the hysterical sob rising in my throat. “Make sure the kids and Peasblossom get home safely. Peasblossom knows how to put a hold on my affairs.”

      Andy frowned. “You have a plan for this sort of situation?”

      I tried to shrug, but couldn’t quite manage it with my death grip on the chair. “A witch always has plans in place. I’ll need you to talk to Liam. Make sure the werewolves know the kids are safe.”

      “Mother Renard, I do hate to rush you,” Marilyn said sweetly, “but we really should be going. There is quite a bit of excitement in lieu of the change in plans, and there are people waiting for you…”

      The urge to throw a chair at her struck again, and I stared at the fire until I thought I could face her without giving in to the urge. Finally, I smiled at Andy. “I’ll see you later.”

      Andy nodded. The expression on his face made me think he wanted to say more. I waited, but he didn’t. I reached behind me and pulled Peasblossom off my neck. The pixie was still crying quietly, curled into a pink ball. I hugged her to my chest.

      “I will see you in one year,” I said softly.

      Peasblossom cried harder, curling up even tighter. I forced myself to put her in Andy’s outstretched palm. He held her to him, rubbing her back between her wings with one finger. That small gesture gave me hope, made me feel better despite the fear trying hard to send me running and screaming for the gate. Whatever his trust issues, Andy obviously cared about Peasblossom. And maybe me too.

      “We’ll get you ready and then get things started as quickly as possible,” Marilyn chirped. She practically floated to my side, her hand fluttering toward me as if she’d help me out of my chair.

      I stood before she could touch me. I couldn’t stop the tears from coming, but there was nothing for that. “I’m coming.”

      The walk to the main building felt like entering a dark cave without a weapon or a flashlight. I was certain there was something bad inside, but there was nothing I could do about it. No way for me to escape. She led me down a series of hallways and opened a door. “I’ll return for you shortly.”

      This is a bad idea. This is such a bad idea. I have completely and utterly messed up.

      The same thought, slightly rephrased, paraded through my head on an unending loop as I was led into a room on the house’s second level. It was a bedroom, with a changing screen and a full-length mirror with two smaller mirrors on either side to catch every angle. I tried to keep my mind blank, tried not to think of my familiar crying in Andy’s palm. I tried not to think of what could happen to me in one year with a sidhe master.

      A sudden thought occurred to me, and ice shards flooded my veins. Only the sidhe were permitted to bid on the artist, but I’d never clarified that the same rules would apply to me. It was possible, and given Marilyn’s attitude toward me, even likely, that the auction would be open to all attendees. Including the kelpies.

      “Fool,” I whispered.

      “Excuse me?”

      I blinked, shaking free of my thoughts. Three handmaidens stood around me, dressed in clothes that ranged from modern to Victorian, and all of them holding a different outfit. The one that had spoken held a dress that was barely more than a black tube top, slightly elongated. “I’m not wearing that,” I said flatly.

      The women shared a look. For the next hour, they proved to me how little say I had in what I wore. I was put into no less than fifteen different outfits, ranging from four layers of skirts, to no more than a few silver chains around my neck, wrists, and ankles. The only fight I won in the dressing battle was the waist pouch. I had to fight like hell to keep the thing, and there wasn’t a single person in the room who could look at it without glaring, but I explained to them in no uncertain terms that a witch was not to be parted from her bag of tricks. It wasn’t until I pointed out that I was less valuable without it that they grudgingly allowed me to keep it and opted for heavy glamour to hide it.

      Very heavy glamour.

      Finally, I was done. The end result was a happy medium between modesty and embarrassment, a sleeveless black dress that hugged my breasts in a tight bodice before flaring at my hips to shift and sway around mid-calf.

      I touched my pouch, shifting it side to side to make sure it was still there under the glamour.

      “Stop that! You’re ruining the lines!”

      One of the women, an old battle-axe that had obviously been plucked from the ranks of a Viking horde, smacked my hand away from my waist pouch.

      “So, how about some small talk?” I asked with forced cheerfulness. I needed to talk, about anything. Anything to get my mind off what was waiting for me.

      “Has anyone heard from the kelpies?” I asked.

      The battle-axe paused, and something like pleasure glittered in her eyes. “Oh, aye. They’re back and in a right tiff.” She grinned at me. “Your man really shot two of ’em, eh?”

      “He defended the child,” I said.

      “Yes. And now that Marilyn has agreed to the human lawman’s stipulation about minors and contracts, the kelpies have no claim to the boy, nor do they have grounds to demand compensation from the one who shot them.” She chortled. “And his previous owner will not give them a refund!”

      They all laughed at that. Not a lot of love for the kelpies in this room.

      “Not going to help you, though, is it, child?”

      The tiny flame of amusement that had been chasing away some of the cold fear around my heart died a pathetic death. “No.”

      “Lucky for you, the red caps left yesterday. Most of the trash doesn’t hang around after the first day, knowin’ they’re not allowed to participate in the second auction.”

      Trash. By which she meant the Unseelie.

      A small thread of relief wove through me at that revelation. Most of the Unseelie were gone, and the kelpies had already spent their money. They weren’t a particularly financial race, so I doubted they’d have enough to win me. Small favors.

      Suddenly, I remembered another enemy. “Wait. What about Raphael?”

      “Raphael? Oh, him.” One of the younger maidens lowered her voice, speaking in the whisper of someone who doesn’t want to be overheard. “He’s old.”

      When a fey said “old,” it had an entirely different weight than when a human said it. Old usually meant they remembered the Old Kingdoms, what this world had been before the World Tree had grown. Before the past had branched out to form a new future. For some, it meant they were from one of the Old Kingdoms, though that was rare.

      “How old?” I asked.

      “He remembers Meropis.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “He is from the Old Kingdoms, then.” I was from the Old Kingdoms too, but not Meropis. And I was fairly certain I would remember Raphael if I’d met him before. So either he’d attacked me for no reason, or the target of his attack had been Grace. “Is there any bad blood between him and Grace?”

      “I don’t think so,” one of the girls said, tugging at my hair as she pulled the braid loose.

      “Keeps to himself mostly, that one,” the older woman informed me. “He like as not only came here because the auction hails back to the old days.” She snorted. “That’s sidhe for you, isn’t it? Always dreaming about the days they were put up on pedestals. There’s not many who watch where they throw their bathwater now, is there? No one dreamin’ of being Taken by the beautiful people.”

      The thin girl smiled. “No one to sing songs of how great they are. Pity.”

      A heard a sob. I looked around, but didn’t see anyone. None of the handmaidens seemed to have heard it either.

      “Are you all right?” one of the girls asked.

      “I… I need a drink of water. Excuse me.”

      I jumped off the stool, ignoring the shouts of protest as I ripped a few seams and tore loose a row of stitches. I darted across the room to where a blessedly modern water cooler sat in the corner. I helped myself to a cup of water.

      “Echo?” I whispered.

      I’m here.

      Her voice came from inside my head. I clutched the cup of water.

      “Echo, I thought I told you to stay with Andy?”

      Peasblossom is with him. Besides, he’s with the Vanguard. He’s as safe as he can get.

      Her voice sounded watery, as though she’d been crying. Neat trick for a ghost.

      “Echo, what’s wrong?”

      The songs! Echo wailed.

      “Songs?”

      She sniffed, the sound so loud I was afraid the others had heard it.

      “What songs?”

      My songs. The songs I wrote when I was young and stupid. A young, stupid, foolish girl!

      She hiccupped, and I shifted awkwardly. She had no physical form, no shoulder to pat, no mouth to drink offered tea, even if I had tea to offer. This was new ground, even for me.

      “What about your songs?” I asked gently.

      I wanted to be Taken. I wanted one of the shining ones to find me, to fall in love with my talent and whisk me away to a beautiful land where I would write poems and sing songs forever.

      I paused. “But you’re glad they didn’t Take you now, right? You see now what the truth of your experience would have likely been.”

