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      The goats in the goat yoga class were about the height of the average dwarf. Every time one of the wiry, four-legged creatures hopped onto Bitta's back, Norah expected her to topple over, but even balanced on two elbows and her head like a stumpy tripod, Bitta remained rock-solid.

      The director had the highest fame-per-inch ratio of anyone in Los Angeles, and she looked extremely cool to boot in an emerald green velvet onesie covered in loops of extra fabric that she never seemed to get tangled in. Such a profusion of blood-red rubies glittered in her ears that she looked like she had some kind of expensive disease.

      The class took place in an airy, light-filled Larchmont studio with large gilded mirrors along one wall. They had doubtless been pristine before the introduction of twenty goats and their accompanying sweaty yogis.

      Norah was about to fall out of her warrior pose when Pepe trotted up and scooped his neck under her arm, steadying her. The class wasn't technically bring-your-own-goat, but Norah guessed that if she came home smelling like strange livestock, Pepe would eat her favorite shoes while she slept.

      A blonde actress Norah recognized from a CW show but whose name she couldn't place looked at Pepe with open envy. "You don't want to trade goats, do you? I’ll buy you a Floe after class."

      It was a sign of First Arret's growing success that Norah didn't pounce on the offer to acquire a free bottle of the eighteen-dollar-a-pop mineral water. The actress's goat, scruffy brown and currently licking the floor, looked up vacantly, and drool dribbled out of its mouth and hit the polished wood floor.

      "Um, no thanks," Norah said. The actress sighed, and Pepe stuck the tip of his tongue out at his caprine rival.

      "Okay, now we're going to do back bends and play a little London Bridge with our goat friends," the instructor said. She was a dryad, which Norah found ironic. Most of her previous yoga teachers could be described as willowy, but none quite so literally as Salix. Her branches creaked, and her long leaves fell in graceful arcs as she arched backward, approximating the full hoop of a craft wreath.

      I guess tree pose is pretty much a gimme.

      Pepe, standing behind Norah with a firm back-supporting lean, slipped away to leap majestically through Salix’s hoop. Norah collapsed in a heap on the floor. Bitta moved gracefully into a full backbend. She made a fairly small hoop, and Norah flushed triumphantly.

      There's no way her goat will fit through a circle that small.

      Pepe, returning from a cheerful round of acrobatics with Salix, swerved toward Bitta, dropped onto his stomach, and did his best seal crawl through her mousehole-sized backbend.

      "Traitor," Norah whispered to him as Salix glided over to walk her through a modified pose “for yoga beginners.” Norah gritted her teeth. Tightening her stomach muscles and breathing hard, she finally approximated a back bend. The world turned upside down, with lithe women in expensive athleisure wear hanging in loops from the ceiling. Suddenly, a determined face blocked her view. Bitta, still upside down, was in her face.

      "I want to talk to you about something," the dwarf said.

      "Can it wait?" Norah asked. Pressure built behind her eyes, and blood pooled in her head.

      "It's important," Bitta said, showing no evidence of strain. The loops of fabric on her designer yoga clothes waved slightly as a snowy goat leapt on top of her stomach, using the perch to survey the class. I've gotta work out more. Pepe eyed her stomach hopefully, and she shook her head. "It's about post-production on The Players," Bitta continued.

      Norah's heart rate increased, and not because of the yoga.

      "I've decided to pursue representation. I want to spend my time directing, not answering emails."

      The edges of Norah's vision turned slate-gray, and she tried to slow her breathing. First Arret was a small pond, and Bitta was a big fish. Don’t fuck it up, Wintry. "I'm sure you’re taking a million meetings..."

      Bitta shook her head, and the rubies glittering in her ears clinked together.

      "No meetings. Meetings are almost as big a waste of time as emails. I don’t need fifteen bottles of overpriced water. I need a problem solver."

      Norah's heart rate amped up even more, racing against her tunnel vision. Now was not the time to show weakness. First Arret was crawling with B- and C-listers. Talented people, artists Norah believed in and would work hard for. But the agency didn't have any genuine stars. A director like Bitta, even if she was occasionally difficult, could cement her Hollywood legacy.

      Bitta lowered her voice to a whisper, inching toward Norah. "I'm not supposed to spread it around, but I'm getting a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.

      Norah's jaw might have dropped, but she was still hanging upside down, so her teeth merely clinked gently together. "That's amazing," she whispered.

      "The ceremony's in a month. When it happens, I'd love to have my new agent standing by my side."

      Norah nodded vigorously. The motion made her dizzy, and just before she collapsed, Pepe sidestepped under her spine. She patted his haunch appreciatively and regained her balance.

      “Let's set up a meeting," she said. "Name the date and time, and Madge will arrange it. Whenever you want, seriously. I'll cancel on Brad Pitt. I don't care."

      "You represent Brad Pitt?" Bitta asked skeptically.

      Norah's face turned redder than it already was. "That was a hypothetical."

      "I'm sure we'll find a time," Bitta said. "But I need you to do something for me first."

      There was a catch. Norah rolled off Pepe and collapsed on the floor, panting as her vision cleared.

      “Beautiful corpse pose,” the rail-thin woman next to Norah said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

      Bitta sprung gracefully back off her hands onto her feet and sat cross-legged beside Norah.

      "Ladies," Salix said, gliding over. A speck of dark soil shook off her roots into Norah's mouth, and the agent resisted the urge to spit. "By socializing rather than focusing on your practice, you are stealing critical self-care from each other." The knots on Salix’s face curled into a smile, and she tossed a selection of supple branches over one shoulder.

      "Ow!" the rail-thin woman said. She’d been whipped in the arm by a branch while reaching for her water bottle. Salix frowned at her and continued to glide through the rows of goats and yogis.

      "Next time, I'm bringing my axe," Bitta whispered to Norah, glaring at the instructor. "Meet me at the juice bar after class."

      Thirty minutes later, Norah managed to scrape herself off the floor after the final corpse pose and limp out of the studio. The attached juice bar was a chalk sign, a large kitchen island, and a selection of blenders plugged in with extension cords. This rough and ready setup did not prevent the smoothies, which were served in enormous mason jars, from costing twenty dollars.

      Bitta was there, frowning at a drink the color of clay.

      "That doesn't look great," Norah said.

      "No," Bitta said. "It should be muddier. I appreciate their efforts to include dwarf fungal smoothies on the menu, but they always add too much fruit." She took a disconsolate slurp and offered the glass jar to Norah. The agent shook her head and ordered something with a rainbow sherbet flavor profile, plus an acai bowl for an appreciative Pepe. The goat’s wiry chin quickly turned bright purple. It was so fetching on him that she wondered if she should take him to one of LA’s fancy dog-dyeing salons. Did they do goats?

      Bitta cleared her throat, and Norah snapped back to reality. "Tell me what I can do for you."

      "Post-production is going fine," Bitta said. "For the most part. But there's something going on in the digital effects department. Every time I show up unannounced, they keep me waiting for fifteen minutes like they're shoving all the ore dust under their bedroom carpets. It's also taking three times longer than it should. I've worked with this team before, and they're not lazy or incompetent, but they're being fucking scintillipedes."

      "Um, I'm not familiar with that reference."

      "Scintillipedes? They look sort of like Earth centipedes, but their bodies are covered in an overlapping tubular carapace. It's totally frictionless. If you try to grab one of the little stinkers, your hand will slide right off. They're also stun- and curse-proof, plus they excrete a musk that eats through magical netting.”

      "Sounds fun. What do they eat?"

      “Whatever they want,” Bitta said grimly.

      "So, you're saying the special effects department is impossible to kill?" Norah joked.

      "I'm saying they're being slippery, and I need someone to go in and pin them down. One of the interns 'accidentally' leaves copies of his screenplays around the studio every time I’m there. Overachievers are always willing to squeal."

      Norah nodded. "What's his name?"

      "I have no idea," Bitta said. “But his screenplay is titled Three to Get Ready. No idea what it’s about. Go in and pin them down. That’s what I need. The kind of skill that might be useful in, say, my future agent.”

      With this, Bitta smiled brightly at Norah and chucked her empty glass jar into the recycling bin. Glass shattered, and Norah stared at the shining, deadly slivers. She had left a lot of shattered glass in the Dark Hound server room and hadn’t even considered recycling it.

      "Are you sure you're up for this?" Bitta asked, raising a thick red eyebrow. “You seem distracted.”

      "Yes. Sorry.”

      Truthfully, Norah was distracted. Limping to her car, she wondered if she should have skipped yoga to save her energy. She had a date with Frondle tonight, their first date since they had defeated Dark Hound almost two weeks ago.

      Every attempt to meet up since then had been thwarted, first by a series of Green & Pointy reshoots, then by emergency babysitting after Andrew accidentally stabbed himself with an enchanted tattoo needle, and then by Frondle landing a national fast food commercial that had shot overnight for two days. That had been lucrative for both of them, although Norah had started glaring at the restaurant’s signs every time she passed them.

      She should have felt productive and successful, but instead, she was exhausted. There had been a lot of buildup to this romantic encounter, and she wanted to nail it. So to speak.

      But duty called. Norah smiled. "First Arret is at your service," she assured Bitta.
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      Hearing the knock on the door, Norah checked her appearance in the mirror. She was wearing wide-legged black denim slacks and an embroidered black lace crop top she’d gotten at a sample sale, which she had paired with white sneakers that were so chunky they were almost harder to walk in than heels. She had put her enchanted makeup-applying mirror through its paces tonight, and her skin had a semi-transparent fine-porcelain glow.

      Pulling the neck of her shirt down, she checked her bra strap. Lace ruffled there in a complex series of zig-sags, although duct tape poked out of a twist near her armpit. Norah sent a jolt of magic into the tape to reinforce the glamour, and it transformed into luscious black velvet.

      After her yoga class, she visited a high-end lingerie store on Melrose and inspected several luxuriously textured bras with confusing numbers of straps and elaborate frills. After glancing at a price tag, however, she had fled, deciding that magic could do as much as a three-figure bra. She'd spent the afternoon thumbing through Cosmo articles on her phone and had outlined a general shape with duct tape and permanent marker. A glamour took care of the details.

      Now, her torso appeared to be safely encased in a violent profusion of black velvet straps that went everywhere while concealing very little. Not bad, Wintry. If First Arret Ever goes under, you could have a second career in magical costuming.

      The glamour had drained whatever energy she hadn’t burned off in yoga class, and she wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake. The date’s going to be relaxing, right?

      The second knock on the door was more insistent, and Norah dashed out of the bathroom. Flinging the heavy carved wood open, she put a hand to her mouth as vivid purple assaulted her eyeballs.

      Frondle was wearing an aubergine velvet tuxedo, complete with a cummerbund and a Swarovski crystal bow tie. Norah pressed her lips together and glanced at the rubber toes of her shoes.

      "I...like that top," Frondle said. For the first time ever, he looked self-conscious.

      “That’s…quite a tuxedo,” Norah replied.

      "I googled the best tailors in Los Angeles, then I met with one. I told him I needed an outfit for an important event."

      Norah reached out and stroked the nap of the velvet. It was luxurious.

      "Are you, by any chance, wearing a t-shirt under your dress shirt?

      Frondle nodded and pulled his dress shirt out to reveal pristine white cotton. Norah reached for his cummerbund, and Frondle grinned. "I thought you wanted to have to dinner first?"

      "I do!” Norah protested. "I'm just dressing you down a bit so we match.” She removed the cummerbund, the bow tie, and the dress shirt, shameless grazing the light elf’s well-muscled chest. “Put the coat on over the t-shirt," she said when she was done.

      Slightly disappointed to reverse the exciting trend of removing clothing, he replaced the coat. Norah rifled through one of her dressers, then came back and handed him a tan belt.

      "Give me one second," she said. Racing to her closet, she found a pair of black silk capris and threw them on, then kicked off her tennis shoes and slipped her feet into sleek black pumps. Back in the hall, Frondle assessed her new look appreciatively.

      "Okay, we no longer look insane together,” she said. “Although now that I think of it, I don't know why it matters. We're not exactly meeting in public.”

      Frondle offered her his arm, and they walked to the staircase and up to the roof. She tried to look casual as they took the stairs, but inwardly, she winced. The yoga class had turned her muscles into aching puddles.

      The roof of the condo complex had been gussied up with a large, soft carpet, and a café table draped with a red-checked tablecloth was set up under a canopy of floating twinkling lights. In the sky, sunset slashed down in soft golden late-summer rays. The distant shafts of two beanstalks cut through the otherwise pristine vista.

      Norah, admiring the view, leaned over the side of the building. "Vesta!" she shouted. A moment later, a window cracked open, and her magically enhanced home assistant floated up to the roof.

      "Vesta, play something romantic," Norah said. She blushed when the opening bars of Ginuwine's Pony twanged out of the device’s small USB speakers.

      “Am I interrupting something?” a man asked from the door. Quint grunted as he pushed a mobile grill over the rough surface of the roof. He glanced distastefully at Vesta.

      Norah coughed. "Um, Vesta? Play something slightly less romantic." The song crossfaded to soft Spanish guitar music and singing. Norah heard the word "amor" a few times and decided it would do.

      She sat back down, and Frondle plunked an enormous bottle of wine on the table. Her nose wrinkled at the familiar label. She hadn't enjoyed that vintage since her freshman year of college.

      "It's a special occasion, so I bought the biggest bottle they had," Frondle explained.

      Quint, looking over from the grill, clamped a hand over his mouth, but not before a snorting laugh escaped. Norah glared at him.

      "What year is that?" Quint asked, grinning broadly.

      "This one!" Frondle said. "It’s very recent. I'm sure it's not stale yet." He ceremoniously unscrewed the jug’s lid and sloshed a magnanimous pour into Norah’s glass.

      Norah drained her wine glass in a loud gulp, and Frondle topped it off. The level in the jug had not visibly dropped. She sloshed the wine around in the glass, and a few drops splashed onto her black capris.

      "I'm getting notes of grape and, um..."

      "Cane sugar?" Frondle asked, glancing at the ingredients list.

      "That'll be it,” Norah said sagely. Quint had a coughing fit. She took another two gulps of wine, and by the time she was finished, it was going down easier.

      Frondle went to top her off again, and she cupped her hand over the glass.

      "Don't hold back," he said, proudly waving the barely diminished jug. When he took a sip, the tips of his ears twitched.

      "Hello. I am Angelino," a small, muffled voice stated from a shelf near Quint's foot. Her brother bent, hoisted a small box up next to the grill, and opened the lid.

      “How’s it going?” Quint asked the miniature chef.

      “Hello, I am Angelino. Would you like a snack?” the mini chef asked.

      “Isn’t that cheating?” Norah asked. “Mini Angelo is my…appliance.”

      “Well, tonight he’s my sous chef,” Quint said and retrieved two silver-dollar-sized plates from the miniature kitchen. He slipped them onto the checked tablecloth.

      "Mini pâté spring rolls," he announced.

      The appetizers were the size of cigarettes. Norah bit into a rich pâté with a delicate mint chiffonade and crunchy pickled carrot.

      "It's good!" she exclaimed.

      Frondle nibbled his and nodded at the small figure peering out of the miniature kitchen window.

      "It's very good," Norah said, nodding at him. Tiny Angelo wasn’t alive, but there was no excuse for rudeness.

      "Hello, I am Angelino. Would you like a snack?" tiny Angelo asked.

      Quint frowned as Norah gulped more wine. "Try not to wreck your taste buds. I've got charred octopus pupusas coming out next."

      "This is very elaborate," Norah said. When Frondle told her Quint was cooking them dinner, she hadn't envisioned a tasting menu.

      "You know I love you, sis," Quint said. Norah was touched, then he continued talking. "But I also love the golf ball of a sapphire Frondle gave me." He pulled a massive faceted chunk of deep navy stone from one pocket. "Do you think Hazel would like a sapphire ring? Then again, a ring this size might be dangerous for her delicate bones."

      Norah pretended he was talking to himself and declined to respond.

      The meal Quint served was elaborate and varied. Dishes included chunks of seared fish, pieces of filet mignon cut into the shapes of flowers, oysters topped with yolky quail eggs, elderflower ice cream, and something from tiny Angelo that looked like a wedding cake, except it was two inches tall, with wafer-thin layers.

      By the time Quint poured them both thimble-sized glasses of a milky orange liquid he described as “Oriceran gnome absinthe,” Norah's taste buds had gone through a double decathlon.

      Frondle's face, she realized, had taken on a slight greenish tinge, much like the color of the sweet pea avocado sherbet Quint had served them as a palate cleanser approximately six courses ago.

      "Are you all right?" she asked.

      "I'm very full of many kinds of food," Frondle replied, smiling bravely and taking her hand. Quint removed the final two plates from the table and left them with the bottle of orange liquor. The roof was spinning pleasantly, but Norah reached for the bottle, attempting to tease out the intense flavors from one another. One sip. Cardamom? Another. Burnt orange? On the third, she decided that it was probably an Oriceran ingredient she’d never heard of. It didn’t matter since it was delicious. She grinned sloppily at Frondle.

      Knowing it was time to make himself scarce, Quint bowed. "Have a good night!" he called, wheeling his mobile grill back over to the stairwell. He glanced at tiny Angelo, who was still staring through his little window at Norah and Frondle. "Come on, you tiny creep," Quint said and hauled the miniature kitchen onto his cart.

      “I am Angelino!” a muffled voice protested, then went silent.

      Norah was relieved that Quint was finally gone. The last light was disappearing from the sky, and a few stars peeked through the overhead smog.

      They’d been so busy eating Quint’s feast that they’d barely spoken. Now, brave with wine, she grinned at Frondle’s face. It was now or never. Swaying slightly, she pushed back from the table and walked toward him in a way she hoped was sultry.

      “Wait—” Frondle said.

      Norah put a finger over his lips. "I'm tired of waiting." She flung herself on his lap.

      "Owww!" she shrieked as a sharp pain shot through her hip and thigh.

      "I was going to say, ‘Wait until I take off my elven daggers,’" Frondle explained.

      Norah touched her hip and found that she was bleeding. She twisted her poor yoga-buffeted spine around to get a better view. On the underside of her thigh, the business end of a filigreed dagger was stuck into her leg.

      "Fuck. Why are you wearing your daggers?" she asked.

      "In case I need to stab something!" Frondle exclaimed.

      "On a date?" She was in too much pain to joke about it.

      "Our mortal enemies don't care about date nights," Frondle replied. "We cannot let our guards down until Domenico has been vanquished."

      Norah reached for her wand before realizing with a sinking feeling that she had left it downstairs when she changed outfits. The sharp stabbing pain spread and burned, and as the blood rushed away from her stomach, she started to regret the jugged wine.

      "Vesta," Norah shrieked between gritted teeth. "Ask Pepe to bring me my wand."

      The home assistant hummed, floated over the edge of the roof, and dropped out of her vision.

      Frondle looked greener.

      "Are you okay?" she managed to get out.

      "I-I am not sure every one of those courses agreed with me," Frondle muttered. "And now you're pressed against my stomach."

      "Can you hold on for one minute?" Norah asked, the pain in her leg coming out in her voice. Frondle nodded, his expression as direly brave as she'd ever seen him look. They stared into each other's pained eyes for three excruciating minutes. Then the metal roof access door banged open and Pepe trotted in, lips wrapped around Norah's blue eucalyptus wand, along with a swatch of black denim.

      "Those were my favorite jeans!" she protested, her voice weak. The world was starting to get fuzzy, and not just from the wine, but she managed to wrap her fingers around the wand and shakily trace the outline of a wound-stabilizing spell on her thigh.

      Pepe, looking at her pained face and entanglement with Frondle, raised a threatening hoof at the light elf.

      “It’s okay, Pepe,” Norah said. She traced a painkilling rune on her skin, and the nasty gash started to knit together around the dagger.

      “I’m going to pull it out,” she said. Frondle nodded, and with a wince, she stood up. There was very little pain now, but the fast-healing wound was itchy. Norah plunged her hands preemptively into her pocket.

      The blood tarnishing Frondle’s dagger turned his face even greener, and Norah winced as he wiped it on his pristine velvet tuxedo.

      Norah's magical reserves were down to fumes, but she couldn’t stand to see Frondle in pain. Easing back onto her chair, she traced a rune in the air. As she was about to add the cross-hatch that would make it anti-nausea, Frondle tipped forward, absorbing it prematurely into his body.

      "Oh, no!" Norah raced to draw another one, but it was too late. Frondle sprinted over to the edge of the building and hurled his elaborate multi-course dinner down three stories, hopefully into a bush. Pepe, looking from the still-bleeding Norah to the doubled-over light elf, quietly went back into the stairwell. Norah didn't blame him. The instant the skin on her thigh was a shiny pink, she attempted to draw another healing rune in the air. Her wand, fully depleted, shivered, and nothing came out.

      “Come on,” Norah whispered, tapping it on the table. She needed more power. The kind of power one might find in an overly elaborate narcissistic brassiere glamour, for instance. Sighing, Norah tapped her bra strap, and power trickled back into her body. Not much, but enough. She drew another healing rune in the air, this time with careful strokes, and shot it toward Frondle before collapsing onto the roof, head on the edge of the Persian rug.

      A moment later, a vision in eggplant loomed over her, then lay down beside her. A large, warm hand grabbed hers.

      "I'm not going to kiss you," he said apologetically.

      "I wouldn't let you if you tried."

      They stared at the shining smog for several peaceful minutes. The painkilling rune was having a pleasantly soporific effect, and Norah scooted over to nestle her head on Frondle’s shoulder.

      "You should know in case it's relevant…" Norah started, then cleared her throat. "Well, my bra might be, um, critically degraded."

      A police siren cut through the silence. LA’s version of crickets.

      Frondle touched Norah’s waist with one hand. "I could help you repair it," he offered nobly.

      Norah was about to object to that as a losing proposition until she noticed the mischievous smile spreading across his face.

      "In the Solar Vanguard, I was responsible for repairing my armor. I have experience mending many types of garments."

      "How are you with duct tape?" Norah muttered, then smiled.

      “I am confident in my abilities, although you might have to remove it first.” His eyes twinkled.

      Norah decided not to mention the permanent marker. He would find out soon enough. "I accept your generous offer of help," she announced. “There might be, um, more light in my bedroom."

      "Adequate lighting is very important," Frondle agreed, running a hand through her hair.

      "Especially for a light elf." Norah hauled herself to her feet, wincing.

      "Is it the stab wound?" Frondle asked.

      "No," Norah said, breathing hard. "It's the yoga."

      They limped downstairs. Pepe had made himself scarce, and Norah felt her heart start to flutter again as she shut her bedroom door.

      Frondle slipped a hand under her shirt, long fingers tracing the outline of the duct tape. He frowned, but his eyes glinted.

      "These repairs could take several hours," he explained gravely.

      "In that case, you'd better use my spare toothbrush."

      Frondle laughed, bowed, and disappeared.

      Maybe it was the wrong time? Vomiting and stabbing were not conventional aphrodisiacs. Feeling guilty, she flicked on her radio magic to its lowest setting. A blast of enthusiasm and anticipation wrapped in long-suffering desire blasted her from the bathroom. Norah let it wash over her, and when Frondle emerged, the welling joy when he looked at her nearly overwhelmed her.

      In an instant, she was in his arms, kissing him. She stayed there for a long time.
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      Norah wasn't used to having anyone in bed with her, and she woke up just after dawn. A small muscle between her left hip and lower back ached. She'd never felt that muscle before. That wasn’t where she’d been stabbed. How had she strained it? Frondle's gold hair rippled on her pillow, and a particularly athletic image from the night before crept into her mind. She blushed and rubbed her hip. Oh, right. That’s how.

      In a move that had become part of her morning routine, she stealthily retrieved a silver device from the top of her nightstand. It was the receiver for Domenico's tracker, and she checked it more than she checked her phone.

      The red dot that indicated his supposed location never strayed from its spot several miles off the coast, smack dab in the middle of the Pacific ocean. At least, it never moved far. Every so often, its position sifted a few pixels to the left or right. Norah had become obsessed with the minute adjustments. She stared until her eyes started to glaze over and the red dot left a ghost impression on her retinas. Throwing the receiver down, she realized that Frondle was staring at her.

      "You woke up," she said.

      "You were very focused. Did the tracker move?"

      Norah shook her head and collapsed onto her pillow.

      "Something's going on," she said. "I have an instinct. I want to check it out."

      "Again?" Frondle asked. A week earlier, she'd chartered a boat and cruised out to the empty open ocean with her brothers. The only thing she’d come back with was a vicious sunburn.

      "This time, I want to go underwater. I've been testing air bubble spells in the bathtub, but nothing I feel confident about."

      "You could use bubbleweed," Frondle pointed out.

      "The only source I know of for bubbleweed is Jed and Morin's farm, and my relationship with those two is...somewhat antagonistic.”

      "You didn't keep them captive for very long," Frondle said.

      And she’d had good reason, not that the elementals were likely to agree. She looked for shapes in the whorls of plaster on her ceiling. "Hmmm. Humpr was giving them a lot of funding, though, and I smashed it into pieces. Although...you don't happen to have any more large and valuable gemstones lying around? I think they'd be very susceptible to a, uh, financial inducement."

      "Or you could stun them and take it!" Frondle exclaimed.

      "I suppose that's true. What do you say? Are you up for a day trip?"

      He sprang to his feet, and Norah admired his lean muscles in the early morning light. She was sorely tempted to spend a...well, not a lazy day in bed, but a day in bed nonetheless. Sighing and taking a final look, she pulled on her pants.

      The first brush of autumn gold was on the trees in Ojai, although the weather was hot. In Frondle's company, the drive flew by. Two hours later, in the middle of the morning, they pulled onto the side road that led to Jed’s and Morin’s farm.

      Haze muddied the air, and a plume of smoke rose over the farm like a beacon. Norah assumed they were burning leaves, but as they approached the outbuildings, something felt off. Stepping out of the car onto the gravel parking lot near the farmhouse, Norah realized that the smoke was coming not from a field but from the farm's large red barn.

      She cursed and ran toward it, Frondle a pace behind.

      As she sprinted, she raised her blue gum eucalyptus wand over her head and took a deep breath.

      "I'm siiiiinging in the rain," she shout-sang, and even though she was off-key, mist rolled out and swirled over the barn, condensing as she stepped into a morose raincloud. With a clap of thunder, water poured onto the barn.

      "What a glooorious feeeling, I'm hap-hap-happy again," Norah continued, out of breath.

      "Hey!" someone said, and metal glinted in the air. Norah dodged as a trowel shot past her face. Morin peeked out from behind the nearby farmhouse.

      "Haven't you punished me enough?" Morin shouted.

      "I didn't start this fire," Norah shouted back. Metal screws hurtled toward her.

      "Shield me," she whispered to Frondle, and he pulled a spinning disc of light out of the sky. He raised it in front of her just in time for a shovel to clank off.

      "I came to buy bubbleweed, not to burn your farm down," Norah shouted, growing the raincloud into a dark, dense mass of mist that could pummel the barn with a monsoon. Morin stepped hesitantly out from behind the barn, reaching out to brush the mist roiling from Norah's wand.

      "I'm lauuuughing at clouds," Norah sang. Morin snorted but closed her eyes in intense concentration. It was a full minute before Norah realized what the metal elemental was doing.

      A shadow fell across the dirt as one of the farm’s huge metal tilapia vats floated toward them, meticulously balanced. Shit. Morin was more powerful than Norah had realized. When the vat was ten about feet away from the flames, however, there was movement behind Morin.

      It wasn't Jed, as Norah first suspected. Instead, an unfamiliar wizard in dirty jeans with tangled hair was creeping toward them, pointing a gnarled black wand at Morin's back.

      "Shit," Norah whispered and pivoted, but before she could shout a warning, a nasty curse exploded from the wand. As Morin collapsed, Frondle pulled a javelin of flickering light from the flames of the barn and lobbed it at the dirty wizard.

      He dodged and retreated behind the farmhouse. Norah ran to Morin. Half of the farmer's shirt was burned off, and two angry red welts crisscrossed her back. Norah bent and started to trace the curls of a healing spell.

      "That was my favorite bra," Morin growled. Norah, who could understand the woman's anger, sent cooling blue magic over the welts.

      "Oh, I'll avenge you for that," Norah said and leapt to her feet to run after the wizard.

      They were evenly matched in speed, and she kept sight of his back as he headed toward the enormous tented greenhouse. Norah was pleased to see it standing again after she and her family had brought it down in their fight with Morin.

      A moment later, however, she realized he wasn’t fleeing. No such luck. Instead, he’d led her toward his friends. Norah cursed silently.

      Near the greenhouse were two other wizards and a witch. Their clothing was torn, and even from a distance, Norah could see the dirt under their fingernails, not to mention catching their smell. The witch and one of the wizards had their foreheads together, and they were tracing a complex spell of destructive runes in the air, woven together with lines of heat and fire. Norah guessed they would be able to turn an acre into a smoking wasteland when they set it loose.

      More than enough to take out that greenhouse.

      The nearest wizard's broad back was turned toward her, and she shot a stunning spell at it. His friend, however, who had a mustache that looked like a Brillo pad, intercepted with a small shield and returned fire with two vicious thin hexes.

      I hope that's all of them.

      Norah flicked on her radio magic to see if there was anyone else in the greenhouse. The only people she could sense were right in front of her, and they emanated an impersonal rage and desire for destruction. They wanted to wreck the farm, yes, but not out of anger. No, there was something else. A desire to get paid, maybe? Norah couldn't untangle it from the rest of the emotions.

      A cold ball of killing anger appeared at the edge of Norah’s range and she jerked up, alert to the threat. This fifth set of emotions, low to the ground and ice-cold, was confounding before Norah recognized it.

      "Lovey," she whispered. Morin's alligator, moving at a rapid clip toward the cluster of attackers, overflowed with a singular desire for murder. Norah had never been so happy to see a prehistoric reptile. Now she just had to keep the cluster of ruffians distracted.

      The witch and the wizard left their half-finished demolition spell hanging in the air and turned toward her, thorny wands outstretched. They might be downtrodden, but the curses and hexes they shot at her weren’t. Norah sidestepped a boiling red pox hex, but the dodge took her into a rain of spiders. Four landed on her arm, and Norah regretted her choice to wear a tank top. A red hourglass gleamed on a beady black underbelly as she brushed them onto the dirt. She put up a shield just in time to deflect a blast of raw destructive magic.

      "Duck!" a man shouted behind her. At the sound of Frondle's voice, she dropped with instant trust onto the dirt. She tried not to think about how many spiders were under her as an elven dagger sailed end-over-end over her head.

      The dagger thudded into the dirt four feet short of the mustachioed wizard. Frondle skidded down beside her and slapped a hand over her eyes as the wizard went to grab the dagger.

      Two things happened at once. A flash of brilliance exploded out of the dagger, so bright that Norah could see it through Frondle’s shielding fingers.

      The light elf hadn't missed. He had booby-trapped his dagger.

      The second thing was that Lovey burst out of the grass, jaws snapping at the nearest wizard. He stumbled back, screaming in a mix of fear and surprise, and tripped over a rake, sprawling into the dirt. He stretched out one hand in a last-minute defense, but his magic reserves were clearly low, and the dribble of a hex that hit Lovey's nose had no apparent effect.

      Undeterred, the alligator opened her jaws and closed them neatly over the fingers clutching the wizard’s wand.

      Oh, shit.

      The wizard screamed and pulled away bleeding stumps, still half-blind. His friends, stumbling around in a daze, rubbed their eyes and pulled him to his feet.

      "Let's get out of here," the witch suggested, dropping a haphazard bowl of turquoise magic over the alligator.

      There was something wrong with the witch’s eyes. They were blue—not just the irises, but also the whites.

      The wizard who had provided Lovey with her mid-morning snack was still screaming but also looking around.

      “What the hell is going on?” he shouted, stumbling away from his ragged crew.

      His emotions had gone from determined to confused, but before Norah could approach him, the mustachioed wizard shot his hand with an emergency clotting spell, pulled him to his feet with thick, strong arms, and started to drag him across the field.

      “Wait, no!” the wizard shouted. The witch stunned him, and the four sprinted toward the distant tree line.

      Frondle pulled Norah to her feet, and when they were about to sprint after the retreating ruffians, Lovey burst through her magical cage and spun on them, her menacing bellow so deep it was nearly inaudible. Norah raised her wand and Frondle raised his dagger as they stumbled back.

      "Don't do it," Norah told the slitted yellow eyes. Lovey growled again.

      "What's happening?"

      Morin came up behind them, panting, pale, and clearly still in pain. Seeing Lovey, she pulled Norah and Frondle away.

      "Can't you tell her to, like, stop attacking us," Norah whispered.

      "No," Morin replied brusquely. "Is she okay?"

      Norah extended her radio magic. The collection of witches and wizards had disappeared beyond her range, and she cursed.

      She glanced at the alligator, who looked smug but like she was in pain.

      "Lovey ate a wand," Norah said. "And, to be fair, some fingers, although that doesn’t seem different from a traditional alligator diet. Do you think the wand’s a problem?"

      "I don't know," Morin said honestly. Staring down at the colossal reptile, she frowned. "Back up. I'm going to do something Lovey really won't like."

      They retreated several feet, and Morin closed her eyes. Lovey let out a gurgle, then a bellow of pain, and twenty seconds later, a small, shiny object floated out from between the yellow spines of her teeth. As Morin snatched it from the air, Lovey wuffled and trundled away through the low grass.

      "What is that?" Norah asked, poking Morin’s closed fist.

      Morin uncurled her fingers, which were slick with whatever goop was inside an alligator. Norah declined to touch the heavy silver object in the farmer’s palm.

      It was a ring, striated with small lines. A spiral curled up from the thin band, organic and—alligator saliva aside—quite pretty.

      "It's a nautilus," Norah said.

      "It looks expensive," Morin said. The faint outline of the spiral reflected in her moist eyes, and she moved to slip it onto one of her fingers.

      "No," Frondle said, batting her hand away. The ring landed in the dirt. "It could be enchanted," he explained not very apologetically.

      Morin's eyes were brighter now. The silver was dull in the moist soil.

      "Can I hold onto that?" Norah asked.

      Morin looked at her skeptically. "You're not going to sell it, are you?"

      Norah shook her head. "I'm going to look into that nautilus design."

      Morin made no objection as she slipped the ring into a pocket on her yoga pants.

      Frondle looked at the greenhouse. "We should clear the rest of the farm. Make sure they didn't have any more friends with them.”

      They walked through the greenhouse first, which was hotter and damper than the fields. Several tables and a row of trees had been knocked over. Morin checked a few of the newly exposed root balls, sighing. "It'll be hell to replant everything, but they're all still alive."

      The fields surrounding the greenhouse had been burned in patches. Even worse, the metal tilapia vats were silvery with dead floating fish. The water smelled like charred almonds.

      "Why would someone do this?" Norah asked.

      "To punish me, I assume,” Morin said, eyeing Norah and Frondle.

      "Hey, sending low-rent toughs after you to bust up the landscaping isn’t my style," Norah said.

      “Then why are you here?"

      "We wanted to buy some bubbleweed," Frondle explained.

      Morin grimaced and strode toward the main cluster of outbuildings, picking up her pace as she went. The fire was out, but a curl of black smoke rose over the barn.

      Morin pointed at the pile of wet ash and charred wood. "The rest of the harvest was in there," she said.

      Norah cursed softly.

      Morin glared at her. "It might have been some of Cook’s remaining allies. You blew your cover during that fake vegetable delivery, so they probably guessed I was involved."

      "Did they take anything?" Norah asked. "Are any of the plants particularly valuable?"

      "The mature sunfruit trees were expensive, although they didn’t seem to have a plan to haul them away. Plus, there's the..." Her voice trailed off, and she ran a hand through her stringy hair.

      Norah's radio magic was still operating at low levels, and she probed Morin's emotions. The farmer wanted to conceal something semi-illegal.

      "You're growing drugs," Norah stated.

      Morin's gaze sharpened, and her neck straightened in surprise.

      "I'm growing...certain Oriceran plants with properties I'm investigating for medicinal reasons."

      "Okay, fine. You're growing and doing drugs." Norah snorted. “Anything dangerous?"

      Morin shrugged. "Let's go check."

      The illicit Oriceran plantings looked like the rest of the farm, neat squares of bright vegetation cut through with irrigation piping. As they got closer, Morin cursed softly, pointing at a wide swatch that looked like it had been taken out with a lawn mower. Unfamiliar leaves were churned into the dirt, and farther on, bubblegum-pink tendrils of moss had been shredded.

      "Is that Pink Fairy?" Norah asked. Morin looked up in surprise.

      "I wouldn't have taken that for your particular poison,” the farmer said.

      "It's not, but I've, uh, come across it. Is that what's missing?"

      Morin's eyebrows drew together. "It's one of the things. None of this makes sense. Stealing Pink Fairy, I understand. It's not ubiquitous, but it’s newly trendy, particularly among artists. But they also took a half-acre of unripe zucchini.” She pointed at the next field over.

      "Which doesn't have a high street value."

      "And Oriceran mint is fun but barely stronger than a cup of coffee."

      "Even I have an Oriceran mint plant," Norah said. A small measure of appreciation crept into Morin's eyes.

      "Can you send me a list of everything they took when you have time?" Norah asked.

      Morin nodded, but she was distracted, squatting with a hand plunged into the dirt. The silver nautilus ring was heavy in Norah's pocket as she stared at the expanse of razed crops.

      Finally, Morin rose, brushing her hands on her jeans.

      "Thanks for helping me with those wizards, but unless you're willing to provide some heavy-duty farm labor..."

      "Sure," Norah said. "I’ll let you know if I find anything out about the nautilus ring."

      Her throat itched from the smoke as she and Frondle walked back to the car.

      "I'm sorry that was a bust," Norah said, climbing into the driver's seat.

      "It wasn't a bust. I've never seen an alligator before," Frondle replied. "And I'm always pleased to fight by your side. Those attackers were strange, though. Off in some way.”

      "Yeah,” Norah said, touching the outline of the ring. “But at least we have a clue.”
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      When she and Frondle arrived back at the apartment, her plan to corner Stan for information about the nautilus fled from her mind. She had an entire free evening with Frondle, and they made the most of it.

      On their forays out of the bedroom, they lounged on the sofa, watching bad television and watering Norah's plants. Frondle's valiant attempt to produce an Oriceran-style omelet, complete with full slices of lemon, rind and all, ended with them ordering Thai food from Norah's favorite place. She felt a touch of sadness when they compared their schedules for the week and found almost no overlap.

      "I'm not sure how long this errand for Bitta will take me," she explained. They identified a mutual night off seven days from now, and when Frondle finally left, his absence was almost a physical ache.

      No moping, Wintry! Get back to work.

      In any case, she slept like the dead, and the next morning, she went to see what she could do about Bitta’s special effects problem.

      The studio handing The Players took up three floors of a soulless building in Burbank. Classic movie monsters roared and screamed from posters lining the hallways.

      "Bitta sent me to collect some files," she told the front desk.

      The young man at the desk narrowed his eyes. “It’ll be a bit of a wait.”

      Norah moved toward the door and found it locked.

      “You need a key,” the young man said. He had a thin face and a pointed chin, and his right hand was placed protectively over a screenplay, which Norah could just tell was titled Three to Get Ready.

      “Is that yours?” she asked. The young man nodded, retreating defensively in his rolling chair.

      Norah let a bright smile overtake her face and reached into her purse. “Interesting title. When it’s ready, send it over. I have a boutique agency.”

      He practically drooled, and Norah felt guilty as she moved in for the kill. “Now, if I could just pop inside for a bit…”

      Wondering if she had overplayed her hand, she smiled pleasantly. After a moment, the young man pushed a gold key at her, carefully balanced atop his screenplay.

      “It actually is ready. If you want to take a hard copy,” he replied, a twinge of panic in his voice. Young artists desperate for opportunities were not always emotionally prepared for them.

      After unlocking the door, she crept in and moved quietly through the hallways until she found an open-concept bullpen. A few people glanced at her, but no one shouted, “Stop, intruder!” so she slid behind one of the unused desks and made a show of fiddling with the monitor. When that got boring, she went over to the coffee and made a fresh pot.

      The first sign of anything unusual came after about ten minutes. A young woman with asymmetrical bangs and an expensive-looking sequined hoodie pushed away from her desk with a sudden squeak. When she touched her toes, Norah assumed she had simply stood up to stretch, but then she spun in three jerky circles, tapped her forehead, and opened her mouth to let out a loud bellow.

      "Blow the man down, bullies, blow him away! To me way-hey, bullies, blow the man down." It was an antique sea shanty, not particularly well executed, although the young woman seemed very enthusiastic about it. She continued for two more verses, then rubbed her eyes, sat down, and returned to work.

      That was weird. Even weirder, this impromptu acapella performance attracted zero attention from the surrounding office. A few people looked up at a particularly forceful "Wey-hey!" but that was it. Moments after the woman sat back down, the office was back to normal. Norah wasn't sure what to make of it.

      She approached the young woman after a moment. "Are you all right?"

      Dark eyes peered out at her from underneath blunt bangs. "Who are you? Are you new?" the young woman asked, apparently taking Norah's question as a threat rather than concern.

      "I'm here picking up a drive," Norah said, excusing herself to fiddle with the coffee machine some more. The woman glanced at her suspiciously a few times and furiously texted something. A minute later, a fat, sandy-haired woman in a soft-looking leather jacket marched into the room and made a beeline for Norah.

      "Who are you?" she barked.

      "I'm waiting on a drive from Dagmar," Norah said.

      The woman's eyes narrowed. "No, you're not."

      "If you just talk to Dagmar…" Norah tried.

      "I'm Dagmar," the woman said and grabbed her arm. As she did, there was movement in the corner of Norah's eye. A man with dark brown skin and a buzz cut spun around with jerky movements. Just as Norah went to pull her arm away, he burst out singing.

      "Oh, ho up she rises, oh ho, up she rises, oh ho up she rises ear-lie in the morning! Put him in a long boat ‘til he's sober…"

      The man had a lovely voice, rich and deep, but the situation was so bizarre that Norah struggled to appreciate it.

      "What's going on?" she asked.

      "You're the one who should be answering that question," Dagmar said, eyes sliding nervously to her singing coworker. "This is a closed office."

      Norah sighed. "Bitta sent me."

      Dagmar froze and searched Norah's face for truthfulness. "You'd better come to my office."

      The people in the office seemed much more interested in her back-and-forth with Dagmar than the impromptu singing. Norah followed the digital effects supervisor into a cheerful, colorful office. An entire wall was lined with small figurines of famous actors and creatures from cinematic history.

      Norah reached toward a detailed 1922 Nosferatu, but Dagmar said, "Please don't touch that." She withdrew her hand and sat down at a broad equipment-laden desk. Dagmar assessed her with a critical eye.

      "Bitta sent me to find out what's going on," Norah explained. "She can tell something's off, and after less than twenty minutes in your office, so can I."

      “Who let you in?” Dagmar asked.

      “No one,” Norah lied.

      Dagmar narrowed her eyes at the corner of the rolled-up screenplay sticking out of Norah’s purse. “Uh-huh,” she said disbelievingly. After a moment, she made a decision. Putting her chin in one hand, she spun her computer screen to face Norah.

      "I want you to look at something.” She clicked on a file.

      A still frame from The Players popped up on the screen, and Norah glanced at it with a certain amount of pride. The movie, utilizing the luxurious Silver Lion studios set, looked fantastic, and she had made it happen.

      In the shot, a courtier in a velvet doublet screamed at a masked actor, hand clasping a pearl-studded sword hilt.

      Those pearls. They swirled and gleamed in Norah's vision, and the light in the room took on an edge of brightness. It poured into her eyes, filling her with purpose. She pushed out of her chair and touched her toes. It was all so beautiful. She spun joyfully and, overwhelmed with cheer, burst out in song.

      "Soon may the Wellerman come, to bring us sugar and tea and rum. One day, when the hauling is done, we'll take our leave and go…”

      The smell of salt wafted in, and a cool breeze passed across her face. When Norah finished the final trill of the third verse, she stumbled as the buoyant energy poured out of her. Had someone turned the lights off? The air in the room was warm and stagnant and smelled like the half-eaten Italian sub on Dagmar's desk.

      Norah breathed hard. "What the hell was that?"

      "Sit down," Dagmar said. Norah sat. Her eyes refocused, and she looked at the screen. Dagmar tapped an opalescent pearl on the hilt of one of the actor's swords.