      And that’s what makes me evil! I wrote songs about my desire, trying to catch their ear. What if others heard my songs? What if I’m the reason they wanted to be Taken? How many people were contaminated by my dream?

      I didn’t know what to say to that. She wasn’t wrong. She may well have influenced someone, planted the seed of a dream that would grow to be the tipping point when an opportunity presented itself. But maybe not.

      “Echo, I don’t have time to talk about this with you properly yet,” I said. “But we will talk later. If you truly feel you’ve done wrong, then I can help you find a way to seek redemption. I’ll find a way you can help make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      The ghost sniffed. Promise?

      “I’ll help you.” I cleared my throat. “I’m glad you’re here. I mean, with me. Now. It’s nice not to be alone when… Well, you know.”

      I’ll stay with you as long as I can.

      I felt a little better, though my mouth was still dry as drought when I returned to the stool. I shifted uneasily under the looks of disapproval I got from the handmaidens. I really wished I’d been able to talk Marilyn into letting Peasblossom bid for me. The wretched woman had been all smiles when she’d explained that “wouldn’t be fair.” She’d actually wagged a finger at me when she told me Andy wasn’t permitted to bid with my funds either, only his own. I didn’t know how well off Andy was, but I knew he’d never win a sidhe auction. So now, I found the least of all evils was Morgan.

      “How rich is Morgan?” I asked.

      “Morgan?” The girl with the pink hair frowned. “You mean Mourning Star?”

      The other girls snickered.

      “Morning Star?” I asked. “I mean the one who was at the gatehouse. Black dress, feathered sleeves? I’m not sure how’d she’d get a sunrise nickname.”

      “Not that kind of morning. The grieving kind. And, yeah, that’s her. Always moping, that one. I don’t know why she even came here. She never attends parties.”

      “Not since her mom died,” another one added.

      There was a moment of sad silence.

      “Her mom died?” I asked.

      “Chose to fade. I don’t know the details, but Morgan took it really hard.” There was a trace of self-censure in her voice now. As well there should be, if she was mocking Morgan’s pain.

      “No one knows why?”

      “No one will talk about it. The older ones give each other looks if the subject comes up—which it almost never does. I heard a rumor there was a geas against speaking of what happened.”

      My eyebrows shot up. A geas meant it was forbidden. It was very rare for one to be laid against a group of people. If no one talked about it at all, that meant magic was involved to enforce the geas. I could only think of a handful of people with the power to manage that.

      “Anyway, you’d be hard-pressed to find someone richer,” said one of the girls. She grabbed the hem of my dress and, with an overly exaggerated sigh at what I’d done to it, started to repair it. “She doesn’t spend anything she’s got. Probably still has her entire inheritance.”

      I breathed a little easier. She had the money, then. As soon as that thought calmed, another worry rose to take its place. “What about Raphael? Has anyone heard anything about him?”

      A round of sighs traveled around the group of maids, halting before reaching the battle-axe.

      “Raphael is a shot of adrenaline straight to the heart,” pink-haired girl said dreamily.

      I made a mental note that unless your heart had stopped, a shot of adrenaline would kill you.

      “I can’t believe Flint shot him.” The other girl spoke this time, her eyes wide. She stared at me. “Were they fighting over you?”

      Everyone but the battle-axe stopped working to stare at me.

      “No,” I said flatly. I wanted to add that Raphael had been trying to kill me, and Flint had only been fulfilling his obligation under the rules of hospitality, but I didn’t. I couldn’t prove Raphael had been manipulating my and Grace’s emotions to keep our fight going. I had no reason to offer for why he’d do such a thing. I was, however, suddenly very interested in how much money he had. And whether he, like so many of his kin, held a grudge…

      “How rich—”

      “He’s the head of his house,” the pink girl answered. Her eyes glittered, and I couldn’t tell if it was pity or envy. “If he wants you, he’ll get you.”

      The door opened, and Marilyn swept inside. She had the beaming smile of a cat that had eaten the canary and a whole mess of baby birds. “It’s time, Mother Renard.”

      The girls around me muttered, moving quickly to fix what they could before stepping away. I stepped off the stool and strode toward the door with my chin held high. I stopped at the threshold without facing Marilyn. “Where are the children?”

      “Standing with Agent Bradford, waiting for you to fulfill your end of the bargain,” Marilyn said sweetly.

      “And how am I to know you’ll hold up your end?”

      She should have been offended that I would suggest she would lie. But she was obviously too pleased about my impending doom to bother. “Mac Tyre remains with him as well. The Vanguard seemed intrigued with your offer, and I believe they all stayed to see for themselves.” Her grin widened. “It’s not every day one gets to buy a witch.”

      “Well, let’s not keep them waiting, shall we?”

      Marilyn clapped in gleeful excitement as she led me onto the stage. A bright spotlight beat down on me with near physical force, and I fought the urge to squint, to hold an arm in front of me. I would not let this room full of child slavers see me sweat.

      I am a witch. I straightened my shoulders, lifted my chin, and gave the entire room my best witchy look.

      It did little to ease my nerves when I caught a hint of a few nervous murmurs, and one or two people shuffled back. It helped my pride, though. I fed that sliver of confidence into the witchy look and stared into the crowd of darkened, blurry faces as if I could see them. I swept my gaze slowly over the room, pretending to make a mental note of every face as if I would remember this insult. I would remember who had the nerve to bid on me.

      And I would.

      “We will start the bidding at one hundred thousand dollars,” Oisean announced.

      “One hundred thousand,” a man said.

      I followed the voice. It was a sidhe, a man with thorny vines woven through his hair, and a red glint to his irises. He crossed his arms, stretching the lines of his white jacket. Red dots resembling blood spatter decorated the soft linen, and when the vines moved in his hair, I realized why. He was bleeding. And he didn’t seem to mind.

      An image of what those thorns could do to others blossomed in my mind’s eye, and my skin itched with anticipation of hundreds of bloody scratches.

      “One five,” a woman responded.

      This time the speaker wasn’t sidhe. She was a centaur. Her long blond hair flowed down over her armored chest plate, and she had a helmet tucked under one arm. A short sword hung from a sheath over her right-front flank. Centaurs as a rule were prone to battle, either because someone had encroached on their territory, or because they wanted to keep their skills sharp. I had no idea what they would want with a witch. But considering my somewhat squishy physical condition, I didn’t fancy finding out.

      There was a moment of silence, then Morgan’s voice. “Two.”

      The bidding continued. Morgan played it slow, letting the bidding climb and waiting for pauses before throwing in her bid. My eyes adjusted to the light, and I could make out the faces of the people bidding on me. The price rose to five hundred thousand, a million.

      When the bidding passed a million, I stared at Morgan, straining to see if she seemed worried. She met my gaze and nodded. I breathed a little easier.

      “Two million.”

      Raphael’s voice rolled over the crowd, and when it hit me, it raised goosebumps on my flesh. My pulse picked up speed, and I fought to keep my breathing even. The crowd didn’t physically part for him, but enough people turned to watch him that I got a good look at his torso. His suit jacket had been discarded, and what was left of his white dress shirt was bloody and hanging open. Some of it had been torn away, providing a perfect frame for the bullet wound in his side. The flesh had healed—Flint had used silver, so it would heal with the sidhe’s usual speed—but it was still there.

      A murmur went through the crowd and people looked around. I must have been more flustered than I thought, because it took me two solid minutes to realize who they were searching for.

      Flint.

      I frowned. Flint had vanished as soon as Mac Tyre had agreed to negotiate with Andy, and things had proceeded so quickly that I hadn’t thought to look for him. Now as I scanned the crowd, I wondered what he’d gotten up to. What had claimed his time now that he was no longer bound by hospitality to remain with me?

      I found him. And my heart nearly stopped.