      Norah snapped her eyes shut, unenthusiastic about an encore.

      "It won't happen again," Dagmar said, and Norah opened her eyes.

      "This...whatever this is. A magical virus? It’s connected to the pearls. You see 'em, you sing. My crew is having to comb through the footage frame by frame to erase them. Once that’s done, the weird song and dance number goes away.”

      She pulled up a near-identical still frame. In this one, however, the pearls on the hilt were replaced with rubies. Norah felt no urge to sing.

      "That's why the work is dragging?"

      Dagmar leaned back in her chair. "The singing doesn’t take that long. Hardly longer than a coffee break, and lord knows, coffee breaks have never slowed my people down. The problem is turnover. Believe it or not, people paying their dues and making bottom-of-the-barrel wages aren't thrilled to have their brains repeatedly hijacked by weird-ass pirate ditties."

      Norah nodded. Whatever she had just experienced hadn't been painful, but it had been deeply unsettling.

      "I've gotten a few to stay, but I've had to raise their salaries. Those are mostly the ones without better options.”

      “How much longer is it going to take?” Norah asked.

      Dagmar shrugged. “Six weeks? Eight? More if I run through everyone in town with a shred of experience.”

      Shit. I don’t have six weeks.

      “Maybe I can help you,” Norah offered.

      “You’re welcome to try, but if you want my help, I have one condition," Dagmar said. "Please don't tell Bitta. She's seriously paranoid."

      "I wonder why?" Norah asked.

      Dagmar tilted her head in acknowledgment. "She already spends ungodly amounts of money on her pet astrologer. Why, with magic flooding the world, you would throw your lot in with an LA psychic is beyond me. You know they burned sage all over my studio when we missed our first deadline? We couldn't work on the pearl problem, and it set us back another half a day. It also smelled like shit. My point is, she's superstitious, and I don't want to send her into a tailspin that will, say, delay payment."

      "You don't know what's going on with the pearls?" Norah asked.

      “I have a couple of witches working for me. They said they couldn't detect any magic. Once you sing the song, they just look like pearls.”

      “Can I have a couple of frames?” Norah asked. “Of the pearls. I know someone who might be able to help.”

      “Sure, but unless you want to be deathly sick of “What shall we do with the drunken sailor,” I recommend investing in decent earplugs.”

      Norah promised to take that into consideration, took a thumb drive from Dagmar, and headed out, scattered sea shanties echoing behind her as she left.
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      Cleo was nervous. She was doing dizzying laps in the air above Norah's head, the transparent wings on her shoes mostly a blur. Castor had finished Cleo's new brainwood hands, and she was going to Stellan's workshop later this afternoon to get them installed. The jitters were understandable, but they were giving Norah a headache.

      "I still can't figure out the deal with those wizards at the farm. Something about them was off. I want to find them."

      "If you want to find a criminal, you've got to think like a criminal," Cleo said, diving toward the floor and pulling up at the last moment.

      A burning barn. A razed field. A destruction spell ready to go off. But none of them had been angry, not really.

      "It wasn't personal. I think someone hired them," Norah said.

      Cleo's rapid bob of acknowledgment made her a blur, and Norah closed her eyes. "Okay, so where does a bad-boy magical on the wrong side of the law find muscle? Or a bad-girl magical. Is there some kind of app for henchmen? Maybe an evil grocery store?"

      Norah perked up. "An evil grocery store!"

      Cleo snorted. "The prices at Whole Foods are criminal, but.."

      Norah plucked Cleo out of the air, enclosing the wooden crate in an uncomfortable bear hug.

      "The Wicked Armada!" she said. "That's the closest thing this city has to an evil grocery store."

      "Unless there's some kind of black magic Erewhon you don't know about," Cleo said.

      "Hey, it's a start." Norah pulled out the nautilus ring she'd been keeping in her pocket. The whorl of the shell tugged at her attention, and when she held it close to her face, she thought she could hear the sea. Norah opened the calendar on her phone. It was the third Tuesday of the month.

      Springing to her feet, she jogged to the door.

      "Good luck with the installation," she shouted over her shoulder.

      Cleo's runes glowed. "Where are you going?"

      "I have to see a psychic about a boat."

      Frondle was busy shooting Green & Pointy, and after scrolling through her contact list, Norah decided to call her father. Lincoln and Petra, having left their goat farm in the care of a competent farm hand, had been staying with Andrew since Domenico's disappearance.

      "Hey, Dad. How do you feel about boats?" Norah asked.

      The Hierophant floated serenely in the middle of the Venice canals. Upon seeing it, Norah drew a few quick lines in the air with her wand. A spectral hand appeared in the air, and Norah coaxed it out into the canal with her wand to knock on the door of the cabin, which was chalked with arcane symbols that lacked, as far as Norah could tell, any magical powers.

      A second later, the door swung open. The silver-haired woman inside recoiled at the glowing blue hand on its impossibly long arm. The hand waved, and Norah dissolved the spell.

      "How do you feel about an afternoon cruise?" Norah shouted.

      Celestia, an eccentric and very expensive celebrity astrologer, brushed a lock of silver hair out of her eyes and crossed her arms over a richly embroidered velvet kimono. She adjusted a patterned silk scarf at her neck and shook her head. Not promising body language.

      Norah, sighing, flicked on her radio magic. A burst of her father's boyish enthusiasm for boats was followed by Celestia’s sudden interest in the handsome man standing next to Norah. Confused, she looked around, but she and Lincoln were the only ones near the canal.

      Unless… Wait. Is she interested in my dad? Ew. Norah slammed the radio magic shut with such force that her torso jerked.

      "You okay?" Lincoln asked.

      "You should flirt with her," Norah whispered. Lincoln's eyes widened, and he looked across the watery gap with curiosity.

      Celestia cupped her hands around her mouth. "Even if I wanted to help, my bilge pump's acting up! I'm not sinking The Hierophant for some harebrained magical mission."

      Lincoln casually unbuttoned his sleeves and rolled them up above his elbows.

      "I'd be happy to take a look at that pump, ma'am," he shouted, smiling broadly.

      "Fly me," he whispered to Norah, surreptitiously unbuttoning the top button of his blue linen shirt.

      “Gross,” Norah muttered. But they really needed a boat, so she shot an antigrav spell into his shoes as he leapt, arms outstretched—an elderly messiah. Celestia’s eyes were bright with interest, but as Lincoln flew, Norah’s stomach sank.

      He's not going to make it.

      The jump should have been easy, but Lincoln was hurtling toward the gunwale, on course to knock the wind out of himself. As he sank in the air, Celestia rushed over, unwound the silk scarf from around her neck, and flung it over the side of the boat.

      "Here!" she shouted.

      Lincoln grabbed the end and smirked. Norah, realizing that he had missed his jump on purpose, shook her head disapprovingly. She made her own jump with feet to spare and floated easily onto the hierophant’s deck.

      Celestia was, as it turned out, mechanically competent, and she and Lincoln were soon embroiled in a complex discussion about helm switches and discard hoses. Norah abandoned them to it and went to lounge on the deck.

      The enormous beanstalk that had grown from Humpr's rubble was visible from here. Norah followed the green cylinder to the point where it disappeared into the clear sky, shading her eyes with one hand.

      A week ago, a Bulgarian BASE jumper had attempted a complete ascent but had only gotten about halfway up before parachuting down. The GoPro footage had gone viral on TikTok, and there had been several more unsuccessful ascents before LAPD had started to guard the base.

      The beanstalks had already appeared on tourist t-shirts. Norah wondered if the towering plants might become more iconic than the Hollywood sign. Not that the sign had been spotted lately, she reminded herself guiltily.

      Sighing, she spent the next forty-five minutes answering emails. Then Celestia and Lincoln emerged from inside the boat, looking bedraggled and triumphant.

      "To the Wicked Armada!" Lincoln cried.

      The last time Norah had visited the Wicked Armada, it had been a vibrant if eerie place, its rafts alive with dubious commerce and activity. This time, when The Hierophant pulled toward the collection of rafts, they were able to tie up only a single layer of boats away.

      Clambering across the planks and looking out at the market, Norah shivered. Half the stalls were gone, and one of the four rafts was dark, roped off with oily black cords. Without the hustle and bustle, the place looked smaller and more dangerous.

      As they were about to step onto the raft, two towering kilomeas, horns sharpened to razor points, blocked their way.

      "Do you have an invite?" one of them asked.

      "Um, we've been here before," Norah explained. "With Chunk?"

      "Chunk is an asshole," the kilomea on the left said. She was wearing a spiked dog collar and carrying what looked like a toy aluminum bat in her huge hands.

      "Aren't a lot of people who come here assholes?" Norah asked, trying to keep her voice casual.

      "Not to me," Dog Collar replied.

      "Take it easy, Gthark," a melodious voice said from the shadows under a leather tent. "They're with me."

      "Esmee?" Lincoln asked. The kilomeas moved aside to reveal a silver-haired witch with a pointy black hat.

      "Give me a break,” Norah muttered to her dad. "I didn't invite you here so I could spend all night being your wingman."

      He waved that away with a disapproving gesture and reached out to hug his old friend. The warm air from the kilomeas’ grudging huffs hit Norah's neck as she stepped gingerly between them.

      "What are you doing out at the Wicked Armada?" Lincoln asked, keeping his face mild.

      "Trying to keep up the old black hat reputation." She grinned. "All plants are worth studying, even the night bloomers that spring up on the wrong side of the tracks. But my main herb guy doesn't come here anymore."

      "Why not?" Norah asked, eyes crawling over the negative space on the floating raft.

      "There have been some suspicious disappearances, and folks got spooked. So spooked that a lot of them closed up shop. And it's not always easy to tell one from the other. Given the nature of this place," she swept her hand over the patchwork tents and shady characters, "most people aren't eager to leave forwarding addresses for their...liminal businesses."

      Norah nodded. A breeze hit her face from the desolate corridor between two stalls. "Tell me about the disappearances."

      Esmee smiled at her like she was a preteen. "Little Norah Wintry, on the case!"

      Lincoln's apologetic grimace cut off Norah’s smart-ass retort. She crossed her arms over her electric-blue Oriceran plant leather jacket and waited. Silence could be a wonderful motivator.

      Esmee looked away first, shrugging. “Ronni swears she saw something grab Kellion's ankle and pull him into the water, but she's several newts’ eyes short of a full cauldron and obsessed with cryptids to the point of occasional delusion. Although at least she’s been too busy to sell anyone any, you know, weird-looking eggs."

      "Believe me, I know," Norah muttered.

      "Well then, I have no need to entangle myself in an introduction. I would, however, like to talk to you about Cook's progress," she said, touching Lincoln's arm. Enough was enough.

      Norah reached into her pocket and closed her hand around the silver ring, but just as she was about to show it to Esmee, some instinct stopped her. The woman would probably insist on having her father slip it onto her finger. Norah nodded brusquely at the witch and left to find Ronni.

      As it turned out, the cryptozoologist was lording over a makeshift guard station on the far north end of the platform. More specifically, she'd stolen one of the rainbow-painted lifeguard stands from Venice Beach and set it up on the raft, a spot of color in the muted night.

      "Hello," Norah said.

      Ronni nodded, but her eyes stayed on the shifting silver water that lapped at the rafts. The wart just above her nose bobbed as she narrowed her eyes to look for some unseen disturbance. After a moment, the witch pulled a rusty flask out of her pocket, took a slug, and offered it to Norah. The agent, not wanting to be rude, sipped gingerly.

      The liquor—and it was liquor, flammably so—was very sweet. There was a second, more mysterious flavor as well. “Spicy” wasn't quite right. The libation didn't have the burn of peppers or the straight-up-the-sinuses bite of wasabi. It was like swallowing a friendly campfire.

      Ronni chuckled at Norah's sputter. "Good, huh?"

      "Hellish," Norah said. "I want more."

      She took another sip and handed the bottle back, psychologically and physically warmer.

      "Keeps me awake, so I can look for them," Ronni muttered.

      "You think creatures are pulling people into the water."

      "I don't think it. I know it. I saw one haul Kellion into the water. He’s the WA's main herb man. His daughter thinks I'm cuckoo. She insists he got murdered out here by a criminal element. She liquidated for cheap and never came back. I know the truth.”

      "That they were dragged by monsters into the fathoms below," Norah said. Ronni didn’t acknowledge her sarcasm.

      "Ayup." The witch took another swig of fire booze and replaced the flask in the depths of her blue quilted overcoat. "Say, would you mind walking back and forth along the edge of the raft for me?"

      "Why?" Norah asked.

      "If it's a crime of opportunity, they're probably looking for easy prey," Ronni explained.

      Norah, who'd been about to thoughtlessly fulfill the woman's request, stepped back.

      "I'm a witch, not a tasty worm." She slipped the nautilus ring out of her pocket. “Although…I might be willing to do it if you can answer a few questions for me. You wouldn't happen to know anything about this, would you?" she asked, holding out her hand.

      When Ronni reached for the ring, Norah resisted a powerful urge to close her fist. Moonlight refracted off the silver whorls as Ronni turned the ring over, nodding. "Pretty piece. I assume you know it’s a nautilus? A living fossil as old as the oceans. Mythologically, the nautilus is a symbol of order and growth. Each new chamber is geometrically perfect, the exact right size for the organism's needs."

      She handed it back, and Norah let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. As she was about to slip the ring onto her finger, she realized what it was doing and replaced it in her pocket.

      "What does that say about the person who made it? They’re obsessed with growth?”

      “Maybe. Maybe they just thought it looked pretty.”

      “Have you seen it before? Or seen anything like it?" Norah asked.

      Ronni shook her head. "Nothing like that. Why? Has it popped up elsewhere?"

      "Not exactly. Hey, do people ever come here to hire muscle? Is there, like, a collection of magical toughs hanging around, waiting to be hired for day heists?"

      Ronni's eyes widened. Had she hit on something? No, the old witch was staring past her. There were low shouts behind her, then screams.

      When Norah turned, she understood. Three massive tentacles writhed from the ocean up onto the raft. Each was at least three stories tall, as green as rot, and had pulsing suckers on the undersides. One of these appendages flopped across the deck, sweeping into a patchwork leather tent that bowed, its wooden supports crumpling with the force of the blow.

      Where had her father and Esmee gone? Without saying goodbye to Ronni, Norah sprinted across the deck. It was harder than it should have been, and the struggle increased until Norah realized that the planks beneath her were tilting upward. The raft was lifting out of the water.

      "Dad!" Norah screamed and spun toward a shock of white hair behind a tall glass tube filled with noxious green liquid. She picked up her pace, only to discover the white hair belonged to a dark elf she didn't know.

      A muffled shout of what might have been her name was cut off by a sudden upward lurch of the raft's forward edge. She was almost knocked off her feet but recovered. A moment later, however, she toppled over, the footing impossible as the tilt approached vertical. No handholds presented themselves as she slid down the splintering planks, shouting in pain as she ricocheted off the sharp edge of a kiosk. She was almost grateful when she finally slid off the edge of the raft and into the water.

      The raft, now on edge, obscured the bulk of the attacking monster, but here and there, squirming tentacles darted out from the edges of the square. There was a creak, and the sky went dark.

      It's coming down on top of us. Salt splashed in her eyes as the raft creaked primordially in the night air, bouncing and then hurtling toward the surface of the water.

      Norah dove. The freezing water activated every pain receptor, but she forced herself to go deeper, pulling through the water in a panic until first her lungs and then her limbs burned. She opened her eyes and immediately regretted it. A colossal amber eye, phosphorescent under the water, blinked at her through the blue-gray blur of seawater.

      Air bubble spell. I just learned an air bubble spell.

      Her hand closed on cold saltwater. She had dropped her wand. For a moment, she struggled, limbs flailing in the dark water, but it was gone. Fuck.

      She stilled, attempting to get her bearings as a jolt of turbulence rattled the water. The raft must have hit the surface. Ripples spun her, and the next time she got her bearings, a blue blob floated a few feet away, rotating on its axis. The shape was familiar, and after a moment, an orange glow illuminated a blank face buried in the waterlogged blue coat. It was Ronni, unconscious, limbs drifting in the turbulence, gray hair wafting.

      Norah swam toward her, gathered the blue collar in her right hand, and swam toward the edge between light and dark on the surface of the water, away from the globe of the eye. With every kick, she anticipated the feeling of something slimy on her ankle, but in what must have been seconds and felt like hours, her head burst through the surface into the cool late-summer air. She gasped for breath while struggling to pull Ronni’s face above the surface.

      "I've got her, Linc!" a voice shouted, and a shape flew toward her, low over the water. Esmee was riding a broomstick. Under normal circumstances, Norah would have poked fun at her. Witches, she thought, could do much better than cosplay scenes from Spirit Halloween mugs.

      Tonight was different. Tonight she felt nothing but gratitude as an antigrav spell seeped through her body and pulled her out of the sucking water. They lurched forward as the spell flowed through her fingers into Ronni, pulling them both free.

      Norah shivered as Esmee dragged her through the air, face almost touching the broom’s bundle of straw, hand-tied with twine. The fingers around Ronni’s coat were too cold to open even if she had wanted to.

      A short flight deposited them on the deck of The Hierophant. Celestia's face was whiter than Ronni's, and that was saying something.

      "Is she alive?" Norah asked, barely able to make herself understood over the clattering of her teeth. Her father looked desperate to hug her, but he cast a cautious warming spell instead, and the razor edge of cold softened. Esmee, flinging down her broom, turned her full attention to the cold mass that was Ronni. Closing her eyes, she drew a small set of runes on Ronni's chest. After a second, the witch coughed a fishbowl’s worth of water onto the deck and opened her eyes.

      "Did anyone get photos? It was clearly a cephalopod, but possibly with magical properties, as most conventional—” That was followed by another bout of coughing. Norah was incredulous but also relieved. Only Ronni could return from near-drowning with a keen enthusiasm for the sea monster that had pulled her under.

      "You'll have all the eyewitnesses you can handle,” Lincoln assured her. Esmee grabbed her broom from where it leaned against a gunwale and headed across the water, rallying to the rescue of anyone still in the drink.

      "Where did that thing go? The squid?" Norah asked. "Were you on the boat?"

      "Yeah," Lincoln said. "After the raft flipped, it disappeared. At least, I think it did." He stared into the murky water and shivered.

      Celestia wrapped her still-cold fingers around a mug of disgusting but hot herbal tea, and Norah nodded her thanks.

      "My wand," she murmured weakly. “I lost it.”

      "Shit," Lincoln said, eyes wide.

      He was right to be concerned. Wands weren’t sentient, but they weren’t simple tools like screwdrivers, either. There was an affinity bordering on friendship that would take a long time to develop with a new wand, maybe even years. Lincoln patted Norah’s shoulder and looked over the water, although he was not confident. "Wood floats, right? We'll look for it after we dry out all the people."

      As Norah warmed up and dried off, her adrenaline surged. She paced the deck, nearly helpless as Esmee brought body after hypothermic body to The Hierophant. Celestia was clearly unhappy about the caliber of her unasked-for passengers, but they were too cold and exhausted to pose a threat, so she brought them round after round of steaming, grudgingly sipped hot herb water. Ronni joined Norah at the prow, where she was scanning the open water for tentacles.

      "I don't know anything about that silver ring," she began. "But I know someone who might. You have to promise to stay quiet about it, though. I probably shouldn’t tell you, but you did just save my life.” There was a long pause as Ronnie scratched her mole. Finally, she took a deep breath. “I think it might belong to a water magical."

      "You mean a water elemental?" Norah asked.

      Ronni shook her head. "No, a water-based magical."

      "Like a mermaid? Mermaids are mythical."

      Ronni snorted. "Sure, they're mythical. Just like elves and fairies."

      "But—”

      "There's a lot more going in the big blue sea than you're aware of. Even I don't know about all of it. Clearly." She swept her hand across the wreckage of the raft. “The only one I know of for sure is a vermillion."

      "Is that a name?"

      "Nope. That's her species. Vermillions are sort of like…swimming elves? And I only have a name. I don’t know where to find her.”

      Norah waited patiently, arms crossed.

      “She’s called Magdea. I’m pretty sure she used to come to the Wicked Armada to trade with the big guy who owned that ‘catering’ business." Deep irony underlay "catering." Ronni was no dummy, and she clearly knew Domenico had been up to more than chafing dishes of lasagna. "I never trusted him or his dark elf wife. Fingers in some very shady pies, and I'm not talking about tofu banana creme."

      Norah shuddered at more than the thought of tofu pie. She was drowning again, this time in information. She’d never heard of anything living in the oceans aside from marine animals and algae. Water magicals? Was it possible for them to maintain their secrecy?

      Then again, less than five percent of the ocean floor had been explored. If water magicals didn’t want to be found, they had nearly unlimited hiding places. Although clearly, there were exceptions.

      “Thanks. If you ever see this Magdea person again, will you call me?" Norah asked. Ronni nodded as Esmee flew back in, dragging a shivering gnome behind her. The black point of the witch's hat had degraded into a drooping hump.

      "That's the last of them, I think. I hope," Esmee said. “Think fast.”

      She pulled something out of a sleeve and tossed it at Norah. She was still stiff from her underwater ordeal, and the object clattered on the dock. When Norah saw what it was, she felt immense relief.

      “My wand!” she shouted, snatching the device from the deck and hugging it to her chest. She sketched a rune for warmth and tried to send it into her torso, but the wand just shivered. Uh-oh. It had apparently not quite forgiven her for its subaquatic adventure.

      “Can we give you a ride back?” Lincoln asked, slightly hesitant. Celestia glared at the bedraggled witch.

      "I'm going to stay. Help wrap things up."

      Esmee glanced sidelong at Norah, then averted her eyes. As she flew away, Lincoln put an arm around Norah.

      "There's something off about that woman," Norah grumbled.

      Lincoln laughed. "Pumpkin, you're a snob about traditional witch fashion. Also..."

      "What?" Norah asked. Her father’s tone had darkened.

      "I hesitate to call it bad news. Not exactly."

      She was getting impatient. "What?"

      "Cook Forester died."

      Norah felt a quick burst of relief, quickly tamped down by shame.

      "I thought Esmee was the best healer in Los Angeles?"

      "She is," Lincoln said. "But it wasn’t enough."

      It was hard to feel guilty. Her brain stored the information without further thought. Norah dropped into a semi-trance as the prow of the boat cut back toward the Marina Del Rey docks. The motley crew they'd rescued—okay, that Esmee had rescued—was thawing out, and as they got more lively, Norah remembered why the market was called the Wicked Armada.

      A light elf couple with hard features and overstuffed coats didn't wait to get to shore but splashed into the water five hundred feet off the docks and side-stroked into the night. The rest disappeared into the shadows the second the boat bumped against the dock.

      Ronni had given her plenty to chew on. Norah fell asleep with her fingers curled around the silver ring.
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      The television channel changed for approximately the thousandth time since Norah had sat down in the living room an hour ago. The constant changes in volume were maddening. On top of the irritation, Norah felt like an asshole. The reason for the rapid-fire, ever-changing procession of five-second television clips was Cleo, poking furiously at the remote control with her new black-and-white-striped brainwood hands.

      Norah breathed a sigh of relief when Cleo finally turned the television off. This relief lasted for about fifteen seconds before the pixie took off to circle the room, turning every light switch on and off as she passed it.

      The flickering made Norah’s apartment feel like a poorly executed haunted house, but she tried not to let it distract her from the script in front of her.

      Siren Night, Holy Night by Sweetie Fthariklon was about a big-city siren who gets into trouble after joining a small-town Christmas choir. Unseasonable ninety-degree temperatures had erected a thick wall between Norah and the Christmas spirit even before Cleo started to drive her crazy.

      The lights flicked on and off again. Norah took a deep breath and reread a line of dialogue for the seventh time.

      “If the choir can't perform its big show, how will we buy presents for the children’s hospital?”

      If she ever wanted to learn the answer, she would have to do something about Cleo.

      Flick, flick.

      "Could you please stop that!" Norah exclaimed. It came out much harsher than she’d intended. Almost-inaudible wingbeats filled the silence.

      "Do you need anything chopped? How about small appliance repair?” Cleo asked. Her brainwood fingers flexed in the light.

      Norah understood how Cleo felt. Well, she could imagine the rough outlines. If she’d had to wait a hundred years for usable hands, she’d be doing cartwheels off the walls, too.

      "I don't need anything chopped. It's just hard to read with the lights going on and off."

      "Oh," Cleo said, sounding hurt. "Okay."

      The pixie glided to the laundry room, which she had semi-claimed as her space after Stellan installed her flying shoes.

      Norah read the next line. “What if we didn't have to cancel? I have an idea!” She tapped the script with her pencil.

      Low-budget romantic Christmas scripts were not big money-makers, but the industry needed plenty of them. Usually, when Norah read a script, her notes were about making it better. Tweaking the dialogue. Making every moment of the plot count.

      Her notes on Siren Night, Holy Night were more pragmatic—could the scene at the Christmas tree farm be set at the cabin? Could the roles of the younger sister and the lonely orphan be combined? It was less like making art and more like putting a puzzle together. Norah liked Sweetie, however, and she was committed to supporting the kilomea's off-the-beaten-path career choices.

      After a single blessed minute of silence, a noise like cats dying emerged from the laundry room. It was so discordant that Pepe, who could probably sleep through a fire alarm, leapt from his nap onto all four hooves, the wiry hair on his neck bristling.

      Norah picked up her wand with an aggravated grunt and drew the spiral for a cone of silence above her head. As she cast it, she heard another dissonant wail. She tapped her wand on her coffee table as if it were a television she could fix with a jostle. A tiny static shock electrified Norah’s hand, and she cursed. How am I supposed to live like this? More of the strange noise assaulted her eardrums.

      Norah raced to the laundry room and flung open the door, half-expecting bloodshed. Instead, Cleo floated in the corner, a large musical instrument draped across her top. Her hands were quite small, but she had decent reach, and she stretched the button accordion to its full length, then squeezed it as she pressed buttons. The dying-cat noise returned, and Pepe bleated pathetically, glaring up at what he clearly took as some kind of torture device.

      "What is that?" Norah asked.

      "Do you like it? I bought it on Craigslist. It was only thirty bucks, can you believe it?"

      "No," Norah lied.

      "I lost so much time. Now I want to do everything."

      "Can you maybe do it somewhere else?"

      A sharp edge tumbled out with the question, and the runes carved into Cleo’s sides went dim. She dropped several sad inches in the air.

      "Sure, Norah. I can go somewhere else." Cleo dropped the accordion in a laundry basket before floating out of the room and out the front door.

      Fuck.

      "Cleo!" Norah shouted and ran to the door, but it was too late. The pixie, arms drooping by her sides, vanished behind the complex's other building.

      Norah rubbed her eyes. She'd only gotten an hour of sleep last night, her joints ached from the cold water submersion, and her wand was still mad at her.

      Her mood darkened when she saw Frondle across the courtyard, deep in conversation with Stan. He looked sharp in charcoal corduroys and a tight dark mesh t-shirt. Her own t-shirt, from a 5k turkey trot, was full of holes and covered in a humiliating number of ketchup stains.

      Frondle appeared not to notice them as he looked at her and waved brightly. He nodded goodbye at Stan and trotted over. "Norah! You look nice."

      He wasn't lying. Fingers brushing the most recent ketchup stain, Norah wondered how someone who dressed so well could be that oblivious.

      "Are you ready?" Frondle asked, and guilt closed around her heart.

      A date. They had agreed on a date. For tonight. "Oh, my God! I completely forgot," she said. "Come in. I'll show you Cleo's new button accordion, and I'll tell you all about last night."

      Just inside her front door, Frondle swept her into his arms and kissed her. As always, he was very warm, and his natural lightness slipped into her body as he held her, easing the pain in her joints. He was very comfortable, and she wanted to nestle into his deep heat forever.

      Norah's eyes jolted open. She was dangling, half-upright, from Frondle's arms.

      "What happened?" she asked. There was a taste in her mouth like a malodorous rat.

      "I think you fell asleep," Frondle said hesitantly, hurt in his voice.

      "Oh, shit," Norah said. "I'm sorry."

      They sat on the sofa, and Norah described her midnight maritime adventures in great detail. She rolled her wand anxiously between her thumb and forefinger, realizing its energy was weak. She resisted the urge to shake it until it produced a working spell.

      "I'm so glad I got my wonderful wand back," Norah finally said loudly and pointedly. "It would have been devastating to lose it."

      The wood warmed slightly under her fingers, and Norah squeezed it appreciatively.

      "I can't do dinner tonight." She stared at the half-read script on her coffee table. Frondle patted her shoulder, but she could tell he was disappointed.

      Fix it, Wintry.

      "The Green & Pointy reshoots wrap on Wednesday, right? We can do dinner that night. What if I take Friday off? We can go somewhere. Take a long weekend together?"

      "Ooh, a trip. I've never taken a trip before!"

      "Except for entering a magical portal between realms and starting a new life in Hollywood."

      "Except for that,” Frondle agreed. “Ooh, should we go to Paris?"

      The thought of multiple international flights almost put Norah to sleep again.

      "Let's stick to California this time. We can save Paris for later."

      Frondle nodded sagely. "We will have the most romantic California vacation in history!" he announced. Norah smiled at him encouragingly. The tirade of expletives Madge would unleash on her for taking a full day off would be worth it.

      She hoped.
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      “I've met meaner, more short-sighted unicorns, and that's saying something. Of all the pox-brained ideas, abandoning me in the middle of the week when you should be landing our deal with Bitta really takes the sunfruit muffin."

      "There's more to life than work," Norah told the pixie, whose tiny face looked like a cherry, only brighter red. It matched her ruby jumpsuit.

      “Cleo's pissed at me too," Norah said. "Please. Madge. Don't abandon me in my time of need."

      Madge rolled her eyes so aggressively that they looked like tiny ball bearings. "Someone call in the national guard. It's an emergency. The boss is horny."

      “I’m not horny. I'm in lo—” She stopped short before she could say that particular four-letter word out loud, but it was in her mind, spinning and refracting light.

      Oh, shit. I'm in love. Uh-oh.

      Madge's eyebrows marched toward First Arret’s ceiling. Finally, she relented and lit on the corner of Norah's computer. The pixie’s flying had gotten much better since she’d been injured by the owl in Topanga State Park, Norah was pleased to see.

      “Even if that’s true, I’m pretty sure you’re also horny. Ugh. Fine. As your employee, I’m furious. As your best friend, you have my full support.”

      "You’re like my own personal cupid," Norah said.

      Madge looked like she’d just been served rotten fish. "Fuck, no. Have you met any cupids? Those things are massive creeps."

      Norah laughed. "Okay, okay. I actually need your help with tracking down Angelo. He, um, won’t return my calls, and every time I’ve tried to call his business, his staff hangs up on me.”

      “Oh, really? Driving his father into hiding after almost killing him didn’t bring you two closer?”

      “Point taken.”

      “If you’re gonna kill a guy’s father, you gotta let him think it was his idea.”

      Norah frowned, wondering if this was good or terrible advice. “Look, I really need to talk to him, and I know where he is today. It’s a high-security facility, but I think we can get in.”

      "High-security facility? Is Angelo in prison?"

      "Worse. He's at a celebrity wedding."

      According to She Wore White, Los Angeles’s premiere luxury wedding blog, Angelo was catering the event of the season. Buffy Muldoon and Gregor Escalier were the hottest actors in Hollywood, so high up on the A-list that they could barely still touch it. Gigawatt stars, plus their entourages, plus the entire rest of the A-list, some of the B-list, and a few unclassifiable but name-brand visual artists were attending.

      The affair was being held at the Chateau Marmont, an edgy Old Hollywood hotel perched on the edge of Sunset Boulevard, most famous for its tight-lipped staff.

      An hour later, Norah and Madge strolled to the venue from a parking spot so far away that walking from Los Feliz might have been faster. The hotel was an old white building with distinctive dark peaked roofs. Its commitment to discretion included—today at least—a large number of armed guards, including a sniper in the turret.

      Norah cautiously approached an armed guard who was almost as wide as he was tall, made more impressive because all of it was muscle. I wonder where he gets his suits?

      "Excuse me. Is there any chance I could dash in and talk to the caterer really quickly? It's not about the wedding."

      The guard, who Norah had nicknamed “the Tank,” glanced at her, body position shifting slightly. He was so dense that even this small movement echoed through the concrete below him.

      "What it is about Hollywood that leaches people’s fundamental critical thinking skills?" he mused. "Can you just dash in past the security perimeter to distract the caterer at the hottest celebrity wedding of the year an hour before lunch? What do you think the answer to that question is?"

      "I'm not an idiot," Norah protested, aggravated by his condescension.

      "Good for you. Maybe in the future, your words and actions will give some indication of that."

      When the truth fails, try bribery. “Look, man. Five hundred bucks to snap a few shots. I’ll be in and out. They'll never even see me."

      “See, now we can deal with one another from a foundation of honesty,” the tank said. “But my answer is no, and as a corollary to my answer, if you’re not gone in thirty seconds, you will sustain injuries you will not recover from quickly.”

      The man looked into the distance, ossifying like a Buckingham Palace guard.

      Madge pulled Norah away, and they went around the corner to put their heads together.

      "Glamour me to look like a bird. Once I'm inside, I'll find Angelo,” Madge suggested.

      Norah paused. "I'd really like to talk to him myself.” It was only half-true, and Madge searched her face, skeptical.

      "You wanna see the celebrity wedding," the pixie finally said, a teasing note in her voice.

      "I may have, um, had a poster of the groom on my wall when I was a teenager."

      Madge crossed her arms. "Really?"

      "Ugh. Fine. It was three posters." Red streaks crept up Norah's face as Madge did a laughing loop-di-loop.

      “Please tell me you're not planning on pulling a stunt when they ask if anyone objects to the union.”

      “Of course not!” Norah insisted. "I’m in a happy secret relationship with my own client. Which, I admit, sounded better in my head. I just want to snoop and maybe eat some appetizers. And we really do need to talk to Angelo. Stop looking at me like that."

      "Hah. Okay, okay."

      During a walk around the perimeter of the large white hillside building, Norah saw two guards along the eastern side of the building check their tablet computers to admit two men carrying large speakers. "I have an idea," she said and dialed Uriel.

      He was aggravated when he picked up, although he was always aggravated when he had to do something that required taking his fingers off his keyboard. But she was letting him live on her office roof, so it was hard to feel guilty.

      "Can you get me into a celebrity wedding?" Norah asked.

      "Can the pope clean the Vatican toilets?" Uriel asked, snorting.

      "As a witch, I'm not a gushing fountain of information on Catholicism," Norah replied.

      There was a long pause. "The answer is yes, but it's a waste of his time and skills."

      "I have noble reasons!" Norah said. Madge raised an eyebrow. "Ugh. Fine. Some of my reasons are noble."

      "I said the bribe would double every time you asked for a favor. Are you prepared to deliver thirty-two banchan pizzas?"

      "If you'll eat them, then yes. You're too logical to waste food, and you don't have any friends." There was a long pause on the other end of the line, and Madge winced. Shit. That was rude. “I mean, we’re friends, but I can only eat, like, three-quarters of a pizza.”

      Uriel snorted. “They're not for me. I want you to take them to Nostril. I'm sure she'll know what to do with thirty-two pizzas."

      "Oh, my god, Uriel. Did the UrbanWurm just reveal his soft heart?"

      Another long silence.

      "Fine," Norah said. "I'm going to look ridiculous carrying thirty-two pizzas into the tunnels, but I'll do it. I need to get onto that list now, though."

      She gave him the details, and in less than a minute, her phone beeped an alert at her.

      
        
        You're in - U.

      

      

      Madge dove into Norah's purse as she approached one of the guards, a very tall man carrying a tablet.

      "Hello, I'm Norah Wintry. I'm on the list."

      "Which list?" the guard asked.

      Norah glanced down the sidewalk. Her conversation had attracted the Tank’s attention. He was watching her with laser focus.

      Fuck. Which list?

      Uh-oh. It was time to play a game Norah called "What would a B-lister do?" A-listers, who had no one to impress, were often quite friendly and down-to-earth, assuming that earth was organic imported Italian topsoil. B-listers, on the other hand, had clawed their way to their current positions and would step on anyone for a further leg up.

      Norah crossed her arms and pouted. "The list, the list! I'm on the list. If there are two fucking lists, that's your problem."

      The guard sighed and asked for her ID. She cautiously reached into her purse for her wallet, trying not to wallop Madge. The guard checked her ID, scrolled through a few folders, and waved her in. As she stepped forward, a hand closed around her arm.

      It was the Tank, apparently smelling blood in the water.

      "Ow," she said, clenching her teeth. His grip tightened, and she cursed.

      "She's on the list," the tall guard said.

      "No, she's not," the Tank countered.

      She wanted to ask the Tank if he had a business card in case she ever needed professional and intelligent muscle, but her arm hurt too badly for her to do anything other than solve the problem at hand.

      An idea pushed through the detritus, and Norah straightened.

      "Stop. I'm Norah Wintry. I'm an independent security consultant. The bride hired me to test the security perimeter before the event. Make sure it's water-tight against paparazzi."

      She prayed that neither of them would think to google her name. Instead, the Tank released his grip. "That harridan is paying us way too much not to trust us. Apologies, but you know how it is."

      "Oh, I know," Norah joked. "Ask me about the time I had to take down a paparazzi drone with a bow and arrow."

      The Tank perked up. Before he could plunge into shop talk, she brushed past him.

      "I'll go let Bridezilla know she has an excellent security staff."

      The Tank's chest puffed out in pride, and Norah strode confidently into the hotel. The wedding had taken over the entire space, and the windowed dark-wood halls were hectic with florists shouting, "I said peonies, not posies!" and crying assistants. It wasn't hard to find Angelo in the hotel kitchen. A captain at the helm of a ship, he was graceful, in his element, and covered with spaghetti sauce.

      He was also not happy to see her, although he papered over his displeasure with an expression that at least suggested a smile.

      "Can we talk for a minute?" Norah asked.

      Angelo sipped orange liquid that looked like cough syrup from a spoon, nodded at the young woman holding it, and moved down the line.

      "If you can keep up, yes," he said, staring into the eyes of three salt-crusted fish on a silver platter.

      Norah trotted after him, speaking between tastes.

      "Do you know where your dad kept records of his business transactions?" she asked.

      "Why? Killing him wasn't enough? You need to wipe out any hint of his existence?"

      So Angelo did know something about what had happened between her and Domenico in the Humpr offices.

      “Your dad's not dead, Angelo." He looked up sharply. Truthfully, Norah had no idea if Domenico was still alive, but a marrow-deep hunch told her it was true. "At least, I'm pretty sure he isn't, and if he is, it's not because of me." The same wasn't true of Cook Forester. "If I understand what your dad was up to, I might be able to find him."

      "I don't want you to find him. I want him gone. Not dead, just gone."

      A terrified young man approached with a delicate ring of flower-studded gelatin wobbling on a majestic gold tray. The young chef’s hands were shaking badly, and so was the gelatin.

      "Be still, chef!" Angelo shouted, which made the ring shake more. Angelo yanked the tray from the young man's hands, but he was shaking too. Disgustedly, he pushed the tray back.

      "It's fine. Just serve it."

      The chef scampered away, and a lightbulb went on in Norah’s head. For someone with a psychic radio that detected people’s emotions, she had biffed this one. Angelo hadn't been avoiding her because he was angry. He'd been avoiding her because he was afraid she would tell him his father was dead. Finally, his fists unclenched.

      "Dad didn't believe in digital records, and after he got involved with Cook Forester, he really didn't believe in digital records. He said the guy was a slimy bucket of gold nuggets. Dad was old-school. He kept everything in big black leather books that were as big as a chafing dish. Every time he finished a book, he put it in a safe in the walk-in freezer at the Marinara Factory. He called it 'the graveyard.'”

      "Spooky," Norah said. Angelo sent a chef away to remake his bechamel sauce.

      "You know the Marinara Factory? It was my dad's first place. Franchised eventually, but he kept control of the original location. He never cared that it wasn't cool. No shame in doing spaghetti and salad right, he said." Angelo looked even more upset as he stared at a plate full of miniature violet-covered spaghetti noodles topped with some kind of fish roe and a green herb Norah couldn't identify. Probably Oriceran.

      "Maybe you didn't follow in his footsteps," Norah said. Meaning you didn't become a vicious wizard-murdering gangster. "But I'm sure he's proud of your cooking."

      "Maybe he was, and maybe he wasn't," Angelo said, emphasizing the past tense. "But seeing me jabbering with friends an hour before service would have sent him into a sauce-flinging rage," he said, checking his watch.

      "Okay, Angelo," Norah said, picking up the barely concealed subtext. "We'll go. Thanks for the info."
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      Wednesday night found Norah poking at a candied lemon rind in an elaborate rainbow-colored salad. Distracted, she grabbed her wine glass and was about to drain it when Minnie knocked it out of her hand. Red liquid spattered over her shirt, and the tang of iron filled the air.

      “What the—”

      The sight of her wine glass sitting on the table to her left pulled her back to reality. Sheepishly, she picked Minnie’s blood goblet off the floor and handed it back.

      “Sorry,” Norah said.

      “This is why you should get different glasses,” Minnie told Stan. “It’s much harder to accidentally drink blood from a pewter skull goblet.”

      Stan wrinkled his nose at the image, and the vampire leaned apologetically toward Norah. “Sorry, Nor. I’ll give you the name of my blood cleaner. I thought you’d rather ruin your shirt than drink human blood, but if I’m wrong and you’re A/B positive curious, I will totally update my files.”

      “What?” Norah said, dabbing uselessly at her shirt with her napkin. “That’s okay. I don’t want to drink human blood.”

      “Here, here,” Stan cheered. Minnie glared at him. “Not that there’s anything wrong when you do it, kid.” He winked at Minnie. There was an unspoken tension between them, and Norah wasn’t helping the mood. Frondle might have brightened things up, but he’d gotten stuck shooting late at work.

      Stan had been dating the long-haired, no-nonsense vampire on and off for as long as Norah could remember. The two magicals were clearly teetering on the edge of “off.” When Minnie started a new project, she had a habit of holing up in her underground editing suite in the Hollywood Forever Cemetery, to Stan’s great annoyance.

      “Sorry your beau’s not here,” Stan said.

      “That’s okay. As his agent, I’m glad he’s busy.”

      “How’s that going, mixing business with pleasure?” Stan asked, cutting into a fillet of fish that Norah guessed was Oriceran eel. It was slightly thicker and longer than a spaghetti noodle.

      “It’s okay,” Norah said. “Or at least, it would be if we managed to spend any time together.”

      This dinner party, if it could be called that, needed a serious injection of levity. The kind that could only be provided by celebrity gossip. Norah described sneaking into the Buffy-Gregor wedding. Not a single photograph had appeared on the internet, a feat almost more impressive than any spell Norah had ever cast.

      “What did the dress look like?” Stan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Really?” Minnie asked.

      “I’ve lived in Hollywood for more than a century. Sue me for developing an interest in fashion.”

      “Okay, picture an angry cloud,” Norah said, grinning. Stan gestured for her to continue and refilled her wine. “Then imagine a bunch of those twenty-four-carat gold toothpicks sticking out of that cloud.”

      “Like an expensive hedgehog,” Stan muttered.

      “A very expensive hedgehog. If you have to ask how much the hedgehog costs, you can’t afford it,” Norah said. Minnie snorted. “Then imagine the profane hedgehog-cloud creation was turned into Italian lingerie. That’s what the dress looked like.”

      “That’s insane,” Minnie said.

      Norah nodded eagerly. “I’m pretty sure I saw nipple, and I’m pretty sure it was intentional.”

      “I’d never wear anything like that,” Minnie said.

      “Italian lingerie?” Stan asked, good humor in his voice.

      “No, a wedding dress,” Minnie said. “There’s a negative correlation between the cost of a wedding and the length of a marriage.”

      “You could always elope,” Stan suggested.

      Norah’s eyebrows shot up. Was Minnie flushed? Could vampires flush? They didn’t have blood.

      “Marriage is a property transaction, and I’m not property,” Minnie said, uncorking a fresh bottle of blood with such ferocity that some of it sloshed on the table. Ignoring the stemmed glass, she chugged it straight from the bottle, then wiped her mouth with her hand when she was done. Norah guessed Minnie was trying to start a fight and hoped she could finish her business before the vampire succeeded.

      “Have you had any magical trouble with editing software?” Norah blurted.

      This attracted the vampire’s interest. “Every time Final Cut releases a new version, I think it’s cursed. But no, not really.”