      Flint stood behind Morgan. His hazel irises held the wet shine of a polished tiger’s eye stone, and he cupped Morgan’s right shoulder with one hand, his other gripping her left hip. As I watched, he held my gaze and lowered his lips to brush Morgan’s earlobe as he spoke.

      Morgan’s eyelids fluttered, but she shook her head and pulled away. Flint’s grip tightened. He whispered again, this time laying a kiss on her neck. Again Morgan struggled, but the movement was more sluggish this time. Flint drew his mouth over her bare shoulder, up her neck. She sucked in a sharp breath.

      When she opened them again, her eyes were solid black, without a hint of white to be seen. She melted into his arms, her lips parting in a moan that was lost to the general noise of the crowd. Some people watched Flint with their noses wrinkled in disgust. Others appeared excited, and a few of the older sidhe shared amused glances. I wanted to scream that he was cheating, but I’d be laughed off the stage. There was no cheating through manipulation among the sidhe. You were either smart enough and strong enough to withstand the influence, or you were weak and deserved what you got.

      “Five million,” Flint called out, not taking his attention off me.

      “Sold for five million!” called Marilyn.

      My mouth fell open. She hadn’t even given anyone time to outbid him. Oisean was leading the bidding; he should have called it. Should have… But she’d…

      She’d closed the sale.

      I stared across the crowd at the leannan sidhe staring at me, peeling himself away from. Flint Valencia. Serial killer. My bribed escort. And now…

      My master.
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      I normally don’t swear a lot, but if there was a time for it…

      One of the sidhe nearest the stage studied me with new respect, his orange eyes glittering with hints of flame. I didn’t pay him any attention. All I cared about right now was the rotten, no good, self-serving, murderous son of a rat bastard who’d tricked me.

      You don’t know he planned this. How could he have planned this?

      I balled my hands into fists. No. No, he had to have planned this. Nothing worked out this perfectly for someone by chance.

      “How dare you.” Morgan’s voice barely sounded human, the grating rasp prickling my nerves even from where I stood across the room. She whirled to Flint, but he only gave her that small smile I was growing wretchedly familiar with, the little lift of the corners of his mouth. “I’ll have your heart for this,” she snarled.

      “You will have to wait in line.” Raphael stepped closer to the stage, his gaze locked on Marilyn where she stood grinning like a jack-o’-lantern. “You ended the bidding prematurely.”

      If Marilyn was worried about the dangerous edge to Raphael’s tone, she didn’t show it. “It is my auction, Raphael. I will run it as I see fit.”

      The crowd fell silent, watching the growing acrimony between Morgan and Flint and Raphael and Marilyn. The centaur shifted, her hooves clacking against the floor, her gaze lit with anticipation. Her hand rested on the hilt of her sword. The sidhe who’d first bid on me also seemed engaged with the growing tension. The vines in his hair grew longer, swaying in the air around him, filling the air with a faint hissing.

      Morgan took a step toward Flint, but thought better of it at the last second. With a look that promised a fate worse than death, she turned on her heel and stormed out of the auction room, vanishing into the hallway beyond. Marilyn gave a put-upon sigh and turned as if she’d follow her.

      Flint moved closer to the stage, a single sauntering step that oozed confidence and promise. Against my will, I met his eyes, noting that they still held a faint gold glitter of power. I didn’t know if he’d merely influenced Morgan or if he’d been so bold as to feed off her energy in the middle of the crowd, but it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was he’d won.

      “You will pay for your crimes!”

      Raphael’s shout boomed through the room, shattering the grin on Flint’s face. I tried to turn, but I wasn’t fast enough. A low feline growl startled me, and suddenly my vision was blocked by an enormous black body sailing through the air. My mouth fell open as the cat sith landed on the stage beside me, twisting to face the front of the stage. I gaped at the dagger protruding from its side—the dagger that had been meant for me. The cat gathered itself and sprang into the crowd, blood dripping from its side as it careened through the air…

      Straight at Raphael.

      The older sidhe’s mouth fell open, and horror drained the color from his face. My stomach bottomed out, and I held my breath, waiting for the moment the cat sith would close its jaws on its prey.

      Flint gripped my shoulder, fingers digging in as he dragged me toward the door. “We need to leave now.”

      I pulled against his grip, needing to see what happened. The cat had crashed to the floor on top of Raphael, but I couldn’t see anything past the crush of bodies, the sidhe all gathering to watch Raphael’s grisly demise. “What’s happening? Why is he so angry with me? The cat sith saved my life. Why?”

      “There is no time for this,” Flint said. “We need to leave or you will die here. I didn’t pay five million dollars for a corpse.” He grabbed me around my legs and flung me over his shoulder. I gasped and flailed about before digging my nails into his shirt and clinging for dear life. My waist pouch dug uncomfortably into my belly, and I grunted and twisted in his grip to get into a better position. It was impossible to do with him running through the crowd, bolting around anyone who appeared too interested. We half flew out the door, and he made it to the end of the driveway faster than any man carrying a woman over his shoulder should have been able too. A small parking lot sat off to the side, and he quickly opened the door to a sleek black roadster.

      I grunted as he dumped me into the passenger seat, then circled the car to get in.

      “Wait!” I scrambled to right myself and lean out the window. “What about Andy? The kids?”

      “The Vanguard is with them.” He started the car and peeled out the gate. The man at the gatehouse waved as we sped past, but Flint didn’t spare him a look. “You personally informed Mac Tyre of your bargain with Marilyn, with the hostess herself standing at your side to confirm it. Your partner and the children could not be safer, I assure you. Mac Tyre is a man of his word.”

      “You know him?”

      I asked the question more to distract myself from my own situation than out of any true desire to know. I had to think of something other than my current circumstances, the result of the choice I’d made when lives were on the line. Something besides the fact I was leaving behind not only my familiar, but my life. One year. For one year, I had no life. I belonged to someone. A sidhe. A murderer.

      “He is well known. Mac Tyre is one of the oldest members of the Vanguard—there are some who say he was the first. Chosen by the five kings to build a justice system that would unite all people.”

      “The five kings?” I glanced at him. “I didn’t think you were that old.”

      Flint winked at me. “Perhaps not. But I know my history.”

      The wink didn’t do anything to settle my nerves. I started to put on my seatbelt, then stopped. Instead, I got to my knees and turned around in my seat so I could stare out the rear window.

      “Shade,” Flint began.

      His voice was gentle, and for some reason, that pissed me off. That was part of how I’d ended up in this position. That kind tone, the accommodating demeanor. It was so easy to think of Flint as a seducer, and yet I’d forgotten that the reason he was so terribly good at manipulating people wasn’t just sex appeal. It was intimacy. More specifically, his gift for building a sense of intimacy. I’d been so upset at what happened to Lindsay, so thrown by Andy’s distant behavior, that I’d forgotten Flint was an enemy. I’d considered him an ally without realizing it.

      Shame on me.

      I gritted my teeth. Well, I remembered now. And if he thought for one second we were going to play nice about this, then he was seriously mistaken.

      “Who is Raphael and why does he want to kill me?” I demanded, cutting off whatever he’d been about to say. “What did he mean, I’ll pay for my crimes?”

      Flint pressed his lips together, but allowed me to change the subject. “I do not know why Raphael has an interest in you. He is one of the oldest at court, the head of his house for as long as I can remember, possibly the founder. I have never known him to have personal vendettas. He enjoys battle, physical confrontations, but he’s never been one to engage in political conflicts.” He paused. “Well, other than the open animosity he has for Dubheasa.”

      My mouth fell open. “The Unseelie queen?”

      “Indeed. While a hatred of her does put one in rather good standing with Titania, there are few who would argue a hatred of someone as powerful and…mercurial as the Unseelie queen is wise.” He shrugged. “But Raphael has lived to a grand old age, so perhaps he knows something the rest of us don’t.”

      He paused, considering me. “I don’t know why he wants you dead. And it is…interesting to me that you don’t know either.”

      He was staring at me with that intense gaze that said he was trying to read my soul.

      “Watch the road,” I snapped.

      Something flickered behind his stare, a shadow that made me swallow hard. He returned his attention to the road, but I could still feel that stare. Still see that shadow. It seemed I might be nearing the end of his good graces.

      “What about the beast?” I asked, too loudly. “The cat sith. Why did it save me?”

      “A cat sith is unpredictable. I have never encountered one, so cannot speak with any sort of certainty. However, it would seem as if the beast has taken a shine to you.”

      I squeaked as he pulled off the road with a stomach-turning jerk of the wheel. Without a word, he angled the car onto the side of the road, threw it into park, and swiveled to face me.

      If I’d thought his look intense before, it was nothing compared to the one he gave me now. Gone were the hazel eyes of before, replaced with the irises of a sidhe in his power. Brown and gold alternated in elegant stripes, with a hint of something darker. “It’s time you were honest with me, Shade Renard.”

      I shifted uncomfortably at the edge in his voice. “I’ve been honest.”

      “You’re telling me you didn’t recognize the beast? You’ve never seen it before, never encountered that cat sith or any other cat sith?”

      I frowned. “No.”

      He tilted his head, not taking that glittering stare off me. “Interesting.”

      I didn’t want to be interesting. I didn’t want anything about this evening to be interesting. “Why?”

      “I find it odd the creature saved your life when you don’t even recognize it. One would think even a cat sith would want some bond, some sort of loyalty before going to such lengths to protect someone. You know of no one who might have sent it? You have never encountered the beast before?”

      An image rose in my mind. A flash of nightmare that I shoved away as quickly as it rose.

      “There,” Flint said, leaning forward. “You’ve thought of something. What was it?”

      “Nothing,” I said. The word came out hoarse, and I cleared my throat. “A bad dream, that’s all.”

      “Now, Shade,” Flint said. “You of all people should know how important dreams are. Especially amongst the Otherworld. Tell me.”

      I did know that. But I didn’t want it to be true. Not this time. “I have nightmares sometimes. Nightmares about a large black cat attacking people. Somehow it’s my fault, but I don’t know why. Everyone hates me; everyone blames me. There’s blood and screaming, and…” I closed my eyes, then opened them immediately when the images got worse. “Then a couple months ago, I…upset a sorceress. She used a piece of one of those nightmares to send a dream shard after me.”

      “What did you do to anger her so?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      The corners of his mouth tightened, and a little more shadow bled into his eyes, making the lines of gold look that much brighter. “Far be it for me to be ungentlemanly, but I don’t think you appreciate the change in your circumstances.”

      That sentence was all too familiar, but I pushed that thought away. “Oh?”

      “You belong to me now. I am not asking questions of a witch. I am asking questions of my witch. And you will answer me, honestly and completely. Do you understand?”

      There was no trace of playfulness anymore, no hint of a seductive playboy. He was drawing a line, warning me of the consequences should I cross it. My skin felt too tight, and it was hard to swallow.

      “Well, of course she understands you. She’s stupid, but not that stupid.”

      Peasblossom’s voice was so welcome, so unexpected, that I collapsed against the seat. Tears warmed my eyes, and I pressed my lips together, holding back a sob.

      Flint jerked away, his face losing a shade of color. “Oh, dear gods…”

      Peasblossom sat down hard on my shoulder, crossing her pink arms as she glared up at him. “Hello, pretty boy. Thought you were going to take my witch from me, did you?”

      “Peasblossom,” I said. My voice broke, and I closed my mouth again.

      Peasblossom patted me on the shoulder, then flung herself at my neck. She pressed as tightly to me as she could, hugging me hard enough that I knew she’d leave marks. “I couldn’t let you go without me,” she said fiercely. “I don’t care where you go.”

      Flint took a deep, slow breath. “I bought her, little one. She’s mine now.”

      “She’s still mine,” Peasblossom snapped. “I’m her familiar. You have no right to break us up.”

      “She’s right, you know,” I added, swiping at the tears sliding down my cheeks. “We’re bonded. You can’t force us to sever that bond.”

      “You left her behind. You intended to come with me alone.”

      “Everyone makes mistakes,” Peasblossom said primly. She patted my neck. “Even witches. But she knows better now, and she’ll never try to leave me behind again. Ever.”

      Flint’s attention bounced between us. “You’re telling me I own a pixie as well.”

      “You wish,” Peasblossom scoffed. “I remain my own. You own one half of a set, but not the other. I simply retain the right to stay with my witch. For as long as you hold her.”

      “Very well. But she is still my witch, to do with as I see fit. If you attempt to interfere in any way, there will be consequences.”

      Something about the way he said “consequences” sent a chill down my spine, and I pressed back in my seat, trying to rid myself of the sensation. I fought to twist my mouth into a smile I could hide behind. “Peasblossom isn’t one to interfere.”

      That assertion sent his eyebrows into his hairline, but he didn’t argue. “What did you do to anger the sorceress?” he asked me.

      I rolled my eyes, using irritation to tamp down on the fear still roiling in my stomach. “You were there. I made a mess in her hotel.”

      “Arianne? You’re speaking of Arianne Monet?” He frowned. “She was that upset about the fire.”

      I sighed. “Unfortunately, yes.” I didn’t add that she was likely more peeved about being brought to the attention of Anton Winters. After my run-in with Kaargra, I wasn’t in a hurry to engage in any conversation that could remotely be considered trying to break my nondisclosure agreement with the undead.

      “I didn’t realize she would be that cross. If she went after you for retribution, it’s a wonder you’re still alive.”

      “On that topic,” I said, “I need to go shopping before the end of the week. It’s time for another apology gift, and I have no idea what to get her.” I paused, then gave him a considering look. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas?”

      Flint blinked. “Apology gift?”

      “Yes. Maybe you could offer some input on jewelry? I haven’t tried that yet.”

      The leannan sidhe slumped in against his door, still studying me, but in a different way. It was the way I looked at clothes sometimes after I’d just bought them, reconsidering if they were really something I was going to wear, or if I’d acted too quickly.

      “You say you have nightmares about the cat sith. But even though you suspect it was your nightmares of the cat sith that Arianne used to make the dream shard, the beast itself has done nothing to harm you. Has, in fact, helped you.”

      “So it seems.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. You have no idea why.”

      I shrugged. “None.”

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Tell me why the vampire is interested in you,” he said. “He hired you to find his book when you were nowhere near qualified. He doesn’t do anything without a reason, so why would he rely on you?”

      “I told you,” I said tiredly, “I don’t know. I really, truly, honestly do not know.”

      “Did he let you see the vault?”

      I hesitated.

      “I own you,” Flint said. The first hint of anger crept into his voice. “Answer the question.”

      I glared at him and sat up. “Yes. Yes, he let me see the vault.”

      “Unheard of. Even his guards aren’t allowed in the vault. No one who doesn’t share his blood—” He froze, staring at me. “Are you related to the vampire?”

      I snorted. “No.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Quite.”

      “How certain?”

      I crossed my arms. “I know as well as anyone can know. Is it possible that we share a far-off ancestor? Who knows? But to my knowledge, my family is from Sanguennay, and the vampire hails from—”

      I froze. Flint sat forward. “From where?”

      Oh, gods. I stared at Flint, trying desperately to remember if he’d ever said anything about knowing who Anton Winters was—who he used to be. The five kings; he’d mentioned the five kings. But they hadn’t been kings in the Old Kingdom, merely princes. They were known as kings only by people in the Blood Realm—in the world humans knew as the only world.

      “Tell me,” Flint said softly.

      I had no choice. The magic wasn’t trying to throttle me, so obviously the contract only barred me from revealing that Anton was a vampire. Flint already knew that. The contract didn’t seem to object to my revealing the vampire’s original name. “Dacia,” I whispered.

      Flint’s expression went completely blank. “Anton Winters is from the Old Kingdom. And what was his name there?”