      “Curses and hexes were more common in the old film days. A reel of celluloid is more tangible than a media file,” Stan said.

      “If I tell you about a problem, can you keep it a secret?” Because Minnie was involved in editing The Players, Norah made her promise twice. Then she told them about the weirdness in the editing suite.

      “Maybe it’s not the software,” Stan said. “Maybe it’s the pearls.”

      “They weren’t a problem during production,” Norah pointed out.

      “Maybe there was some kind of…delayed activation,” Stan said, tenting his fingers.

      “I’m going to talk to the costume designer,” Norah said. “Maybe I can visit Frondle on set. I have a gut feeling his shoot will go another day.”

      With that, she excused herself. “Are you sure?” Stan asked. “You haven’t finished your lemons.” She suspected he was more worried about being left alone with his angry vampire girlfriend.

      “I’m sure,” Norah said. “Thanks, Stan.”

      She headed home. Pepe, seeing her stagger in, covered in human blood, was alarmed, but he relaxed when she explained. Once again, she wondered who or what the bright little goat really was.
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      The Silver Lion costume shop was a kaleidoscope of colors and textures. Norah walked through the labyrinth of fabric, occasionally stopping to admire one. Her hand grazed a length of silver leather, which glowed where she’d touched it.

      "Nice, huh?" The costumer’s name was Meldic, and her apron was studded with an alarming number of sharp silver pins. That wasn't the only thing that made her seem prickly. She had strong-looking hands, and her hair was swept up in a complicated series of braids.

      "If you're planning on stealing it, think again. The front gate guards will check your purse. If I thought anyone could realistically stuff the bolts down their pants, I'd have everyone strip-searched, too, but it hasn't come to that.”

      "What is it?" Norah asked.

      "Fungal gnome leather."

      Norah frowned and pulled her hand away.

      "That's mushrooms grown by the gnomes. It's not made of gnomes."

      "That's good." Norah put her hand back and traced her finger up and down. Phosphorescent dust particles rose into the air above the material. She drew a glowing squiggle, then a heart. She wrote "N+F" under it on a whim, then brushed it away as Meldic peered over her shoulder.

      "If you haven't come to steal it, why are you in my shop?"

      "Oh. Bitta sent me. Did you work on the costumes for The Players?" Norah asked.

      Meldic twirled a pin around one finger and meditatively stuffed it back into an apron string. "Sixteenth-century traveling actors, right? So many codpieces," she grumbled. “And all those ties and stays. Every day, I thank God that I was born in the era of the zipper."

      Norah glanced down a row of mannequins as Meldic led her past the aisles of fabric. She was working with a lot of leather, aggressive pieces with enough buckles to make a Pilgrim shoe factory proud. One of the pieces in progress was a harness made from the beautiful silver leather.

      "What film are you working on?" Norah asked.

      "Post-apocalyptic romance about a warlord's wedding. It's sort of Mad Max meets Crazy Rich Asians. It’s called ‘Til Death."

      "Holy shit," Norah said. "What does the bride wear?"

      "Almost nothing!" Meldic replied brightly.

      Norah stopped dead at the end of the row, arrested by a mannequin in a leather bustier the color of glacial ice. Strips from cutouts below the bustline were twisted into intricate braids that looked very much like Meldic’s hair. A braid is a braid, I guess. At the edges, the material was scalloped, stretching out into tendrils that divided and curled into fractal patterns. It was like lace but more intricate, and the whole thing dropped to a death-defying plunge.

      An involuntary sigh escaped as Norah touched it. "What is that?"

      "If you mean the material, I have no idea. It showed up stuck to a bolt of dark elf silk from my Oriceran supplier. I couldn’t ask him about it because I didn’t want to give it back."

      Norah traced a lacy edge. No way I could do this with a glamour. Not with all the duct tape in the world.

      "The idiot director won't use it. Something about the blue interfering with his chromatic symbolscape.” Meldic clearly didn’t think much of someone who would reject such a masterpiece.

      Tearing her eyes away, Norah refocused on the task at hand.

      “Oh. Um. I wondered if you still had a supply of the pearls you used for the costumes. The special effects team is changing them to rubies. Something about Bitta and the ‘thematic resonance of blood,” Norah said, ad-libbing wildly. She hoped playing pin-the-blame-on-the-director would garner sympathy. "Anyway, they think if they have some samples of the pearls, it’ll be easier. I'm just the gofer. I don't understand the technical details," Norah lied.

      “Directors are the worst. Always prioritizing story instead of highlighting the meticulous period-accurate details.”

      She smiled wanly, and Norah wondered what a film she approved of would look like. Probably a lot of close-ups of codpieces.

      Meldic took Norah into a storage room whose walls were covered in shelves and drawers. Big file cabinets made an island in the center. Norah slid one open and jumped as a profusion of eyeballs met her gaze. When none of them blinked, she realized they were glass.

      "You can never have too many eyeballs," Meldic stated, a sentiment Norah didn’t share. Especially not after her haunted puppet experience on The Players. Oh, well. To each their own. Meldic checked an inventory list on a tablet, grabbed a stool, and retrieved a small plastic container from a high shelf.

      "Voila! The Players’ pearls,” she said, popping the lid open. Before Norah peered in, she steeled herself for impromptu singing. When she looked at the tiny opalescent spheres, however, nothing happened. They were just pearls. Curious, Norah closed her eyes and activated her magical sight. When she opened them, the pearls nearly blinded her. They were bursting with hot white magic.

      Reaching for her wand, Norah tapped a pearl with the tip, trying to coax the blue gum eucalyptus to explore the enchantment’s folds. The wand stubbornly remained inactive. Norah sighed and put it away, patting it reassuringly.

      "I just need a few of those," Norah said, gesturing at the pearls.

      Meldic untangled a short string and deftly tied it around Norah's wrist. "How's that?" she asked. She held her hand up so the makeshift bracelet could catch the light and nodded.

      “That’ll do it,” Norah said.

      Meldic walked her out. Back in the main shop, Norah couldn’t help revisiting the remarkable ice-blue leather top. Was she being mesmerized? But there were no traces of magic in the costume. It was just very beautiful.

      Meldic stared meditatively from Norah to the costume.

      "It's a remarkable piece," Norah announced.

      Meldic was giving her a strange look, and she shifted uncomfortably. To her surprise, the costumer finally said, "Why don't you borrow it?”

      “Really?” Norah asked.

      “Why not? You're a little taller than the actor, but I can tell it’ll fit. I have the eye.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay?”

      Meldic shrugged and pulled a pin out of the leather. "As long as you don’t splash it all over Instagram. It's not technically kosher, but I feel connected to this work. Not everything I do is genius, but this is, and as things stand, it's just gonna sit on this mannequin until someone inventories it and puts it in storage."

      "That would be a waste," Norah stated.

      Meldic snorted. "It would be a fucking crime."

      Reverent gratitude washed over her like she’d been blessed by a somewhat salacious angel. “Thank you,” she said and meant it.

      "Just make sure you bring it back. You ever met Silver Lion's lawyer? She’s a stickler for accurate inventories, and I have a feeling that people on her bad side don't last very long."

      "In Hollywood?" Norah asked.

      "In general," Meldic said, a dark grin spreading across her face. Norah shivered. Meldic was right. Cyprine Gunkel, Esquire, was as efficient as a straight razor—all angles and work ethic.

      "I'll return it,” she reassured the costumer.

      She imagined sprawling across the bed in some idyllic California bed and breakfast, wearing the remarkable garment. I wonder if Frondle would wear his armor?

      She pushed the thought out of her mind as Meldic unhooked a number of snaps and small fastenings that Norah decided she wouldn't worry about until later, wrapped the top in a piece of clean fabric, and placed it in a small bag.

      "Enjoy!" the woman exclaimed. “I’ll walk you out so Security doesn’t tackle you.”

      Bag clutched tightly in her hand, Norah smiled. Her day was looking up.
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      The costume shop was close to the studio in which Green & Pointy was being shot, and Norah decided she'd drop in. The production had moved lots during reshoots, but she finally spotted Frondle’s trailer located on a sunny avenue between buildings.

      When she knocked on the aluminum door, it squeaked open. Norah stepped inside, hoping he hadn’t left a pile of valuable gemstones on his desk. It wasn't too different from a human actor's trailer, aside from a small bottle of ear cream and a scroll of light elf poetry stapled to one wall.

      Sighing, she plopped onto his small sofa. If he wasn't in here, he was probably too busy to do much more than smile at her.

      Staring at the bag from Meldic, Norah had a flash of inspiration. In several swift movements, she locked the door to the trailer, shut the blinds, and pulled the bustier out of the bag. Pulling off her shirt and bra, she slipped her arms through the straps and began to battle with the many snaps and hooks.

      Twisting in ways that would make her yoga teacher proud, she managed to get about half of them secured. The result was an uneven mess. She continued fighting for a few minutes before deciding that she’d lost the battle of the bulges. Hesitantly, Norah pulled out her wand, gently touching the break in the wood where Stan had mended it. It was time to have a heart to heartwood talk.

      Propping the wand against, Frondle’s vanity, Norah gave it a serious look. "I know we haven't had an easy go of things. You've been hurt before. I get it. And I'm really sorry I dropped you into the Pacific ocean. I’m as worried about mold and water damage as you are. If I could do it over again, I'd attach a string to you and put it around my wrist like a surfer."

      To be fair, attaching a wand to oneself was very popular among witches and wizards between the ages of two and four.

      "If you're done with me, I'll be shattered, but I'll try to find you a new wielder. I understand that buttoning a risqué bustier isn't a noble use of your power, but please! It's in the name of love."

      It was a ridiculous speech, but it came from the heart. She held her breath, and after a moment, a whisper of power seeped into her hand.

      Taking a deep breath, Norah traced the shapes of two stick-figure hands in front of her, then filled them with intricate runes. Spectral blue hands appeared. She turned and positioned herself in front of Frondle's vanity. Using her phone as a second mirror, she guided the hands to secure a set of small hooks near the bustier’s bottom and lace the two slits above her shoulder blades. When she was sure she'd gotten everything, she dismissed the hands and turned around.

      "Oh, my god," Norah said. The wand buzzed with what Norah was pretty sure was a wolf whistle.

      She looked hot but not trashy. Norah hadn't realized leather lingerie could seem regal, but this did. Any reservations about her plan flew straight out the trailer window, and she found a spot where natural light filtered through the blinds. Adjusting herself for a maximum display of her assets, she put a hand on her cheek, pouted, and took a series of photos.

      Afraid she’d lose her courage if she looked at them, she sent them straight to Frondle with a message.

      
        
        I’m waiting in your trailer;)

      

      

      There was no immediate response, which was bad but not catastrophic. If Frondle was in the middle of a scene, he wouldn't be able to text, much less sext.

      After an excruciatingly long hour, her phone finally beeped. Norah snatched it off the floor. As she read the four words, her heart sank.

      Was that a prank?

      Anxiety mounting, she looked at the photo she had sent. What was wrong with it? Her face looked good, the top looked good, and her arm, draped in pearls, rested gently on her chest.

      The pearls. There they were, brightening her sultry wrist. They shimmered on the screen, and Norah felt the familiar sensation of being filled with light. With mounting joy, she started to spin. Everything went hazy after that, and when she regained control of her body, all she could remember about the sea shanty she had just sung was that it involved some kind of particularly recalcitrant whale.

      If Frondle had seen the photos while he was filming... Oh, shit. Norah deleted the rest of the series from her phone and ran out of the trailer toward the set. She forgot what she was wearing until an intern carrying a craft services tray looked her up and down and promptly dropped six smoothies on the concrete.

      Alarmed, Norah clapped a hand over her mouth as a hundred dollars’ worth of organic green-brown mush puddled on the ground. “I'm so sorry.” No one aside from the intern, whose unstylish blond haircut tagged him as a recent LA arrival, was paying much attention.

      A year ago, a client had selected a risqué dress for a premiere. It had a subterranean neckline. It was very chic, but it was a lot of skin, and she'd had a panic attack in the limo on the way to the theater. Norah had gripped her face, stared her dead in the eyes, and given her a stern talking to.

      Now, her advice echoed in her head. You can wear anything you want in this town if you do it with confidence. If you wind up on a worst-dressed list, that's more publicity for the film. Or in this case, the agency.

      She straightened her spine and resisted the urge to demand the t-shirt off the nearest PA's back. Proud if a little chilly, she marched through the set just in time to hear the director’s shouting rising through the room. Benji was pissed.

      "What the fuck! Look at your call sheets, people! Does it say 'untitled prank show' at the top? No, it fucking doesn't. If you're desperate to get a laugh, Daniel Day Legolas, try wedging a little effort into your flat-ass performance!"

      She rounded the corner as this tirade registered on Frondle's face.

      "Please, Benji," he said, approaching the director, phone clasped in a shaking hand.

      "Do I have to make a no-phones-on-set rule like this a fucking Waldorf school? Fuck off, Frondle. Go home. All of you, go home. Congratulations! The ingénue just earned you an extra day of reshoots."

      Collective disgruntlement rippled across the room in a straight line toward Frondle. He looked ready to wave the white flag, but there was no safe direction to retreat to. His eyes landed on her and widened upon glimpsing of her outfit in person, then drooped.

      She touched his arm, "I didn't mean for that to happen. Let me go talk to Benji, and then I'll meet you in your trailer."

      Frondle nodded warily and trudged off. Crew members shied away from him as if he had contracted a fatal show business disease.

      Even Mal, the emerald crystal person who put the green in Green & Pointy, refused to meet the light elf's eyes. Disgruntled, Mal looked greener than usual, which seemed impossible.

      Benji did a double-take at Norah’s outfit but quickly hoisted his eyes up to an appropriate level. "Is there a sign taped to my back that says, 'please fuck with me?’" he asked.

      Norah resisted the impulse to check. "No."

      "Then how do you explain your client's behavior?"

      "What happened?"

      "We were on the last scene of the day. I call places—places, you understand, is a direction an adequately trained dog could follow—and instead of finding his fucking mark, Frondle starts spinning like a madman and singing some raunchy song about a fisherman's wife and squid. I told him to knock it off, and he launched into a second verse. So much unnecessary anatomical detail. Two minutes later, it happened again."

      "I can see why you're pissed," Norah agreed.

      Benji’s frown softened slightly.

      "Let's just say it'll be a while before I feel comfortable ordering calamari," he said.

      Norah was torn between wanting to apologize profusely and asking if he remembered the lyrics. Good sense won out. "I'll talk to him. This really isn't like him. He's very serious about this project."

      "Just what I want from my comic actors," Benji grumbled. "I'm sure he won't do it again."

      "Definitely not—” Norah assured the director.

      Benji, cutting her off, continued. "Because I'm sure he remembers the part of his contract that says he forfeits his salary if he fails to complete shooting. And me kicking his ass to the curb for gross misbehavior would count as him failing to complete shooting."

      Norah gulped. She'd just had the First Arret offices re-carpeted, and she’d hired a new intern. Ten percent of a network sitcom role was big potatoes. Huge potatoes. The kind of potato someone might live inside in a Roald Dahl story.

      She sighed. If she lost all her money, maybe she could get work doing anti-sexting PSAs. Norah Wintry thought she could take a sexy photo without getting her boyfriend fired for singing sea shanties. Norah Wintry was wrong.

      "He'll be ready to work tomorrow."

      "If he's not, that old cliche about never working in this town again is going to feel very fresh."

      The first AD pulled Benji away to look at the dailies. Several crew members were staring at her, but she held her head high and waved at Mal, who smiled brightly and munched a piece of concrete. Crystal people were natural nudists and tended to regard sartorial choices with neutral curiosity.

      Frondle, on the other hand, was disconsolate.

      "I didn't mean to do it, Norah!" he shouted as she pushed the door of his trailer open. "It was like I was mesmerized. I told the director that, but one of the gaffers is a wizard, and he said I was lying because there weren't any traces of magic in the room except for where he'd used an antigrav spell on some sandbags. I wasn't lying. Someone took over my body."

      Norah gripped the light elf’s arms. Looking into her eyes seemed to calm him. Looking down at the cage of blue leather that barely concealed her torso had a decidedly different effect.

      "That is a daring fashion choice," he murmured.

      Norah was gratified to see his pupils dilate.

      She pulled him down beside her on the sofa and explained the situation with the pearls.

      "They didn't affect me, so I forgot I was wearing them," she said. "Why did you keep looking at the photos?"

      Frondle's face turned a daring red. "They were very nice photos," he said formally, straightening his spine.

      Norah laughed. "Let me make it up to you. I want to take you to dinner at the Marinara Factory."

      Frondle smiled. "You said we shouldn’t go on public dates."

      "It's not exactly a date. It's more of a heist."

      "If you want marinara, can't we just buy it?"

      Norah chuckled before realizing he wasn't joking. "Yes, but there's a safe in the walk-in freezer in which Domenico keeps his records.

      "And you want to steal the safe," Frondle finished.

      Norah considered that. Unbolting a safe from the floor might be easier than cracking it.

      "That's not a bad idea," she said. "In any case, we can at least finish our appetizers before we steal anything. It'll be a very romantic heist. If we’re really fast, we can grab some tiramisu on the way out.

      "Can we wear disguises?” Frondle asked. Norah was relieved to see his puppy-dog eagerness returning.

      "We can definitely wear disguises."

      "Oh, good. I never get to wear good costumes on Green & Pointy. I keep telling the showrunner I should do an episode where I'm a cowboy."

      "You can be my pardner anytime," Norah drawled and kissed him. When she pulled away, he looked at her bustier.

      "What is that, and can you get more?"

      Norah grinned and told him about Meldic as his hand went around her back and traced a line of hooks.

      "Is it removable?" Frondle asked.

      "I think so," Norah said. "With a little effort."

      Frondle stared at the knot on one set of laces.

      "Okay, a lot of effort," Norah admitted.

      "I’m not afraid of hard work for a noble cause!" Frondle announced, and a smile crept across his face. "I don't think you should wear it to dinner, though. Everyone would be looking at you."

      "I might not have a choice," Norah said. "It was, uh, pretty difficult to put on, and I had to use dark elf sailing knots on some of the laces.”

      They left an hour later, having thoroughly tested the structural stability of the couch in Frondle's trailer. When they were outside, she tried to look stern, as if she'd been spending the last hour scolding him. They managed to get off the lot without giving away the game, and Norah promised to pick Frondle up that night for their heist.

      "It'll be nice to do something together in public," he said.

      "Even grand larceny." It hurt to leave without kissing him, but at least she had a companionable crime to look forward to.
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      Putting together a disguise was harder than she realized, and she developed a new respect for CIA agents and Scooby-Doo villains. Staring into her bathroom mirror, she tugged at the silk headscarf she'd knotted under her chin. The effect, when combined with large sunglasses, was...uninspiring.

      Looking like someone else meant not looking like herself, so she started with an assessment of her personal style. She wore classic silhouettes with occasional offbeat touches, leaning toward dark, rich colors like deep blue and emerald green with occasion splashes of contrasting flair. When her hair wasn't in a ponytail, it fell in waves, and she owned exactly one nice purse, which she'd gotten from a thrift store and magically repaired too many times to count.

      What wouldn't Norah Wintry do? She searched her closet for missing colors and textures. Pastels, for one: pink, yellow, and mint. Ruffles. Florals. Not much in there poofed. Her only hat was a worn Giants baseball cap her dad had gotten her for Christmas when she was eight.

      An hour later, she emerged from her favorite Los Feliz thrift store two hundred dollars poorer, wearing something decidedly not her style. The store clerk, a tall twenty-something in a mesh tank top and cutoffs, looked at the whole pile with a critical eye, announced that it was ‘serving porcelain doll,’ cut off the tags, and sent her on her way. She only toppled over once before her feet got the hang of the stilettos, though not without some pain. She looked at a few wigs but decided to use a glamour instead, and in a minute, her wavy brown hair was straight and blonde.

      When she picked up Frondle, she wondered if they should have coordinated.

      He looked like a production of Grease had rejected him for being too on the nose. The cuffs of his blue jeans were rolled above black boots, and there was a comb tucked into the pocket of his white t-shirt.

      "I googled 'bad boy' and borrowed some things from my roommates," Frondle said, holding out the arm of a patch-covered leather jacket.

      He didn’t look bad. He just didn’t look anything like Frondle, which was what they wanted.

      "We've gotta hide those ears," she said.

      Frondle touched one self-consciously. "When you signed me, you said I would never have to do human drag."

      "I'd never ask you to cover your ears for a role or for me. But we're planning a crime, and if someone comes looking for us, I don't want them looking for a witch and her light elf boyfriend."

      "Boyfriend!" Frondle exclaimed brightly. Norah slapped a hand over her mouth. They hadn't talked about the nature of their relationship. A large invisible object suddenly lodged in her throat, and she spent the next several minutes coughing it out.

      When she finished, Frondle clapped her gently on the back. "Are you sure you're well enough for a heist?" he asked.

      Norah nodded vigorously.

      "Am I your boyfriend?" Frondle continued.

      "Would you, um, like to be? You certainly have veto power."

      "I still have so much to learn about human customs. What does being someone's boyfriend entail?" Frondle asked. "Do I take your enemies as my own and endow you with the fruits of my fields?"

      "Only if that's a euphemism." Norah grinned. "And yes to the enemies. I mean, sort of. It's implied. But no more oaths!" she exclaimed quickly.

      Frondle unsheathed a dagger from somewhere inside his black leather jacket and twirled it in an elaborate series of loops. He looked like he was auditioning for an impressive production of West Side Story.

      "Norah Wintry, I would like to be your boyfriend. My blade is yours to command."

      "In that case, I command you to put it away and buy me some breadsticks."

      Norah pulled him to her car. They made a small detour near the restaurant and headed to a Google Maps pin Quint had dropped two blocks away. Norah’s brother was standing in front of a large refrigerated truck. Inside the cab, a frightened-looking delivery driver was laid out crosswise in the space behind the seat, tied with magical ropes.

      "Did everything go okay?" Norah asked.

      "That guy is a really good driver." Quint sounded disgruntled. "It took me forever to rear-end him, but once he got out of the car to trade insurance, it went pretty smooth."

      "Are you sure you're cool with this?" she asked.

      "You mean stealing from mobsters and defacing property in their inner sanctum? What could go wrong?" His bravado was encouraging, although she knew it masked more than a little anxiety about the kinds of enemies they might make.