      “Kirill.”

      Flint went white, and all traces of gold fled his eyes. “Kirill. Prince of Dacia?”

      “Yes.”

      Silence fell over the vehicle. Flint didn’t move, didn’t even breathe. He just stared at me.

      “Makes you wish you hadn’t caught his attention, doesn’t it?” Peasblossom asked smugly.

      “I don’t know how I caught his attention,” Flint muttered. “It was certainly never my intention.”

      “He has always been one to notice when someone gains a great deal of power quickly,” I told him. “It was your own fault for conquering your own people.”

      “I did not conquer my people,” Flint said, though he sounded tired. “I fought to gain an edge that no one else had.”

      “You killed your own kind.”

      Flint shrugged. “I wouldn’t think that would bother you.”

      “Murder always bothers me.”

      Some of the color returned to his cheeks, as if he were shoving away thoughts of Anton Winters’ true identity—and what that meant to have him as an enemy. “Always?”

      I met his gaze. “Always.”

      “Interesting,” he murmured.

      He was silent for a while, then looked at me again. “You swear you have no idea why the vampire has taken an interest in you?”

      “I swear.”

      “And you have no idea why Raphael wanted to kill you?”

      “No.”

      “Not a clue to what made the cat sith come to your aid.”

      “’Fraid not.”

      He drummed his fingers on his lap. “Why did Baba Yaga take you as an apprentice?”

      I couldn’t help it. I smiled. “I don’t know.”

      He snarled and shoved a hand through his hair. “You don’t know, you don’t know, you don’t know. Mother Renard, I’m beginning to wonder how you go about your life when you clearly know nothing about it.”

      I stared at him then. Not just stared. I gave him a witchy look. Eyebrows and everything. “I know that tomorrow night, I agreed to sit up with Mrs. Larkin’s six-month-old so she can finally get some sleep. I know Mrs. Kite lost her son to heroin yesterday, and I need to arrange for some of her neighbors to help out with the yard work and the cooking so she can take time to grieve. Given the circumstances of his death, it’s likely her son will rise as a ghost, and I need to be in the cemetery for at least a week to make certain I’m there to help him move on if he does rise.”

      Flint opened his mouth, but I kept going, not giving him a chance to talk.

      “I know my mentor cares about me, however she might hound me about being a private investigator. I know my partner, Agent Bradford, still needs my help to close those cold cases, to bring closure to people who lost loved ones. To answer questions he’ll never even know to ask without me.”

      “Shade—”

      I talked over him, tears burning my eyes in an acidic mix of regret and anger. “I know that I made mistakes, and I work every day to atone for that. I studied for I don’t know how many decades to be a proper witch. And I finally, finally started a private investigator service because that’s what I want to do. That’s what I want for myself, what I want so that I can be happy and still atone for my past. I worked damn hard to get where I am, to get what I have, and in one hour, I lost it all. I gave it all up for four kids I’d never heard of before today.” I swiped at the tears. “And that’s fine. It was the right thing to do, and I’m not sorry. But excuse me if I don’t want to sit here and hear you complain about your purchase. You bought a year of my life. I’m so terribly sorry it doesn’t meet your expectations.”

      Flint studied me for a long time. “What are you atoning for?”

      I swiped at more tears. “That’s what you focus on. Figures.” I took a steadying breath. “I have to tell you, I suppose. What with you owning me and all. But if you have a shred of decency, you’ll let me keep my personal wounds to myself. They have nothing to do with you, or the vampire.”

      “Tell me.”

      Fury rose inside me, a welcome distraction from the pain I felt coming. I curled my hands into fists and then spat the answer at him as if every word was a weapon. “My younger sister was a changeling. My father never knew, but I did. At the time, I believed I was suffering from a disease. The Evil Fire. I had seizures, and when I lay there on the floor, or wherever I’d been when it hit, I’d see things. Things that weren’t there, or shouldn’t be. And I saw her. I saw how different she looked. Not human, but Other.”

      An image of my sister tried to rise in my mind, and I shook my head, turning to stare out the window. “I was scared, and sick, and…” No excuses. I took a deep breath. “I used my sister. A witch helped me use magic to bind myself to her, and I used that bond to keep myself healthy. Then one day she got the chance to leave, to make a life for herself… I panicked, and I… I tried to stop her.”

      “Tried?”

      A lump rose in my throat. “I let her go in the end.”

      I waited for him to say something, to demand more detail, but he didn’t. He turned away from me and stared out the window. Peasblossom hugged my neck, holding me while I cried, leaning my head on the door. It had been too long since I’d talked about my sister. And despite what I’d done, I did consider her my sister. My real sister, my family. It was what made what I’d done so horrible. I loved her and I’d used her anyway. Put my needs above hers. My sanity above her life.

      Flint started the car again. We drove for a long time, and I didn’t bother watching. I was so tired. So very, very tired.

      I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep until I felt a hand on my shoulder. Flint shook me awake, and I blinked blearily out the window. I frowned. “This is my house.”

      “Yes.”

      He got out of the car and walked around to open my door. The automatic light over the garage blinked on, casting shadows over the sharp angles of Flint’s face. He didn’t look like he was kidding. Or angry.

      “Why are we here?”

      “Let’s go inside,” Flint said, holding out a hand to me.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I didn’t want him in my house, but I remembered my circumstances in time to hold it in. Confusion made me slow, but I took his hand and let him lead me to the front door. Peasblossom was a comforting weight on my shoulder as I struggled to find my keys. I let us all in to the house, smiling when Majesty barreled into my legs. “Hungry, are we?” I asked.

      I heated up some food for him, ignoring the way Flint watched me do it with one eyebrow raised. I’d need to get someone to feed Majesty while I was…gone. I bit my lip. It would have to be Mother Hazel. Someone also had to calm his energy, keep working on how to figure out how to fix him. Maybe I could talk Flint into letting me bring him with me…

      “Is the cat your familiar as well?” he asked.

      “No!” Peasblossom snapped. Her voice was thick with sleep, but her annoyance was clear.

      I smiled and made her a small bed out of a dishtowel so she could rest while I gathered my things.

      “No, he’s…a patient, you might say,” I told Flint.

      Majesty paused in the middle of eating his food, his blue eyes resting on Flint. For a second, I found myself holding my breath, waiting for the feline to do something. The air shimmered with energy, with…potential. When nothing happened, I shook my head and went to the fridge. I was going to take the entire twelve-pack of Coke I’d bought with me. Surely I deserved soda, after the day I’d had?

      You’re cracking up.

      Flint didn’t look at the cat. “Well, I suppose I should be off. Get a good night’s sleep. I’ll see you again very soon.”

      I stood there clutching the twelve-pack of Coke and stared at his back as he turned to leave. “What?” I managed. “You’re leaving? I’m staying?” I fumbled to put the soda on the counter, swaying on my feet. Goddess, I was tired. Maybe I was dreaming again.

      “Yes, I’m leaving, and you’re staying here.” He stopped and turned to me, that quirk at the corner of his mouth returning. “Make no mistake, I still own you. For a year, you’re mine. But I have no desire to watch you twenty-four-seven, and if you’ll forgive my rudeness, I don’t trust you to behave yourself while I sleep.”

      The double entendre sent a wave of heat to my cheeks, and his grin widened.

      “Why did you buy me?” I asked, cursing him for his amusement. “What do you want?”

      “Well, I wanted answers,” Flint said, a trace of irritation in his tone. “But you don’t seem to have any. So we will find them together.” He stepped closer, letting his gaze travel down my body, then back up. “You are mine for a year. When I call you, you will come. When I ask you to do something, you will do it. If I manage to think of a question you can actually answer, you will answer it.”

      He took another step. “If I bring you a case, you will take it. And if I desire a kiss…”

      I tensed as he stepped into my personal space, fighting the urge to call a spell, fill his pockets with frost until he couldn’t stand.

      “It will be an interesting year, Shade,” he murmured. He stepped away, letting cold air rush between us to chill my suddenly too hot skin. “I promise you that.”
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      “Shade! Shade, wake up, you’re having a nightmare!”

      My eyes flew open, and sunlight seared my retinas. It didn’t help disperse the nightmare, didn’t stop me from seeing the monsters still coming for me. I threw my arms out to the sides, slamming them down on my mattress as I fought free of the dream. I dug my fingers into the bedding, holding on to the thick comforter as if it would keep me from falling off the face of the planet. My chest rose and fell too fast, my lungs screaming in protest with every breath. My face was wet and I didn’t know if it was sweat or tears.

      “It’s okay,” Peasblossom whispered. “It’s okay.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep the sob inside. If I started crying now, I’d never stop. If I opened my mouth, the scream building inside me would escape.

      And it had friends.

      An image of the cat sith rose in my mind. I fought not to close my eyes, not wanting to risk returning to the dream that had felt like far more than a dream. The screams still echoed in my ears. Flesh still teased my paws—hands. Blood still poured down my throat, greasing the way for the chunks of flesh that followed.

      I rolled over in time to vomit into the trash can beside my bed. My braid swung forward, missing the noxious liquid by a scant half an inch. I groped for the braid to hold it out of the way, holding my head very, very still until I was certain that was all my stomach had to offer.

      “Andy will be here soon,” Peasblossom said. She hesitated. “Do you want me to call him and tell him not to come?”

      I laid my cheek on the comforter, letting myself wallow in misery for a second. Everything hurt. My body, my brain, my spirit. All of it. “No,” I rasped. “No, I need to talk to him. I want to make sure all the kids made it home safe.”

      “He told you as much in the phone message he left for you,” Peasblossom said.

      Nausea rolled in my stomach like a putrid tide, and I got up very, very slowly. “I need…details.”

      Peasblossom wisely allowed me to proceed to the bathroom without further questions. It was a tribute to how wrecked I was that she didn’t try to continue the conversation while I was in the shower, didn’t perch on the curtain rod and continue her barrage of constant, semi-helpful suggestions. Instead, she settled on the sink, waiting silently while I washed the sweat out of my hair and gargled with the water to get the bile out of my mouth.

      “Feel better?” she asked as I got out of the shower.

      I dried off then wrapped my hair in the towel. “A little.”

      She held out my toothbrush, already covered in minty blue toothpaste.

      “Thanks,” I said, ignoring the broken line of toothpaste on the counter where she’d fought to squeeze the tube.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I stared at myself in the mirror, sighing at cheeks that were too pale, dark circles under my eyes that would broadcast my rough night to the world. “Let’s just say that Arianne is surprisingly creative.”

      “You think it was Arianne?”

      I brushed my teeth, the tingling sensation of mint helping to chase away the lingering sickness. I spat then looked at Peasblossom. “You don’t?”

      The pixie stared at her feet, dragging the toe of one slipper through the toothpaste. “I don’t have to tell you that nightmares can come from all sorts of things.”

      “Yes, like dream sorceresses,” I said dryly. “Don’t put your foot in that. It’s going to dry into a tacky mess.” I took the towel off my head and used it to wipe up the toothpaste. Then I hung it up and scrubbed my fingers over my wet scalp. “Occam’s razor, Peasblossom. When you make a dream sorceress angry and then you have bad dreams, it’s the sorceress.” I leaned forward and blinked at my bedraggled reflection. “I should be grateful she’s sticking to nightmares and not more dream shards.”

      “You really think Arianne is sending you nightmares every night? You think she despises you that much?”

      I crossed out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. “I dragged her onto the vampire’s radar, not to mention brought the FBI into her hotel. She has a veritable treasure trove of secrets. Yes, I think she despises me that much.”

      I chose a pair of leggings with a geometric pattern of three different shades of blue, and a black turtleneck. As I pulled the shirt over my head, I glanced at the clock and froze. “Peasblossom, it’s after noon!”

      “And?”

      I grabbed my phone and waved it at her. “You turned off my alarm?”

      “Yes.” Peasblossom crossed her arms. “You needed some sleep.”

      I marched into the kitchen, making a beeline for the mini Keurig on the counter. I opened a cupboard and found Majesty lying on top of my coffee mugs.

      “How did you get in there?” I demanded.

      The kitten cracked open one eye, then closed it, unimpressed with my demand for information. I grabbed a mug, washed it, and started the Keurig. As soon as I had that going, I went to the fridge and snagged a can of Coke.

      “You drink coffee and a soda and you’ll be having your talk with Andy through the bathroom door,” Peasblossom said.

      “I can’t remember the last time I slept this late.” I took a few gulps of the soda, relishing the burn of carbonation and the flood of processed sugar. “I hate starting the day already behind.”

      There was a knock on the door. I sighed. “Blood and bones, he’s here.”

      “You should comb your hair first,” Peasblossom suggested.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, groaning when I felt the wet tangles. “I can’t leave him standing outside while I deal with this…mess.” I resigned myself to Andy seeing me looking like a drowned rat and answered the door.

      As always, Andy was impeccably dressed. Not a hair out of place, his navy-blue suit wrinkle-free. He was even wearing sunglasses, completing the Hollywood FBI agent motif. For a split second, I thought of the scars I’d seen, the pain someone had etched into his body. Who had done that to him?

      He took in my appearance. “Are you all right?”

      I took another sip of Coke, gesturing for him to come inside. “I’m fine.”

      The sunglasses made it hard to interpret his expression, but he came inside.

      “How are the kids?” I asked.

      “Angry, at first.” He stood beside the door as I put my Coke down on the kitchen counter and pulled a hairbrush out of a drawer. “They didn’t want to leave. They hadn’t seen the ugly side yet, didn’t realize what the contracts they’d signed meant.”

      “How did you convince them?”

      “I didn’t. Grayson did.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Well played.”

      Andy nodded, his expression grim. “They needed to hear it from someone they would believe. I left them alone to talk. When I came back, they were all white as sheets, and one of the girls was crying.”

      “I wonder what he told them.”

      “You can listen to the recording if you want.”

      I stared at him. “You recorded the conversation?”

      “Yes. There’s no expectation of privacy in a police car.”

      “And you don’t feel at all guilty about eavesdropping on a private conversation?” Peasblossom asked, landing on top of his head.

      The pixie sounded pleased. Of course she would, since she routinely eavesdropped on private conversations.

      “No,” Andy said. “I care more about knowing what really happened. If I’m going to get to the truth about everything that happens in this Otherworld, I need to understand it. Candid conversation is the only way to really understand what went on there.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I took another sip of my Coke, then turned to fetch my coffee from the kitchen.

      “Tell me about your relationship with Flint.”

      The fact that I didn’t come to a dead halt when he made that demand had more to do with my natural instinct to seek coffee than any self-control on my part. I stopped at the fridge for some whole milk, then made a beeline for my second source of caffeine. I was going to need it.

      “You mean after the auction?”

      “Before and after.”

      I watched the milk turn my coffee several shades lighter. Such a pretty color. I put the Coke down and picked up the coffee, blowing on it before taking a sip.

      Too hot.

      Coke first.

      “Shade.”

      I closed my eyes, holding the can of Coke to my lips. “Okay.” I carried my two life-saving beverages to the couch in my living room, taking the seat closest to the small side table so I could let my coffee sit and cool. “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      I didn’t know if he sat on the other end of the couch because he understood that a personal conversation was best had on more equal terms as opposed to one person standing over the other, or if he was merely settling in for what he anticipated would be a long conversation. Either way, I appreciated it.

      “I met Flint two months ago, when I was working my first case.”

      “The Helen Miller case?” he asked.

      For a second, I considered saying yes. But that would be dishonest. It wasn’t the missing woman who’d led me to Flint. It had been the vampire.