      Norah assessed the large animal transport van they'd borrowed from their parents’ goat farm. From between two of the slats, an enormous wet eye stared out, shot through with crimson veins. There was a snarl, and the vehicle rattled.

      "Are you sure you don't need our help getting it in the delivery truck?" Norah asked.

      Quint clearly wasn't sure, but masculine pride won out. "Of course. Don't let me keep you from cocktail hour."

      "Thanks." Norah meant it.

      “If you want to thank me, you can pick up some tiramisu. It’s supposed to be famous.”
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        * * *

      

      The Marinara Factory was the distilled essence of a chain Italian restaurant taken to the extreme. The building’s façade was an enormous fiberglass sculpture depicting the face of a dark-haired, mustachioed man in a white toque whose mouth stretched around the front door. Once she and Frondle were inside, they were led through a maze of red-checked tablecloths and six-foot-tall bottles of novelty wine.

      The man who seated them was extremely alert and wore a handmade suit whose price point suggested his role extended far past that of a maître d’. As he left their table, he stopped to chat with several booths full of dapper, compact men who alternated between aggressively serious conversations and explosive laughter.

      Prohibition in the 1920s had opened up the market for organized crime, and the new influx of magicals and Oriceran goods had created a flourishing gray market. There was a lot of money to be made, much of it involving goods of dubious legality. Domenico was just one of the people who had stepped in to fill the gaps between what people wanted and what could be legally sold.

      Norah's fear of being identified had not come to pass, partly because the few mobsters who had bothered to look at her had stopped their once-over somewhere around her cleavage. So much for putting on makeup.

      A perusal of the menu informed Norah that the dishes were pasta-themed, including ones that didn’t include any pasta. Norah ordered spaghetti, which seemed like a safe option, and something called Luigi’s Bloody Marinara, which had vodka in it. Beneath her frilly skirt, her wand dug into her thigh. She'd almost brought an alternate wand today but put her trust in the blue eucalyptus. If she gave up on it now, it might give up on her.

      If hunger was the best sauce, pre-battle jitters were a close second. Norah and Frondle tore through their first basket of breadsticks and half a refill. Norah slid the first of two olive-sized meatballs that had come with her Bloody Mary into her mouth. She almost choked when the first drops hit her tongue. She had eaten garlicky food before, but nothing like this. It was like someone had juiced garlic bulbs into a glass, then waved a tomato slice somewhere nearby. Maybe the next room.

      "I guess this place doesn’t have vampire troubles." She chomped down on the second meatball. Frondle gingerly sipped something called a brew-schetta, which, as far as Norah could tell, was a Bud Light with a slice of tomato in it. Norah's lettucecini alfredo came out, but she quickly gave up on eating the wilted lettuce “noodles” and settled for dipping breadsticks in the parmesan ranch.

      They had debated using a signal, but Quint had insisted that when he caused his distraction, they would know. He was proven right when they heard an enormous destructive noise from the kitchen.

      After several satisfying metallic crashes, a chorus of screams, and the blare of a fire alarm, the door burst open.

      The smell hit first. A barnyard tang seeped into her nostrils and stuck there, coating the mucus with shifting hints of predator and decay. Norah clipped on the nose plug she'd dug up from an old bag of swimming equipment, but it only helped a little.

      People who saw unicorns from a distance said they were beautiful. People who saw unicorns up close and stopped long enough to admire them tended to acquire large holes in the parts of their bodies responsible for keeping in organs.

      The unicorn that came out of the kitchen was particularly striking, with a roan coat alternating between silver and a glistening membranous pink. It had barreled into the door between the kitchen and dining room so hard that its ivory horn had gone straight through the aluminum. It stayed trapped in the doorway long enough for the more intelligent people in the room to flee.

      It flexed its muscular neck, and the door popped off its hinges. With its vision blocked, the unicorn went mad, kicking out in all directions, its whinnies dire. The men in the nearby booths armed themselves.

      In its fury, the unicorn's eyes had gone from bloodshot to unbroken crimson, garnet orbs that seethed with hatred for everything and everyone.

      A unicorn on a good day was smelly, vicious, and dangerous. A rampaging unicorn was smelly, vicious, dangerous, and insane, and this one had started rampaging in the kitchen.

      The unicorn tossed its mane and the door flew toward a nearby table, flattening three mobsters to Norah's left. They had the good sense not to shoot at an inanimate flying object. With the glistening opalescent roan flesh before them, two mafiosos fired.

      For an instant, the unicorn went transparent, and it seemed to be in two places at once. Two holes appeared in the wall of the kitchen, and the double-vision apparition resolved into a single animal. Unicorns would go down if you hit them, but that was a pretty big if.

      A single animal with a mission. As the unicorn charged, Norah pulled Frondle to the far wall and flattened against it to creep toward the kitchen. More bullet holes appeared in the nearby wall, and one of the colossal bottles of wine shattered, sending a red flood across the room.

      Norah finally abandoned her attempts to enter the kitchen stealthily and cast a magic shield behind her. She squeezed her wand in gratitude as it gushed reassuring electric blue magic. That was doubly important because just before they slipped through the doorless hole that led into the kitchen, a bullet crackled against the shield.

      Inside, Quint was curled behind a metal island, wielding a fire extinguisher at an upset deep frier.

      The whole place smelled like garlic, and the floors were covered in blood. Norah searched the room for the source and found it. In its fury, the unicorn had knocked over a shelf of Luigi’s Bloody Marinara Mix. Several of the two-gallon plastic jugs had split open, covering the tile with a substance so potent it could have doubled as pepper spray. Norah’s hands were covered in it, and she tried not to rub her eyes.

      "There's a dark elf lock on the door to the walk-in. I can't get it open,” Quint whispered, eyes watering, pointing at the far wall. This door was much sturdier than the one in the dining room. It was heavy metal in heavy concrete, with no external sign of a lock.

      Frondle flexed his fingers. "Allow me," he said. His eyes were half-closed when liquid spattered and fire flashed from a pot on a nearby still-lit burner. When Frondle waved his hands, the light from the fire flowed into his fingers. Soon all that was left on the burner was smoke. Norah turned the gas off as Frondle directed the energy into the metal monolith of the walk-in freezer door. Metal-on-metal creaked from the interior, and after a moment, the door slid open.

      Sides of beef hung from hooks along one wall. Everything else was neatly organized on shelves. There! The outlines of a large safe were clearly visible near the back of the room, a four-foot cube of immovable steel. Beside the safe was an ice sculpture, a semi-abstract human figure that was all shards and sharp angles. Maybe the restaurant was hosting a party and had made it in advance?

      Quint gasped, startling her.

      “What is it?” she asked, looking in the direction he was pointing. Along one wall was a large number of boxes of frozen tiramisu.

      “I can’t believe they don’t make their own tiramisu,” he said, sounding like he’d just learned the Easter bunny wasn’t real. She didn’t have time to console him, however, because there was movement near the far end of the freezer.

      The ice sculpture had stood up. When it turned to face them, Norah swore.

      It wasn't an ice sculpture; it was a crystal person. Norah was no gemologist, but she had spent a fair amount of time in the Hall of Gems and Minerals at the natural history museum, and she was pretty sure this wasn't any old crystal person.

      This one was made of solid diamond.

      They flew into action at the same time, Norah raising a shield as a sliver of glistening rock flew at her as swiftly as a bullet.

      The shard bounced, and Quint picked it up off the floor. "It's so sparkly," he said, staring into the refracting inclusions.

      “Focus!" Norah shouted as her shield dimmed and flickered under the hail of diamond chunks. Frondle, pulling light from the kitchen, flung a gleaming gold rope around the crystal person's leg, but it slid off the frictionless surface.

      "I won't let you into the safe, so knock it off," the crystal person said. There was a hint of disgruntlement in his voice. Following a gut instinct, Norah closed her eyes and felt along the twists and folds of her radio magic. She tugged it on, and emotions and intentions barreled into her. Alarmingly, Quint appeared to be wondering if an entire crystal person could be turned into a ring and if that was something a woman might want.

      Frondle was so proud and happy to be by Norah's side that she wanted to pause the universe to kiss him. Forcing herself to ignore the impulse, she focused on the glittering hunk of diamond before her.

      The crystal person was a ball of conflict. He wanted to stop them, but he hoped it wouldn't take too much effort, and there was an underlying, lingering longing. There was also a cloud of annoyance floating vaguely past them toward the dining room.

      "They're not treating you very well, are they?" Norah guessed.

      Another chunk of diamond hit her shield, this one flung with such disinterest that she doubted he was even trying. Quint pocketed it as well.

      "Aren't you cold?" Norah asked, looking the large diamond figure in the eye.

      "No," the crystal man replied. "Cold is for meat." He lobbed his next chunk of rock at one of the sides of beef, impaling it with an icy thump.

      "Aren't you bored?" Norah tried.

      The crystal person's arms dropped to his side with a rocky crunch. The sound crystal people made when they moved sent shivers up Norah's spine. Frondle’s co-star Mac had come to the director’s attention by running an extremely successful ASMR channel.

      "I’m bored, but I'm alive," the crystal person said.

      “What do you mean?" Norah asked.

      The crystal person moved his hand, and a chunk of diamond flew into the air. He caught it, and the rock melded back into the solid diamond lattice of his hand.

      "Louie, Domenico's second-in-command, rescued me from a De Geert vault during a, uh, an inventory acquisition event."

      "De Geert? The big diamond company?"

      The crystal person nodded. "Yes. I was afraid they were going to start chopping off my limbs. Then they explained to me that they have plenty of diamonds, but it's very important for them to control the supply. They only release a few chips at a time, so they don't collapse the value. They didn't want me going out and growing, you know..."

      "Competing fingers?" Norah asked. "I'm sorry. That's terrible. I'm Norah, by the way."

      "I'm Sparkles," the diamond person said. "Anyway, Louie got me out, but then he gave me to his wife. He said I was going to count for about a hundred apologies."

      Norah’s blood simmered. Gray-market drugs were one thing. Trafficking in people was another.

      "Anyway, his wife divorced him last year, and he was really angry, so he took me away. He told her lawyer she couldn't actually own me because I'm a living person. Then he asked if I wanted a job at the restaurant, but he made it very clear that bad things would happen if I said no. So now I guard this safe, and sometimes they bring me out to hold trays at parties."

      "That's terrible," Norah said.

      "I've gotten very good at sudoku," Sparkles remarked.

      "Why haven't you escaped?

      "Because of that big dark elf Domenico. He has a dagger that messes with my carbon lattice. He stabbed me with it when he 'rescued' me from the vault, and I couldn't move for a week. At least he left a tv on for me. I watched all nine seasons of How I met Your Mother.

      “I love television! Gilmore Girls, The Big Bang theory. Have you seen Uncut Gems? I liked that. They should put a crystal person in the sequel. We don't have anything like television at home. Some of the resonance music is pretty groovy, but it never has a story."

      "I see," Norah said, thinking about the dagger that had killed Cook Forester. "What if I told you I stole that cursed dagger from Domenico?"

      The crystal person retreated, and a business-sized chunk of diamond separated from his palm. Sparkles had automatically assumed she was threatening him, and he wasn't prepared to go down without a fight.

      "I'll kill you before you get to me." The statement was less angry than honest, and it made Norah very sad.

      A small crack had opened in the crystal person’s resolve, and Norah dove into it.

      "How would you like to be on television?" she asked. She pulled a card from her pocket and chucked it over her shield. Sparkles glanced at where it landed on the floor, put his foot over it, and absorbed the card into his body. It traveled up into his hand, and he read it.

      "I've never heard of First Arret," he said. Norah tried not to let that sting. She assured herself that Sparkles had been too busy being abducted and unlawfully imprisoned to read the trades.

      "She's very good. She made me a television star!" Frondle said brightly.

      "I can probably get you a docuseries," Norah said. "Or we could sell your life story for a thriller. Something like Diamond in the Rough: My Time in the Mob."

      "So if I go with you, I would have to be on television instead of guarding a box in a freezer?"

      Guilt welled up inside her. "You could do whatever you want,” she reassured him. “Go back to Oriceran, or move to a different city. Anything, really. You'd be your own diamond. Television is just one option."

      "What do you want in return?" Sparkles asked.

      "A quick peek in that safe," Norah explained.

      "I don't have the combination," Sparkles said. Norah drooped. "But that's okay!" he continued and pointed at the edge of the safe.

      With an almost sub-audible crunch, a splinter of sparkling diamond grew out of his finger, so thin it was almost invisible. It slipped into the crack at the edge of the safe door, and soon there was a horrible screech of incompressible metal being compressed. The safe vibrated, and the crack buckled.

      Sparkles was growing a fist-sized lump of the hardest material on Earth within the wall of the safe. The chunk of diamond continued to grow until it was the size of a plate, and with a nauseating creak, the door popped off its hinges.

      Norah's fingers were very cold, and she'd started to wish her disguise included a rabbit fur coat. With extreme relief, she managed to crouch and retrieve stacks of black leather logbooks. After handing two armfuls to Frondle and Quint, she took the last load for herself.

      "How are we going to get out past those mafiosos?” Frondle asked.

      Norah, creeping back toward the freezer door, listened closely. Screams echoed from the kitchen, along with piercing horsey screams.

      "We're not going past the mafiosos," she announced and marched to the back wall of the freezer. Balancing the logbooks on one hip, she retrieved her wand and drew a large circle on the surface. Working quickly, she circumscribed it with runes for fire and destruction, and the circle glowed, steaming in the freezing cold. In another minute, she had melted through insulated steel and a brick wall beyond. She kicked out a thick circle of material, and sunlight shone into the room.

      “After you,” she told Sparkles. The diamond person picked her card up off the floor before clambering out of the opening.

      Quint's “borrowed” delivery truck was still parked at the loading dock outside, but after flinging the black books into the back, Norah realized that her brother wasn't with them. She ran back to find him trying to wrestle an enormous side of floating beef into the sunlight.

      "What are you doing?" Norah asked.

      "It's pretty hot outside. Everything's going to melt, and there are like ten thousand dollars’ worth of beef in there," Quint said, sounding deeply offended by the waste.

      "Could you pick some other day to care about the planet?" Norah asked.

      "I don't care about the planet! I care about this prime beef!"

      Norah, groaning, blasted the opening wider and helped Quint pull the beef through. Then she cast an antigrav spell on another side and dragged it toward her with a rope of blue magic. At the last minute, she grabbed a frozen box of tiramisu.

      Just then, the door to the walk-in freezer burst open, and Norah found herself facing the barrel of a nine-millimeter pistol. Without thinking, she threw the beef in front of her as gunfire rang out. Bullets thudded into the marbled tissue, and Quint emitted an inconsolable whine.

      "Let's go!” she shouted. She shot a befuddlement trap at the beef and plugged it into their escape hole, securing it with loose strands of blue magic.

      She and Quint sprinted to the car as gunfire hit the beef, followed by a pop and a cacophony of dazed shouts. Bingo.

      "Let's get out of here." She leapt into the back of the truck as Frondle put it in gear.
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      Quint wanted to wipe the delivery truck driver's memory, but that was a last-ditch solution with possibly serious side effects. It wasn't a long leap from forgetting a weekend to forgetting treasured memories like your mother's face or how to breathe.

      Instead, Norah forced Quint to disgorge the chunks of diamond he’d collected from Sparkles and waved them in front of the driver’s face.

      “These are diamonds. Pretty big ones, too. You can have them if you keep your mouth shut.”

      "Why would I trust you? For all I know, that’s glass," the driver growled, wriggling in his magical bonds.

      “Go have them appraised. If I'm lying, turn us in," Norah said.

      After a moment, the driver nodded curtly, and Norah slipped the stones into his hand. Quint set the spell binding the man's body to release in ten minutes, and they beat a hasty retreat in Quint’s animal transport truck. Space was limited, and having her brother elbow her repeatedly in the guts brought back fond memories of her childhood.

      "Where did you get a unicorn?" she finally asked.

      "Some producer bought it on the black market for his daughter's birthday. Stupid. Fifty years ago, he probably would have gotten a cheetah or a giraffe or something."

      "A giraffe can't put a hole through tactical armor," Norah said.

      "No. Anyway, the dealer who sold it to him disappeared, and he was getting desperate. He had it in a Jurassic Park-level enclosure and was paying a wizard through the nose to keep the wards around it up. What I charged him to take it away wound up seeming pretty reasonable."

      Quint had delivered a magnificent distraction, which made his smugness almost bearable.

      "He paid you to take the unicorn?" Norah asked.

      "An arm and a leg. His daughter was upset, though. She kept begging her dad not to take Princess Glimmer Muffin away. She said they had a special bond."

      "Spoiled children and unicorns. Beautiful, dangerous monsters." Norah sighed.

      By the time they got back to her apartment, the tiramisu had softened to a pleasant consistency, and she and Frondle dug in with spoons. Quint, looking at them in disgust, fiddled with a spell that would keep his stolen beef frozen.

      "Should I hold a snack tray or something?" Sparkles asked. The crystal person had been standing quietly in a corner since they’d arrived. Holding trays had been one of his duties during his imprisonment by Domenico.

      "You don't have to do anything," Norah told him. “You're my guest, not my prisoner or my servant. You can leave if you want to, although you're pretty distinctive, and we did just piss off the Mob. You should be safe in the complex, though. There's a pool. Watch out for the draconewts."

      Seeming dazed, Sparkles wandered outside and left Norah to distribute the account books into three equal piles.

      "Look for someone named Magdea,” Norah said. “Or anyone who seems like they might be a mermaid."

      "Very funny, Norah," Quint said. "I'll keep an eye out for Bigfoot while I'm at it."

      She'd gotten so distracted by telling her brother about almost drowning in a giant squid attack that she'd forgotten to relay her conversation with Ronni. She could tell he didn’t believe her but was willing to play along.

      The scintillating task of reading detailed account books was slightly enlivened by their illicit nature. Domenico had made no attempt to conceal the identities of his customers, although what he was selling them wasn't always clear. The record beside the governor of California's name, for instance, just said "eighteen gallons."

      "What hugely expensive substance can you buy by the gallon?" Quint asked.

      "Based on my experience dating men in Los Angeles, bad aftershave," Norah said. "Er, present company not included."

      She looked back down at her book. From the corner of her eye, she could see Frondle take a surreptitious whiff of his wrist.

      Quint sniffed, clearly offended. "Entrepreneur's Musk is a robust and masculine scent," he said defensively.

      "Robust? I'd call it downright eternal," Norah said.

      She pored over names, dates, and numbers written in neat script in black ink. Domenico kept all the records himself, and he was apparently particular about his pens. Finally, Norah's eyes landed on a line.

      Magdea. 6 lb. pink fairy. 12 lb. Oriceran aloe. 15 gal. water of Lethe.

      Norah read the entry aloud, and they searched for dates in the same range. Soon, they had a collection of sales records stretching back about eight months, all for the same three ingredients in industrial amounts. Norah glanced at the Oriceran aloe plant in her window, imagining how many it would take to produce twelve pounds of usable material.

      "There was Pink Fairy missing from the farm," Frondle reminded her.

      Norah nodded. "Right, and that robbery took place pretty soon after Domenico disappeared. It sounds like someone who had been relying on Domenico's supplies got desperate.

      "Why not just buy it? Why burn down the farm?" Quint asked.

      “It's like buying all the cough syrup in a drugstore. People wise up to what you are doing fast," Norah said. Magdea, whoever she was, had needed very specific materials, and she needed them to be a secret.

      "Vesta, access your potions repository," Norah said. Her home assistant floated into the air, beeping gently.

      "What potion would you like to make?" Vesta asked.

      "I'm trying to reverse-engineer something," Norah said. "What could I make using pink fairy, Oriceran aloe, and water of Lethe? There might be more ingredients, but they're probably conventional.”

      The home assistant was silent for a moment, then, "No available potion matches that description. Would you like to look up another potion?"

      "That's okay," Norah said. The cylinder floated back onto the plant table, lights dimming.

      "At least we have a lead," Norah said, shoving another spoonful of tiramisu into her mouth.

      "How can you eat tiramisu from a frozen box?" Quint muttered. "It's a disgrace."

      "It's delicious," Norah said. “Stop being a snob."

      Quint growled, and Norah pushed the record book away. Meditatively chewing Kahlua-soaked lady fingers, she rolled the problem around in her mind. What was Magdea making? Maybe more importantly, why did she need so much of it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The tiramisu made an excellent breakfast the next day. After she gave Pepe a portion, it was quiet in the apartment. Very quiet, like a moth landing on snow. Norah realized she hadn't seen Cleo since they’d argued and wondered if the pixie was all right. Putting her coffee in a travel mug, she meandered down the stairs and knocked on Stan's door.

      He was in his sunroom, putting the finishing touches on a small wooden crane figurine.

      "Have you seen Cleo?” she asked, admiring a large green pitcher plant from a distance. As she approached it, it snapped at her, and she stepped away. "I'm worried she’s run away again. Gone on another fly-about or whatever.”

      Stan raised an eyebrow. "I know she's been putting in long hours. Are you sure she's not at work?"

      "Work? What do you mean, work?"

      "She's operating a camera on Bean Talk."

      "What on earth is Bean Talk?!"

      Disapproval glinted in Stan's eyes. Was Cleo's new job seedy? She switched on her radio magic in a last-ditch effort to understand, and when Stan's emotions hit her, she took a sharp breath.

      He didn't disapprove of Cleo's job. He disapproved of Norah. "You haven't talked to her much lately, have you?"

      "We had a tiny fight," Norah said. “Nothing catastrophic."

      Stan waved his hand as if it was news so old that it was printed on actual paper.

      "Before that, I mean."

      It was true. The fight against Dark Hound and her subsequent relationship with Frondle had snatched up every ounce of energy she wasn't using to run her agency. Most of her time with Cleo had been spent making snide comments about the television remote.

      "Hm. Maybe not. But what's this show? Bean Talk? Some kind of student film or something?"

      Stan's disapproval deepened, which made Norah so uncomfortable that she flicked the internal magic radio off.

      "It's a reality television show about people living and working on the beanstalk. There was an article about some of the pods in the latest Architectural Digest," he said. Dazed, Norah followed him into his study, where he plucked a sleek magazine from the desk. The cover depicted two emerald green seed pods carved into small living spaces. Around them, vines had been coaxed into forming a balcony, and a small garden had been planted.