      “No. I looked into the Helen Miller case because Bryan thought there was something Other about it. I met Flint when someone else hired me to find something.”

      “Did you find it?”

      I stared at my can of soda, the droplets of Coke trapped in the trench that circled the can. “Yes.” I rushed to continue before Andy could ask who’d hired me, what he’d wanted to find, and how I’d found it for him. The confidentiality contract I’d signed wouldn’t let me speak of those things, but somehow, I didn’t think that answer would satisfy Andy. “Flint was one of my suspects. He wasn’t the one who’d taken the item, but he wanted to find it before its owner did. He wanted me to help him find it.”

      “Peasblossom says you kissed. Did you become romantically involved?”

      Aluminum groaned in my grip as I tightened my hand around the soda. “No. Flint’s talent is in seduction. Leannan sidhe inspire emotion, and they all have different talents. Flint’s talent, or the one he chooses to use most often, is arousal.” I was blushing, and I hated that. I took another sip of Coke. “He tried to use that ability to cloud my mind and make me tell him about the case. He failed. I got away.”

      “But you still asked for his help last night. Does that mean you trust him in some capacity?”

      “No,” I said immediately. “But I needed a way to get inside.”

      “Morgan offered you a way. You chose Flint.”

      “I don’t know Morgan. I had no reason to trust her.”

      “And less of a reason to trust Flint, so you say.”

      Something in his tone rubbed me the wrong way. I narrowed my eyes at him, suddenly irritated by his calm facade, his neat suit and carefully groomed hair. “Yes, so I say. I don’t trust Flint, not at all. But unlike Morgan, I had the means to bargain with him, the tattoo. So once we both held up our end of the bargain, we were both free and clear.”

      I took a sip of coffee.

      “Only now you’re not free and clear.”

      “Bastard,” I spat, thinking of Flint and that wretched smirk of his. “I don’t know how he planned that, but I know he did.” I started to say more, but stopped. I didn’t want to think about it.

      “You think he somehow planned on you offering yourself in the kids’ place? You said it was Morgan’s suggestion. Do you think they worked together?”

      “No. I saw him manipulate her during the bidding. And I saw her expression after. She was angry. Legitimately angry.” I took a swallow of coffee. “I don’t know for certain he planned this, but he certainly made everything work to his advantage.”

      Andy studied me for a minute. “When I saw you inside with him, he didn’t look like your enemy.”

      “And that is a perfect example of the lesson you need to learn about the fey—especially the sidhe.” I turned in my seat and leaned forward, meeting Andy’s gaze and willing him to listen. “More often than not, the people in the Otherworld that will hurt you the worst will be your best friend right up until the moment they stick the knife in your side. There are monsters, yes, but the scary-looking ones are usually the most honest. They’ll tell you they’re going to eat you. But the pretty ones…”

      I shook my head. “That’s why I didn’t trust Morgan. She was too friendly, too fast. She has no reason to help us, no reason to be our friend. And I have yet to meet a sidhe who did something for someone else without the expectation of getting something in return.”

      “That’s why you told me not to accept any help from her,” Andy said. “Because that would put me in her debt?”

      “But you did it anyway,” I reminded him, a hint of censure in my tone. “If Peasblossom hadn’t been there, you could have ended up in even bigger trouble than you’re in now.”

      “Seems to me I’m not the one in trouble. Flint…bought you.” He said “bought” as if he had trouble believing it had actually happened. “What exactly does that mean?”

      I cradled my coffee mug in my hands. “It means pretty much what you think it means. It’s not different from any other time in history one person has owned another.”

      Andy started to say something, but I cut him off. I really wasn’t ready to talk about this yet.

      “I’m really surprised he’s leaving me here. I thought he’d make me stay with him, like a pet. But apparently, he wants me to keep doing what I’m doing, only now he has the right to interfere if he wants to. He can demand I share information; he can make me work for him if there’s a case he needs solved. If he wanted to, he could force me to use my magic to further his own ends.”

      “Could he make you kill someone?”

      We were on shaky ground now. “Maybe,” I said. “He couldn’t tell me to go out and kill someone. I’m a witch, and if I used magic to kill like that, not in defense of someone but killing for gain, then I could lose my magic. It’s like being forsworn, a violation of honor.”

      “So witches can’t kill people for personal gain?”

      “They can. But it would be a foolish risk, unless their patron approved of cold-blooded murder.”

      “Their patron?”

      I rubbed my temple. “This is going to get complicated. We can talk about how people gain magic another time, when I’ve had more sleep. Suffice it to say, a witch gets her power from a patron. It could be a god or a goddess, or some other being with magic. And that patron can take the power away, if they choose.” I waved a hand. “In any case, that’s why most witches rely on curses instead of outright killing people.”

      “So Flint could make you curse someone.”

      “Yes.”

      “Or he could try to arrange a situation in which you would be forced to kill someone to defend someone else.”

      I blinked. “Yes.” I stopped before I could tell him how clever he was. I’d found grown men didn’t like being told they’d said something smart. At least, not outright.

      “So for a year, he’s a threat.”

      “He’ll always be a threat, but for a year, he has considerably more power,” I agreed.

      “Is he a danger to our cases?”

      My chest tightened. I hadn’t thought about that. I couldn’t lie to Andy, but if this ended up costing me my partnership with him, then…

      “I mean, could he force you to sabotage a case? Give him sensitive information?” Andy asked.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      He thought about that. “What if you signed a nondisclosure agreement? With a stipulation that you will do nothing to knowingly compromise a case’s integrity?”

      I stared at him. “A contract?”

      “You said he couldn’t force you to violate your honor. So if you signed a contract with me, he couldn’t force you to violate it.”

      “True,” I said slowly. My mind worked furiously to consider what he was saying, probe it for loopholes. I was too flustered, too distracted by the knowledge Flint owned me for a year, and what that could mean. “Peasblossom!”

      “I’m right here. I’ve been listening the whole time.” Peasblossom popped out from behind the dented Coke can and gave me a disparaging shake of her head. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      “Would that work?” I asked. “What he said?”

      Peasblossom paced to the edge of the table, puffing her chest out as she found herself the full focus of everyone’s attention. “Yes. Provided he doesn’t try to get you to swear something that deliberately tries to undermine Flint’s will.”

      “What does that mean?” Andy asked.

      “Flint never said he was interested in FBI cases,” Peasblossom explained. “So if Shade signs a nondisclosure, noninterference contract, she can argue that she had no idea that would interfere with her contract with him. Whereas if she were to sign a contract saying something like ‘I won’t answer Flint’s questions unless I want to,’ or ‘I won’t do Flint’s bidding,’ then that wouldn’t work because she would be signing that contract specifically to undermine Flint’s rights as her master.”

      A weight lifted from my heart, if only a little. “Agreed, then,” I said, looking at Andy. “I swear I will maintain the integrity and confidentiality of our cases, using my discretion only to decide when to share information, uninfluenced by anyone else.”

      “I’ll have something formal drawn up,” Andy added. “I should be able to tailor one of our contracts.” He turned to face me more fully. “I do have one more question, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You said you thought Flint planned this, this whole buying you at auction thing. Why? Why would he put in that kind of effort to own you?”

      I sighed. “He wanted information. The last time we interacted, he had a lot of questions for me, and he didn’t believe me when I said I didn’t have the answers. I think he bought me because that gave him the power to demand the answers to his previous questions. Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t withholding information last time. I was serious when I said I didn’t know.”

      “Didn’t know what?”

      My throat itched. We were getting dangerously close to revealing information the vampire’s contract forbade me from discussing. I flashed back to the jail cell and the angry telepath.

      “One thing you have to understand about the Otherworld,” I said, “is that prophecies are a big thing. You remember what I told you about the oracle? The power she used to have?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, there was a time when there were more oracles, and they were very, very powerful. A direct line from the divine. Their prophecies always involved a lot of interpretation, but then, that’s why they had so much influence.”

      “And you’re the topic of a prophecy?”

      “Not that I know of,” I answered. “But the thing is, people in the Otherworld are always searching for a piece of a prophecy. For those who are farther removed from divinity, less powerful, the best way to do that is to pay attention to what the really powerful people are doing. Who they’re paying attention to.”

      “And someone powerful was paying attention to you.”

      “Yes. Maybe. I’m not sure.” I ran my fingers through my wet hair, wrinkling my nose as I realized the back of my shirt was already soaked. I’d forgot to put on a hooded sweatshirt to soak up the water from my hair. Dammit.

      “Who?”

      I fought not to look away. “I can’t tell you that right now.”

      Andy rubbed his palms over his thighs as if centering himself. “We’re back to that, then.”

      My nerves were too raw for this. I wasn’t in the mood to listen to him complain about things that weren’t within my power to change. “If we’re going to work together, we need to trust each other. That’s what you’re always telling me, right?”

      Andy nodded, but he didn’t look happy, and he didn’t look at me.

      “So if I asked you to give me a gun so I could protect myself, would you just hand it over? Trust me with a weapon?”

      “Are you trained to use a gun?”

      “Nope. Never used a gun before. Never had to, never wanted to. But let’s say I got it in my head that I needed a mundane means of protecting myself. Would you give me a gun?”

      “No.”

      “Because giving me a gun would put me and others in danger. Right?”

      Andy crossed his arms. “So you’re saying giving me the information I’m asking for would be like me giving you a gun.”

      “Exactly.”

      “If you asked me for a gun, I’d give you one, just not right away. I would make sure I trained you to use it first, so you wouldn’t be a danger to yourself or others.”

      I grinned, giving myself a mental pat on the back. “Exactly.”

      He stared at me for a minute. Then he snorted. “Point taken. All right, so train me. Then you’ll tell me.”

      Relief dragged my shoulders down. “Deal.” I froze. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, where are my manners?” I waved at the fridge. “Can I get you a Coke? Water? Coffee?”

      “No, I’m fine.” He took an envelope out of his pocket. “Here’s your consultation fee for your help.”

      I took the envelope, my heart pounding. My first official check. My first legitimate check. Non-vampire-sourced.

      “Are you up for another case?”

      Before I could say yes, another thought occurred to me. “There is one more thing we need to talk about.”

      “And that is?”

      My stomach turned. “You shot a kelpie. Two of them.”

      “Can’t say I regret it.”

      “I know. And I don’t blame you. And thanks to Marilyn stipulating that the contracts are void, you have standing to argue you shot them in self-defense, so the Vanguard won’t come for you. But the kelpies… They aren’t going to forget that.”

      “Good.”

      I sighed and leaned into the corner of the couch. “Andy, up until this point, you’ve been learning about the Otherworld in relative safety. But now they’re learning about you too. You have their attention, and that’s… Well, that’s not a good thing.”

      “I knew what I was getting into when I started this.” He gestured with his hand wearing the ring I’d given him. “That’s why you gave me this, right?”

      “I’d like to give you a few more things,” I said quietly. “And I’d like to start training you so you can use some better items.”

      “All right.” He smiled. “And you can come to the gun range with me.”

      “Okay.”

      Andy looked around suddenly as if remembering something. “I forgot to ask about Echo. Is she here?”

      “No, I found her a new home.” I couldn’t help the huge smile on my face. I was pretty pleased with my ingenuity on this one. “I put her in the statue of Stephanie Tubbs Jones.”

      Andy arched an eyebrow. “Why that statue?”

      “I put a rune on the statue that will make people chatty. Nothing that strong, just enough that people will be drawn to sit next to the statue when they’re talking on their cell phones, or when they stop to talk with a friend or colleague while out and about.”

      Understanding dawned, and Andy chuckled. “Lots of stories for her to hear, then.”

      I nodded happily. “She liked it. And I promised to visit at least once a week so we can chat. I—”

      “Um, not to interrupt, but is that normal?” Andy pointed to something behind me.

      I followed the direction of his gesture and froze. Majesty sat on the back of the couch, six inches behind where I was sitting. He looked the same as he always did, grey with black stripes, cute white face with white on the tips of his paws. Completely normal but for one small difference.

      He was glowing.

      Faint green light radiated from his furry body, in a soft emerald glow. The kitten, for his part, seemed intrigued by the effect. He raised one paw, stared at it, then slowly brushed at his other paw. His tail lashed back and forth.

      I stared at him, then glanced at Peasblossom where she was now perched on top of the windowsill. The pixie crossed her arms.

      “Told you you should have gotten rid of it,” she said.

      I looked at Andy, then back at Majesty. This was it, then. The magic was finally leaking out, manifesting itself. And I had no idea how far it would go.

      Perfect.
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        My Next Book Release: CLICK HERE

      

      I hope that you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please spare a moment to leave a review. Nothing helps other ravenous readers find a good series like a passionate review from readers like you.

      
        THE BLOOD TRAILS SERIES is a fusion of fantasy and mystery that combines a classic private investigator/whodunnit with the sarcasm and magic that’s made the Urban Fantasy genre so famous.

      

      
        THE BLOOD PRINCE SERIES  is a sensual paranormal romance series that twists beloved fairy tales into original tales of love, adventure, and…well, blood. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and ultimately, you’ll need to sink your teeth into the next book as you follow a desperate desire to find out just what the werewolf, the vampire, the demon, the angel, and the god are really up to…

      

      
        THE BLOOD REALM SERIES is a spin-off /continuation of the Blood Prince series. Though these books can be read in any order, to get the most out of the epilogues, I always recommend following the suggested reading order HERE.

        

        All of my books are written in the same universe (yes, even the Urban Fantasy, which is contemporary, not historical like the Blood Prince/Blood Realm series—and you’ll have to read Deadline to find out how I managed that…). Be ready for crossovers and cameos!
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        Join my mailing list to be alerted when new titles are released.
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        Did you find a typo?

      

       

      Typos are the jack-in-the-boxes of the reading world. There you are, reading an amazing story, when suddenly—BAM! A typo rips you right out of the groove. At Skeleton Key Publishing, our editors do their best to correct the typos that slink by our authors, but sometimes they escape and go on their ruinous rampage.

      So here’s the deal. If you found any typos, go to my website and report it. Every month we will put the names of everyone who reported a typo into a hat and pick one out. That person will then be offered a $25 gift certificate to an online retailer.

      That’s right…you can win a gift certificate just for reporting a typo. If you find more than three typos, send us a copy of your receipt and we’ll send you an updated version of the book.

      Thank you for helping us improve the reading experience for later readers.

      

      - The Skeleton Crew

    

  


  
    
      
        Ahoy, ebook pirates!

      

       

      All right, so here's the deal. Certain online retailers have affiliate programs whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to shop on their site. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, the online retailer pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then the retailer takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.

      Now, some of you are reading this because you got your hands on a pirated copy of one of my books. I'm not going to lecture you, or shame you, or beg you to stop. I spent an hour last night begging my daughter to go to sleep, so I'm all groveled out for at least the next 12 hours. All I'm going to say is this: If you got any enjoyment out of my work, please consider clicking on the link below the next time you need to buy something from one of these very popular online retailers I’m sure you already shop at. You won't be spending a penny more than you would have anyway, and I'll get a little compensation for all the time and effort I put into writing the book so I can continue to write more books.

      Clicking the link is not an acknowledgement that you pirated one of my books. Even if you are a wonderful person who paid for this book, if you'd like to use this link to help me earn enough money for the next Lego set with a superhero in it (even though we all know my son's going to build it, then discard the majority in favor of playing with only the little people) then you can click the link too.

      The link can be found here: http://www.jenniferblackstream.com/ahoy-ebook-pirates/

      If for some reason you can't bring yourself to click the link, consider leaving a review for the book. Reviews help too.

      All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,

      Jennifer Blackstream
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