      "I think it's going to be very popular," Stan announced. “The vertical nature of the bean stalk as a metaphor for society.”

      "Hm." Norah fell silent. “Which beanstalk are they shooting on?"

      "The one from the LA University botany department. Its main stalk’s growth has stabilized."

      "Hm," Norah said again.

      When she got in her car a few minutes later, she turned south rather than east toward the First Arret offices. The beanstalk was a thread in the distance, a green beacon, and she steered toward it, finally parking a few blocks away.

      There was a security perimeter around the base of the stalk, but it was easy to talk her way in. Technically, she lied her way in, keeping an eye overhead for Cleo's distinctive angular silhouette. Local gravity pulled her toward the craft services table, which Cleo, who didn't eat, was unlikely to visit. Munching organic cashews, she started to feel like she’d made a mistake.

      Finally, she pocketed a few bags of nuts and skulked through the set, finally spotting Cleo near the edge of the beanstalk. She had just enough time to duck out of sight under an enormous, drooping beanstalk leaf.

      Cleo was testing a camera setup strapped to her with nylon webbing, flapping slowly up and down against the weight. The hyper, clumsy Cleo who had torn up Norah's apartment was gone. In her place was a focused professional. Norah could only catch a few words here and there, but the pixie seemed deeply engaged.

      Norah felt queasy, and although she told herself it was from overconsumption of cashews, her brain had its doubts. You followed your friend to work to spy on her career. What did you think you would accomplish?

      "Norah?" a voice said behind her, and she was so startled that the last half-bag of cashews dropped from her hand and scattered across the floor. "Didn't mean to scare you," the woman said. After a second, her name came to Norah. Dakota. She was the casting assistant Norah had spoken to when she was getting Frondle a part on Green & Pointy.

      "How are you?" Norah said, turning up the Hollywood wattage.

      "Oh, you know. Trying to achieve that unique reality television alchemy of complementary personality disorders. We've just about got the right mix, I think. Are you repping someone I'm casting? We haven't screen-tested many magicals, although there are lots on the crew. If you're shooting a show on a giant beanstalk, it's awfully useful to be able to fly."

      "Oh. Uh, I'm not repping anyone in the cast."

      Dakota frowned, the question on her face easy to read.

      "I'm repping someone in the camera department,” Norah said quickly. “Have you met Cleo?" Norah edged out from behind the leaf and pointed. Dakota’s frown deepened.

      "Is something wrong?" Norah asked.

      Dakota opened her mouth, then shut it and smiled. "The director is pretty excited about her. The maneuverability of a drone and the eye of an artist, plus the weight-bearing capacity of one of our sturdier key grips."

      Norah felt like she'd stepped in it, but she wasn't sure why. She hadn't realized Dakota would know who Cleo was, but apparently, the pixie was making a name for herself without any intervention on Norah's part.

      "Oh, I wanted to talk to you about something," Dakota said. "I can call your office later?"

      "That’s okay. I have a few minutes," Norah said.

      "Well, I just got promoted to associate at my agency, and I’m working on an indie feature. A crime thriller. I thought Frondle might be interesting in it. It shoots during Green & Pointy's break."

      "In LA?" Norah asked.

      Dakota shook her head. "Poland. They can do incredible work on a shoestring there.”

      Norah's stomach sank. She and Frondle were just getting into their groove. They'd barely had any time together since they'd taken down Dark Hound. The thought of him swanning off to Poland for two months was unbearable, but she plastered a smile onto her face.

      "Great! Send me the script, and we'll take a look."

      Dakota pulled out her phone and typed rapidly. A moment later, there was a ping in Norah's pocket. She kept the smile plastered on her face until she was back in her car. The midmorning sunshine seemed oppressive, and Norah couldn't shake an uneasy feeling. When she got to the office, she opened the script Dakota had sent her with great trepidation.

      West of Bukhara. The name rang a bell. It had been on a list of great unproduced scripts the year before, and now it was being produced by a hip sophomore director. Norah gave herself an internal pep talk. She didn't have to commit to sending Frondle to Poland. She just had to read the script. Forty-five minutes later, she was still staring at the words West of Bukhara.

      Closing the pdf, Norah hit reply to Dakota's email and typed a quick response.

      
        
        Thanks so much for sending it! Not the right project for us rn. Talk soon.

      

      

      Slamming her laptop shut, she sat in silence, breathing hard, ignoring a cacophony of beeps from her phone. There would be other opportunities for Frondle. Other opportunities right here in Los Angeles. And if there weren’t, she would make some.
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      With Cleo gone, the house was quiet. With Pepe gone, it was downright funereal. Norah's mother had picked him up that morning to go to something she had described as a “goat conference.”

      "Is it like a dog show?" Norah asked her father. He’d picked her up a few minutes ago to drive into Hollywood.

      Lincoln shook his head. "It’s more like an agricultural fair. Your mother’s doing a talk about small farm marketing. Between you and me, I don't see Pepe as a beauty queen."

      Norah pictured the little black-and-white goat in a sequined gown, sashaying across a stage. "No."

      Their search for a potion that matched the ingredients Domenico had sold Magdea had gone dry. Lincoln and Petra had gotten in touch with old Silver Griffin contacts, and Norah had perused the potion books in the pocket rooms of several LA public libraries, but the triad of ingredients remained mysterious. Lincoln had finally suggested that they visit Esmee at her bar, the Cauldron. "If anyone can identify an obscure potion, it's her.”

      "I can't believe I'm going clubbing with my dad," Norah said.

      "Do I look all right? The last time I went to a nightclub, I wore bell bottoms and a crocheted vest."

      "Actually, bell bottoms wouldn't be a terrible choice," Norah said. "Everything old is new again. You look fine."

      “I’d have gone with more color, but you do you,” Madge piped from the back seat.

      Neither of them being active clubbers, Norah and Lincoln had both selected head-to-toe black.

      The same could not be said of Madge, who was wearing a neon-pink body suit with what looked like glittery rubber bands crisscrossed over her body. Iridescent gossamer fringe trailed from her arms and legs for a full fourteen inches, wafting like jellyfish tentacles when she moved through the air.

      "You squares can do whatever you want, but I'm dancing. You owe me at least one good night out," Madge said.

      "Fine, but let's talk to Esmee first," Norah said.

      Lincoln paid for garage parking—the prerogative of the elder statesman, he said. When they approached the building, they felt the music before they heard it. The sidewalk vibrated with waves of sound washing out from the dance floor.

      It was only nine but already busy. The space seemed much bigger now that it was full. While Esmee had a classic witch aesthetic, the club was modern, its most distinctive decor six plexiglass cauldrons suspended from the ceiling. Inside them, go-go dancers spun and gyrated—men and women, different types of magicals, including a light elf in a scale armor bikini and a buff-looking dwarf woman doing astonishing things to a broadsword.

      Lincoln and Norah elbowed their way through the crowd. There were so many flying magicals that even Madge had to watch where she was going.

      The bartenders all wore black pointy caps and billowing pants or skirts, and when he asked about Esmee, one of them pointed Lincoln toward the upper level.

      The witch was impeccable in a floor-length black dress, her pointy hat now a slouchy velvet beret. She was buried in conversation with a huge wizard wearing a headset, and when she saw them, her expression of focused concern turned to a deep frown. Norah saw it for only half a second as she pushed between two young women in sparkling bandages who were yelling the words "vodka soda" at each other over the incredibly loud music.

      When Norah saw Esmee again, the older witch was smiling warmly and kissing Lincoln on the cheek. Norah briefly considered tugging on the loop that would activate her empathic radio magic, curious about what was under Esmee’s aspartame smile, but there were too many people here. If Norah wasn't instantly overwhelmed, she'd be exhausted in minutes.

      "We're here to ask you about a potion," Lincoln shouted. "We have a few ingredients, but we're not sure what they go in."

      Esmee held up a finger, indicating that Lincoln should wait, and drew a cone of silence overhead with a thin ash wand. He repeated his question about the potion.

      "Let's talk about it over a drink." Esmee dismissed the cone of silence with a slash of her wand. To Norah's consternation, the older woman hooked her elbow through Lincoln’s arm and led him away.

      "I’ve got something exquisite in the back," she shouted over a five-decibel lull in the bass.

      Crowds parted around her as she moved toward a rear door. A dwarf in a suit admitted them to the VIP area, with black velvet sofas and oil paintings of Stevie Nicks.

      "Where's your little girls' room?" Madge asked. Esmee pointed her down the hall, and the pixie flew away streaming fringe.

      Retreating behind a small circular bar supported by a massive iron cauldron, their host pulled bottles from a tall display. A few were labeled, but most weren't. Norah retrieved the nearest one and ran her hand around the base. It was hand-blown, which meant it was very old. The liquid inside was opaque, except near the edges, where it showed the faintest hints of crimson.

      "What is this?" Norah asked.

      Esmee's smile never reached her eyes as she plucked the bottle out of Norah's hands. "A bartender never reveals her secrets." Tracing an unsealing spell on the lid, she dropped two globules of the blood-like contents into a rune-etched martini shaker, and a smell like wet licorice shot up Norah’s nose. Like anise scattered across a forest floor.

      In addition to the more obscure ingredients, the cocktail Esmee was making involved a large quantity of bourbon. After she added it, she shook the silver vessel vigorously.

      “My take on an appletini.” The witch smirked.

      The liquid she strained into the martini glasses was the color of blood in water, and the disco lights sparkled in the sheen of oil on the surface.

      Norah took a sip.

      Esmee had won "Best Bartender in Los Angeles" two years in a row in a field that heavily favored burly twenty-something men with cultivated mustaches. The first touch of the cocktail to Norah's tongue convinced her that Esmee would defend the title for several more years. It was like having her insides reupholstered in expensive velvet, just sweet enough and deeply luxurious. More than that, it made Norah feel like she deserved that luxury. As she was about to throw the rest of the glass down her throat, her phone buzzed in her pocket with a text from Madge.

      
        
        Meet me in the hallway. Play it cool.

      

      

      Norah put the cocktail down, fingers curling protectively around the stem of the glass. She didn't want to leave the remarkable drink, but she couldn’t leave Madge in the lurch.

      "I have to take a work call," she announced and fled the room.

      Halfway down the hall, a gravelly voice said, "Psst. Over here." Madge hovered in the middle of a small branching corridor. It was nowhere near the bathrooms, Norah noted. As she approached, a wave of magical energy hit her from a nearby wooden door. The wards were bright with magic, and whatever was inside was even brighter. Eye-watering amounts of magic seeped through the cracks around the door.

      "I'm going in there," Madge whispered.

      "How?" Norah asked, placing her hand against the door. After an instant, repulsion wards physically pushed her fingers away.

      Madge pointed at the bottom of the door, where there was a one-inch gap between the wood and the floor.

      "If I wasn't so desperate to snoop, I'd be offended," Madge said.

      Security hadn't caught up with the existence of pixies and fairies. A ward that kept a door shut wasn't much use if you could crawl under it.

      "There’s probably a rational explanation for Esmee having a secret magical room. She's a master potion maker. Maybe there's a bunch of, like, unicorn horn shavings back there. Or something."

      "I would agree with you, but take a whiff," Madge said, pointing at the gap between door and floor. As Norah crouched down, a wisp of pink haze escaped the room, and a distinctive bubblegum smell hit her nose.

      "Pink Fairy," she whispered.

      Madge nodded. "A lot of it if we can smell it out here."

      "We can’t accuse her. She and my dad go way back."

      "If everything's aboveboard, we won't need to pester her friend with questions, will we? If I die from some horrible nightclub floor disease, avenge me," Madge said. Before Norah could do anything, the pixie threw herself on her stomach and seal-crawled into the warded room.

      After the last scrap of Madge's fringe disappeared below the door, Norah listened closely.

      There were a few seconds of silence, then a scream and a crash.

      "Madge!" Norah shouted and grabbed her wand. A second later, there was scratching near the floor, and Madge crawled out. She was unhurt, but half her fringe was gone.

      "What happened? Norah asked.

      "The door wasn't the last line of defense. There was something in there I didn't recognize. A flying lizard thing, dripping with slobber. Or maybe it was water. I don’t know. I stunned it while it was chewing a piece off my outfit."

      She stared mournfully at the missing fringe. "That's not a bad trick, you know. Kind of like a lizard having a fake tail."

      The fringe on Madge's right arm twisted, moving in some current. Light shone through the fabric as it curled into s-shapes like it was alive. Then the fringe was alive. The strands of gauze were gone, replaced by threadlike hissing snakes, pale tongues licking the air.

      "Madge!" Norah screamed and sent a blast of magic toward the fringe. She shot wide and hit Madge in the chest, sending the pixie sliding across the floor.

      "What the fuck, Norah?" Madge asked, voice shaking.

      "The snakes!" Norah shouted, pointing at Madge's arm. Mystified, Madge held up an arm’s worth of pearlescent fringe. A bright halo of light danced around Madge's head, and Norah rubbed her eyes.

      "You didn't, uh, accept any weird pills from someone on the dance floor, did you?" Madge asked. "No judgment, but your pupils are the size of my head."

      "I didn't take anything. I barely had a sip of my cocktail," Norah said, mouth watering for the astonishing drink Esmee had served them. Esmee, the woman with illicit and probably stolen drugs locked behind a warded door and guarded by a creature Madge had never seen. Esmee, who had given her father a concoction made with unknown ingredients. The father she’d left alone.

      "Dad!" Norah shouted and sprinted down the hallway.

      She had to slow down as the black-and-white tile bent beneath her, then folded into ribbons. It's a hallucination, Norah. Keep going.

      The etched glass in front of Lincoln was empty, and the etched silver shaker was back in Esmee’s hands. As the runes moved back and forth, they glowed, seizing Norah’s attention.

      "Come here, Norah," Esmee said, and her feet obeyed. Everything had taken on a second-hand quality, and her legs floated gently toward the bar. At least, they did until a soft, dense object hit her in the cheek, spinning her head and breaking her line of sight.

      "Snap out of it, Norah," Madge growled.

      She blinked, and the bright halos at the edges of her vision receded slightly. Keeping her eyes off the shaker, Norah sidled toward her father.

      "Welcome back, girls," Esmee said, voice honey-thick. "Finish your drink, Norah." Norah's feet scuffed the floor as she moved forward, but she pulled back and gripped her wand.

      "Esmee is a genius," Lincoln said, turning toward them. His eyes had a milky blue sheen like he was staring at them from behind glass.

      Norah kept her eyes off the witch and her cursed cocktail shaker, but from the edges of her vision, she saw the runes move in an intricate pattern.

      "Oh, no, you don't," Madge said. Making a beeline for the liquor shelf behind Esmee's head, she knocked a large bottle of something clear on the floor. A pungent smell hit Norah's nose, and without looking at Esmee, she sent a stunning spell in the older witch’s direction.

      Esmee lost her rhythm, and Lincoln's eyes cleared.

      "Norah. Don't drink. Bad." he said, struggling to force the words out of his mouth.

      The pointy black hat and classic broom were bad enough, but to be an evil witch? That was beyond camp. It was inexcusable.

      Esmee dropped the shaker and pulled her wand from a pocket, then drew a delicately cross-hatched oval in the air. When the lines formed a makeshift net, Esmee went after Madge in earnest, swiping at the pixie with decisive magical strokes. Madge wasn't back to her full flying power, and it didn't take Esmee long to catch her. As the net came down, however, Madge poked her wand between two threads of the net and sent a simple fire spell onto the floor.

      The floor onto which she'd just knocked a considerable quantity of overproof liquor.

      Flames blazed to life at Esmee's feet.

      Esmee screeched and pointed her wand at the flames. Unfortunately, the golden net, and by extension, Madge, was still attached to it. The flames licked the pixie, and a bit of her gossamer fringe flared. Madge put the flames out with a wave of her tiny wand and raised a protective shield.

      Norah poured energy into the wand, charging a stunning spell, then thought better of it. A stunned Esmee might topple into the fire, wand and all, the “all” being Madge.

      She remembered an underwater breathing spell she'd practiced. Moving her wand in slow circles, she pulled the oxygen in the room toward herself. As she spun the wand faster, the air currents in the room swirled, and the oxygen molecules condensed in a spinning orb. The wand moved even faster, and her hair streamed toward the oxygen.

      Finally, the fire winked out. Esmee clutched her throat, choking on the smoke. So did Lincoln, although his eyes were still milky blue. Norah sent a tendril of the oxygen ball toward him and one through her lips, shoulders relaxing.

      Madge disentangled herself from the magical net and dribbled a line of cerulean dust onto Esmee's face. The older witch sucked it in mid-gasp, eyes widening as the dust took effect.

      Norah had only been exposed to pixie dust once before when she'd forgotten that Madge was riding on her shoulder and failed to duck low enough under a tree branch. Madge had sprinkled dust in surprise, and Norah had gotten a taste. It had not been pleasant. She had seen an enormous wolf leap out of the trees and snarl at her, and the forest behind it was crawling with dark shapes and eyes.

      Esmee clutched her throat, first touching, then scratching with her pointed black nails. Her eyes widened until thick white hoops circled her irises. Then she spun, raised her wand, and blasted a hole in the brick wall of the bar. When she did that, the door to the nightclub opened, and the dwarf who had admitted them crashed into the room, fists raised. Norah threw a sparkling blue net over him and turned back to Esmee, who had grabbed a small broom from behind the bar.

      The older witch was breathing easily as oxygen flooded the room from outside, and she dodged Norah's stunning spells after diving away from a bowl of limes, screaming in terror. Fighting hallucinating people was an unpredictable hassle.

      Magic twanged as the dwarf burst through the net and barreled into Norah from behind. She rolled across the floor until a barstool stopped her and shot a stunning spell at her compact attacker. It bounced off his torso, suggesting that he was wearing spell-proof armor underneath his impeccable tailoring.

      Norah blocked a kick with a barstool, and her next spell caught the tip of the dwarf’s ear. The whisper of a stun slowed him, and she ran toward the hole in the wall just as Esmee's broom disappeared into the night air. Madge, holding onto a piece of dirty straw, flapped behind her, wrenching the broom back and forth and shooting confounding spells into the wooden handle. Hand over hand, the pixie crawled up the broom and then up Esmee until she was hanging onto a leather lanyard wrapped around the witch’s neck with one hand.

      As Norah shot a rope of blue magic after them, Esmee pulled her broom through two full barrel rolls, dodging Norah's spell and flinging the pixie off the end. Madge pumped her wings to catch up, but the broom was too fast. Esmee had disappeared around the side of the building. Norah, turning, stunned the half-dazed dwarf, and after a moment, her father.

      "Norah!" Madge said, watching the blue magic dissolve into Lincoln's skin.

      "He drank some of Esmee's potion. So did I, for that matter. I'll reverse the stun when I know what Esmee’s potion does.”

      “Maybe I should stun you,” Madge suggested, leaning against a piece of broken brick.

      “If I start acting weird, you should.”

      Norah needed more information about what Esmee was up to. What kind of potions was she making here? Blinking, she activated her magical sight.

      The room blazed with crisscrossing trails of spells, most of which she'd just cast. Behind the bar, the cocktail shaker shone like a beacon. Norah tossed it in her purse for future study. No hidden clues presented themselves.

      Striding over, she unfroze the dwarf's face.

      "How do we get into the potion room?"

      The dwarf, whose nametag identified him as Bruce, shook his head. "That's where Esmee works on her new cocktails. None of us are allowed in there. She opens it with a crystal she wears around her neck.

      "A crystal like this, say?" Madge asked, holding up a faceted spire of red jasper etched with runes and wrapped in silver wire.

      Norah's jaw dropped. "How did you know?"

      "I didn't, but she kept touching it, so I assumed it was important.”

      "Madge, you're a genius." Norah gently took the crystal from the pixie and raced down the hall. When she arrived at the magically locked door, she put her ear against it, listening for movement inside. Scratching filtered like claws against a hard surface through the wood.

      “I don’t know if we should go in there,” Madge said, flapping around the corner and alighting on the door handle.

      "What did you see in there?" Norah asked.

      "Mostly teeth," Madge said glumly. "There were claws, too. Teeth and claws."

      “Hm...” A moment later, Norah dropped onto her stomach, trying not to think about the bacteria on a nightclub floor. She turned her camera on and slid her phone under the door, attaching a thin cord of blue magic to it. On Norah's side of the door, a blue rectangle glowed, showing her an image of her phone screen. Using the thread of magic, Norah moved the phone around, scanning the room. Spyware for witches.

      The glowing blue mirror screen showed a room stuffed to the gills with ingredients and equipment. Unlabeled bottles competed for space on low tables with small cauldrons and baskets of dried...well, Norah hoped they were herbs. A cauldron with claw feet bubbled over a low flame. Norah scanned the room again, and again found nothing.

      Returning to the bubbling cauldron, she realized the claw feet had moved. What she had first taken for decoration was a scaled creature approximately the size of Pepe. As the phone screen turned toward it, the creature opened an eye, its slitted pupil a black slash in a field of orange.

      "Is that it?" Norah asked. Madge nodded. The creature was stalking toward her phone with murder in its eyes, so Norah snapped a quick photo and yanked the device out. She put her chin in her hands, considered the situation, and shot out a text.

      "Who are you texting?" Madge asked. The answer arrived in style in less than fifteen minutes. Norah, whose distaste for brooms was far lower than her distaste for being drugged and lied to, helped Ronni and her mop through the large hole in the side of the building.

      "Let's make this quick.” Ronni leaned the mop against the bar. “Skeleton Quay is spinning downstairs, and I want to catch the end of his set.”

      "You're into techno?" Norah asked. Ronni glared at her, eyebrows collapsing around the mole in the middle of her forehead. "Techno? Don't be ridiculous. I’m into trance-inspired deep house.”

      “That can’t be a real thing,” Norah grumbled.

      "We have to hire someone who knows about music," Madge muttered. She was right, which was aggravating, but Norah pushed away the feelings for another time.

      “What is it?" Norah asked.

      “Trance-inspired deep house?”

      “No, the creature in Esmee’s potion room.”

      "Oh. It's a draksa," Ronni said. “Part dragon, part lizard. This one looks as dumb as a dead dryad, so I reckon it’s mostly lizard."

      Ronnie looked around the hall. “This is Esmee’s place, huh? I never liked that woman. She acted like a goodie-good witch, but she was always sniffing around the worst people.”

      “I guess so,” Norah said. “Thanks for coming on such short notice.”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve never seen a draksa. You’re doing me a favor.”

      "In that case, you’re welcome. Do you have any idea what its weaknesses are? Garlic? Silver bullets?" Norah asked hopefully.

      Ronnie shook her head and pulled a small but thick leather book out of her pocket. Oswalt’s Bestiary was embossed on the cover in white ink. After a minute of flipping pages, Ronni grinned. “They're wild for pineapple," the old witch stated.

      "What?"

      Ronni shrugged.

      "Does it also love Jimmy Buffett and rum?" Madge grumbled, skeptically peering under the door.

      Ronni showed Norah the page, and Norah walked back to the bar. Checking to make sure the dwarf was still stunned and that her dad was moderately comfortable, she fished around behind the counter until she found some pineapple-orange-guava juice.

      "Will this work?" she asked Ronnie when she was back at the potions room door.

      Ronni looked at the ingredients list. "Natural pineapple flavor. My kingdom for a tiki bar. It won’t hurt to try, I guess."

      Ronni cracked open the can and retrieved a shallow dog bowl from her pocket that said Bark if you love num-nums. Pouring the juice into the bowl, she sprinkled a powder from her pocket over the top.

      "What is that?" Norah asked. "Will it kill it?"

      Ronni shook her head violently, affronted by the implication that she would kill a rare magical creature. "It's clove powder and nightshade. It would kill you, but it'll put a draksa into a nice, deep sleep."

      “I guess I won’t drink the leftovers,” Norah said.

      With one pointy-toed black boot, Ronni slid the bowl under the gap in the door. Within moments, glass crashed, and ferocious scrabbling ended in enthusiastic slurping. That was followed by meandering footsteps and a loud thump.

      Madge pressed Esmee's crystal to the door. Gears churned as the magical latches in the interior released. Since the draksa had collapsed just behind the door, it took a bit of pushing to get it open. The spots where the beast had scraped across the floor were scratched.

      "It's almost cute,” Norah said, staring at the sleeping reptile. The draksa's body was about the size of a whippet, although its wingspread would be about six feet fully extended. Ruby and gold scales alternated in a diamond pattern along its back, and the half-open eye was the color of amber held in front of the sun.

      Madge flew in a wide loop to survey the room, dropped in front of Norah's face, and poked her in the nose with her small wand. "What are we looking for?"

      "Hopefully, a recipe. We need to find out what Esmee's been making, or we'll have to do a full inventory. I'm not sure we'll have time before someone busts us.”

      The room was chaotic. Sometimes, a messy space was the product of an organized but unconventional mind, but that clearly wasn’t the case here. Esmee had been rushing.

      One full wall of the room was covered in shelves. Norah started there, ignoring any book that was covered in dust, which was quite a few. Ronnie, who had mercifully not asked what they were doing, took the draksa’s measurements with a tailor's tape and wrote her findings in a notebook.

      After half an hour of searching, they weren’t any closer to an answer. Madge, disgruntled, dug up an airplane-sized bottle of gin and sat on the edge of a black iron cauldron on a table to open it. She shrieked and somersaulted through the air when it toppled. What had looked like iron was Halloween store plastic, and Norah struggled not to laugh as Madge flapped back up to eye level.

      She was about to make a snarky comment when a three-by-five notecard that had been under the cauldron caught her eye. Pulling it off the table, she scanned the handwritten text. The ingredients caught her eye. Two parts Pink Fairy, one part aloe, one part water of Lethe.

      "I've got it!" Norah shouted, staring at the potion name on top of the card. "Aqua imperium. That’s the name of the potion.”

      "What does it do?" Madge asked.

      Norah flipped the card over. "I don't know. Check the potion books. Maybe she copied it as a quick reference.”

      They pored over books, and after an hour of paper cuts, Norah found the potion in the index of a vomit-green leather spell book with the ominous title of Mens Tua Est Mea. Which, according to Google, was Latin for "Your Mind is Mine." Not very comforting.

      None of the text was in English, but after a few minutes, using a translation app on her phone, she had the outline of an answer. Aqua imperium meant “water of control.” Norah looked at Madge. "It makes people who take it susceptible to mesmers, glamours, and suggestion, and it turns the whites of their eyes milky blue."

      "Is there an antidote?" Madge asked.

      Norah glanced at her translation. "There’s nothing listed, but it says to dose recipients every forty-eight to seventy-two hours, so it must wear off."

      Any lessening of effects was hours and possibly days away, so Norah left her father frozen.

      “How are we going to get him out of the building?" Madge asked, staring at all six feet of Lincoln. The edges of a plan coalesced in Norah’s mind.

      Thirty minutes later, after pulling Ronni away from the draksa and shutting the door behind the creature, Norah placed a pair of smoky gray potion goggles over Lincoln's head. In the dim light, they looked like a fashion accessory. She and Ronni each put an arm under Lincoln's body and, with the help of an antigrav spell, walked him down the stairs and out the door.

      The bouncer barely looked at them. "He okay?" the bearded man asked.

      Norah nodded. "I'm taking him home to get some coffee," she said. Lincoln stirred, and she surreptitiously shot another stun into the top of his foot.

      She debated calling her mother, but Lincoln needed to be left alone more than he needed someone fussing over him. Plus, Norah didn't want to hear any snarky comments about taking her father clubbing and getting him poisoned by his ex-girlfriend.

      Instead, she took him to Stan.

      The light elf opened the door almost immediately and stared at Lincoln's frozen body in alarm. He ushered them into his workshop, which Norah had never seen. Logs of sweet-smelling wood were stacked along one wall, and a selection of beautiful and sharp carving knives scaled the wall above them.

      The blade of the smallest knife glinted as Norah walked past it, and she looked skeptically at her father, who was starting to come out of his stun.

      "I'm not sure it's wise to leave him with all these knives."

      "He'll be plenty cozy," Stan said, pulling a sheet off a large rectangular object in the corner. It was a large cage, the iron bars wrapped in silver wire.

      "Minnie got it for me in case she came down with acute bloodlust," he explained. "An alarming gift, but sort of romantic. It's been quite useful for detaining people who have tried to murder me recently. I'll keep an eye on your father until he comes to.”

      "Let me know if you see anything weird. Or weirder than my dad usually is. You can probably ignore any puns."

      "We'll have a boy's night in. ESPN2 is showing a sun-orb scrum."

      Norah was almost tempted to join them. If First Arret repped enough magicals, she would have to learn about Oriceran sports eventually. But scrumming could wait until she wasn't dead on her feet.

      "Call if anything happens," she said, placing her father gently in the cage and, feeling guilty, locking the door behind him.

      Exhausted as she was, sleep eluded her. She wanted to take action, not stare at her bedroom ceiling. An aftereffect of the sip of potion she'd taken? No, this was simple insomnia.

      The string of pearls Meldic had given her coiled like teeth in a shallow ceramic bowl by her bed. They weren’t affecting her, but they still had an ominous energy.

      After ten more minutes of tossing, Norah stood up and pulled on a pair of sweatpants.
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      At three in the morning, the LA streets weren't empty, but they were quiet. Like an omen, every traffic light turned green in front of Norah, and she decided Angeleno vampires had it easy. No 9 A.M. rush hour for them.

      Slipping her key into the lock at her office building, she ignored the door to her reception room and went up the staircase to the roof. Uriel was a night owl, and she was betting her gas money that he'd be awake. However, when she pushed open the door to the roof, a chill ran up her spine that had nothing to do with the cool night air. The soft sounds of typing echoed from around the door, underscoring a low growl.

      As she rounded the corner, so did a massive shape. Norah stopped dead. The figure was an indecipherable mass glinting silver in the moonlight. There was another growl, and two long strips of LED lights glowed to life. This dim illumination gave her two important pieces of information: one, the thing in front of her was more or less a dog, and two, it was made of metal, not flesh.

      "Nice robot doggy," Norah said, backing away. Metal clinked on concrete as the beast shifted forward. Pulling her wand from her pocket, she waited. The beast tilted its head, and Norah, curious, flicked on her radio magic. A burst of emotion hit her. Wait, no.

      It was two bursts. One from Uriel, who was elsewhere on the roof, and one from this metal dog. Its emotions were simple but unmistakable. It wanted to protect its owner, and it wanted to be scratched behind its diodes. Norah shivered when the robot bared its teeth, which were numerous and very sharp.

      "I see you met Petabyte," Uriel said, stepping out of the shadows and laying a hand on the robot dog's back. "Norah is a friend. For now," he said. The robot's body language relaxed unmistakably, and it trotted up to Norah. Reaching gently behind two saucer-sized eye diode arrays, she scratched the metal. The robot's body wiggled in excitement, and Uriel gave her an appraising look.

      "It's late," he said.

      "Not for you."

      Petabyte trotted back to Uriel, who scratched the robot behind the ears. Then the hacker spun and disappeared toward his ever-expanding squat on Norah's roof.

      His equipment stash had doubled, and alarmingly, he'd drilled holes in the roof to connect to the grid. LA might not get much rain, but it got some, and she crouched to investigate a bundle of cables penetrating the roof.

      "Don't worry. A water-activated gel will fill those gaps if it rains. I'm not interested in destabilizing my setup's foundation."

      "How was your pizza party?" Norah asked. She'd felt guilty asking Ji-woo to deliver thirty-two pizzas to the tunnels under Los Angeles, but he had been more amused than alarmed. Well, and he'd slapped on a hefty service charge.

      "It was well-received," Uriel said, voice softening. He might be a loner, but he clearly considered the kids who lived in the tunnels to be his community, if not his friends.

      "Good, because I need your help again," Norah said. "Please don't make me buy you sixty-four pizzas. It's getting expensive, and they don't have great refrigeration down there. People shouldn't be eating spoiled food."

      "If your problem is interesting, I'll consider it.” Uriel narrowed his eyes. Petabyte wagged a section of metal scaffolding.

      "For once, I think it is," Norah said. Reaching into her pocket, she held out the pearls.

      "Have I given you the impression that I could be bribed with jewelry?" Uriel asked.

      Norah rolled her eyes and dropped the strand in his hand. As he settled cross-legged back into his tech nook, she described the problem.

      "Something about the filming process activates them," she said. "As you can see, they're overflowing with magic, but they’re not doing anything yet."

      "Yes," Uriel agreed, poking at the pearls with the tip of his wand, which he'd upgraded with circuit boards and USB inputs.

      "How do these work?" Uriel asked, turning the pearls under the light.

      "That's what I'm trying to find out," Norah said. "All I know is that they do work. Or at least, they do something weird. See for yourself," she said, snapping a photo of the pearls. Warily, Uriel leaned forward and looked at the screen. Within moments, he was doing the hokey-pokey hocus pocus, and Norah was suffering through an astonishingly off-key rendition of What shall we do with the drunken sailor. When it was finished, he escaped to his nook and wrapped a large woolen blanket around his shoulders, shivering.

      "Are you okay?" Norah asked.

      "I don't like being controlled," Uriel said, retreating further into his blankets. Had she made a mistake bringing him the pearls? Uriel had, after all, arranged his life to prioritize autonomy.

      "Even if it’s just a bad prank, people shouldn't get hijacked like that," he said firmly. Norah felt a strong will to solve the problem emanating from him. She smiled and flicked off the radio magic.

      "Thank you," she said sincerely. She had mostly been concerned about solving the problem for Bitta, but whatever bad mojo was going on with the pearls was affecting more than just the director. It affected everyone who worked on the project. Uriel transferred the image to his computer and started typing at a speed she suspected would eventually light his keyboard on fire. After a few minutes, he nodded.

      "The magic in the pearls enchants the digital images with subtle color variations. It's almost like a barcode. The human brain sees it, and boom, bad nautical karaoke.”

      "So, the spell is embedded in the image, and the magic in the pearls is the embedder?"

      "Pretty much," Uriel said.

      "Is there any way to fix it?" Norah asked.

      "If it were me, I'd take those things to the nearest heavy-duty trash compactor tout suite and have them ground into pearl dust. But your problem's not the pearls."

      Not as long as I stay away from sexting. “What’s my problem, then?”

      "Your problem is the raw footage," he said. “It’s lousy with the enchantment. Fortunately, I’m a genius. I can write some code that will search for the spell and digitally erase it without anyone having to look at the images.”

      "Can you turn the pearls into rubies?" Norah asked. “That’s what they’ve been doing at the effects studio.”

      Uriel made a low noise, did a little more typing, and nodded.

      "Yeah, though you'll have to check everything. There might be artifacts."

      "Magical artifacts?" Norah asked.

      Uriel shook his head. "More like someone's eyeballs getting turned into rubies. Onscreen only," he corrected when Norah looked alarmed.

      "You know, I've been thinking about something. Instead of bribing you with pizzas, I could bribe you with something more fungible. Something you could exchange for an unlimited number of goods and services. Specifically, money. Some might even call it a salary."

      "I lack the skills of an effective Hollywood agent," Uriel said flatly.

      "That's true," Norah said, resisting the impulse to disagree. She couldn't imagine the hacker schmoozing at a party. "Fortunately, I don't need more agents." Actually, I do, but that's beside the point.

      "What I need is an IT guy."

      Uriel's face scrunched in distaste. "Asking me to reset your email passwords would be like asking Basquiat to make a macaroni necklace."

      "If Basquiat made a macaroni necklace, I would wear it. I mean, hypothetically. I can't imagine I'd be able to afford it."

      "What are your terms?" Uriel asked, sounding like she'd offered him a poison oak toothbrush rather than a job.

      "You do what you've been doing, but instead of a number of pizzas that will quickly become ecologically unsustainable, I will give you money. You can stay on the roof and do whatever you want in your downtime."

      Uriel nodded. "I pick my own hours."

      "Naturally," Norah agreed.

      "And I want an intern," he said. Norah found that genuinely surprising. In addition to being as solitary as a rhino that was the last of its species, Uriel had never exhibited any respect for the technical work of others.

      "Should I put Madge on hiring someone?" she asked hesitantly, shuddering at the hacker’s hypothetical management skills.

      "I'll hire them. I expect you to offer them a competitive healthcare package," he said sternly.

      Norah nodded and held out her hand. "Done," she said. Uriel ignored her and went back to typing.

      "If you can get me the name of their editing software, I'll be done by the end of the weekend."
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      At eight in the morning the next day, Madge slapped a W4 form on Norah's desk.

      "I found this in the lobby. Who the hell is Tiffany Tibbs?" the pixie asked, her gravelly voice deeper than usual. "If you think you can replace me on the cheap, Norah, you've got another think barreling toward you at maximum speed. I know where all the bodies are buried.”

      "Even if I could replace you, I wouldn't," Norah reassured the pixie. She took a closer look at the document. "That must be Uriel's new IT intern."

      At exactly eight-thirty, a knock on the door revealed the identity of Tiffany Tibbs. Norah opened it to find a sullen-looking Nostril. The young woman was wearing black jeans and a button-up top printed with skulls. Given Nostril's normal attire, this was practically a three-piece suit.

      "Nostril!" Norah exclaimed. "Or, um, would you prefer Tiffany?"

      Nostril shook her head so violently that air whistled through a line of empty holes in her ears.

      "You look...nice," Norah said. "Different."

      Nostril scratched her neck below her collar.

      "Wurm says button-down shirts are the tool of the man but that I should understand the tools of the man to use them against him," Nostril replied cautiously. Norah touched a button on her own shirt.

      "Uriel’s the only man who works for me, so you can take that up with him. Madge will get you onboarded paperwork-wise. Then you can head up to Uriel on the roof. Let me know if you need anything."

      Nostril attempted a professional smile, which came out a bit garish. Norah returned it warmly. Uh-oh. What have I agreed to?

      Nostril disappeared up to the roof, descending only to retrieve a pizza and inquire about purchase orders for new equipment.

      "He says your WIFI’s speed is geologic, and he refuses to be employed by Luddites," Nostril said. She delivered this perfectly cheerfully, but when she saw the look her message provoked on Norah's face, she bit her lip.

      "Tell him it’s poor management to send his intern to deliver rude messages," Norah said sharply. "And to send me a budget for what he wants to buy." Nostril nodded and disappeared.

      Norah couldn't wait for her romantic getaway with Frondle. No one would call her a Luddite, and she wouldn’t have to manage anyone. As the end of the day rolled around, she typed a furious final set of emails and turned to Madge.

      "Don't let Uriel do anything crazy. More importantly, don't let him send Nostril to do anything crazy. I have my cell, but don’t call it unless there's a fire. Which there won't be since you'll have everything under control."

      Madge rolled her small eyes, flew over to the sideboard near the bookshelf, and turned the crockpot on it to HOT. Norah raised an eyebrow.

      "Hey, you can dash off to go hot-tubbing with your elf boyfriend during our busy season, or you can criticize me for having a little Madge time," the pixie said.

      “It’s always our busy season,” Norah whined.

      “That’s because we’re good at our jobs,” Madge agreed.

      Reluctantly, Norah left, ignoring a vivacious shout of “Hot tub party!” on the other side of the door.
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      When Frondle knocked on Norah’s door, it took her a minute to process what he was wearing. His legs were encased in tight denim, into which a billowing white shirt was tucked. As Norah gaped, he tipped a towering cowboy hat at her. Ten gallons seemed like a skimpy estimate. On his feet, Frondle wore star-spangled cowboy boots whose points rivaled those on his ears.

      "Howdy, ma'am. My truck broke down outside your apartment, and I'm afraid if I don't get home this weekend, my mama's farm might not make it through the winter. Might I trouble you for a ride?"

      The hat collapsed over his eyes, and Norah waited until he pushed it back up to answer.

      "What is happening?" Norah asked, pulling him into her arms. "Why do you look like Fabio in a Coen brothers movie?"

      Frondle's bright confidence dimmed only slightly. "We're supposed to be having a romantic weekend. This is American romance!" He pulled a piece of grass out of his pocket, chewed on the end, and grinned at her. Norah blinked as the grass fluttered dangerously near her eyeball.

      "Should I change?" she asked. “We might have to stop by a costume store.”

      Frondle eyed her body with gratifying appreciation. "You're the big city businesswoman. You look perfect."

      After loading an alarming number of suitcases into Norah’s car, Frondle insisted on driving. "I want to surprise you." They drove northwest toward the mountains, and the relaxation that had eluded Norah for months crept into the car, surrounding her like a warm blanket. He told her a story about his co-star Mal accidentally eating a few of the sandbags on set, and she told him about her new IT intern. As they entered a pine forest, her eyes got heavy, and the green shapes of the trees faded to warm black.

      Frondle shook her awake minutes later. The sun had set. "We're coming into town. I wanted you to see it."

      Moments later, they passed under a large sign illuminated by a string of white fairy lights. Welcome to the Gilpin Garlic Festival!

      Frondle dropped back into his American cowboy character. "Thank you kindly for the ride, ma'am," he said, ignoring the fact that he was driving. "I'd be remiss if I didn't offer you a meal. Would you care to join me at my family home?"

      "Yes," Norah said decisively. Main Street was bustling, and there was a bonfire behind a grid of busy kiosks. Soon, Frondle turned off the road and pulled up at a Victorian building whose sign identified it as the Cupid's Flock Bed and Breakfast. The vast array of hearts on the sign was a harbinger of what awaited them inside.

      If a pink Valentine’s Day teddy bear became sentient, it might construct a building that looked like this. Every surface was covered with hearts, cupids, or teddy bears. Their hostess was a slender woman named Jade who looked surprisingly off-theme with dark hair and a dark dress.

      Norah found the subdued attire reassuring. Jade led them to something she referred to as the Tower Suite and offered them complimentary garlic wine. "As a romance hotel, I wouldn’t normally serve it, but we get it for free from the festival."

      "Um, that's okay," Norah demurred. Jade nodded and closed the door, leaving Norah and Frondle to the scrutiny of approximately a hundred beady-eyed teddy bears stacked on the heart-shaped bed. As Frondle kissed her, she felt their gaze on the back of her neck.

      She eyed the bears. "Maybe we can stuff them in a closet."

      "Would you like some wine first?"

      "Is it garlic flavored?"

      Frondle shook his head. "I went to the store and asked for the nicest wine instead of the largest wine. The sommelier helped me pick this," he said, pulling an expensive-looking green bottle out of his smallest suitcase. He was learning from his mistakes.

      Norah found glasses in the bathroom, and after banishing most of the stuffed animals to reside under the bed, they collapsed.

      "This is very good," Norah said, swirling the deep red liquid around her glass. Frondle beamed.

      "Drink up, ma’am, or we'll miss the opening night of the festival. You’ve gotta taste some of my mama's garlic corn," he drawled.

      "Oh," Norah said. "Your mother's not actually here, is she?"

      Frondle shook his head. "It's part of the romance." Of course. What would a romantic weekend be without garlic, corn, and in-laws?

      Norah toyed with the idea of staying in the room, but Frondle had clearly made an effort to plan things, and she was loath to interfere. Sighing, she pulled on a sweatshirt.

      "You be careful," their host said as they left the bed and breakfast. "There have been some threats against the festival. Vampires."

      "Oh, no! The festival is important to my family’s farm," Frondle drawled. Jade smiled encouragingly, and Frondle pulled Norah onto the street. He wrapped an arm around her and guided her through stalls selling garlic salsa, fermented garlic, garlic capsules, garlic ice cream, and deep-fried garlic. Norah held back for a few minutes, but after seeing Frondle sample a range of products, decided she might as well hop on the boat. After sampling a black garlic cream sauce, she bought a large jar of the inky cloves, trying not to gape at the price.

      "What are you going to make with that?" Frondle asked, voice brimming with curiosity. Norah ignored the subtext, which was Can you actually cook?

      "It's not for me. It's for Angelo. His information about the Marinara Factory was incredibly useful, and I feel like I owe him. In the end, his dad's criminal activities hurt him more than anyone. Well, not quite, but you know what I mean. It's time to mend fences." On a whim, she purchased a second smaller container of black garlic for herself. Maybe Angelo could give her some simple recipe suggestions.

      They made their way to a large central bonfire where a bluegrass band was playing a song called Feudin' Pestos. Snuggling into Frondle's arms, she enjoyed the crackling fire. Several minutes later, however, aggravated shouting broke through the twang of banjos. The shouting got louder, and Norah broke free of Frondle's arms and pushed through the crowd to investigate.

      She saw a group of people backing away from a pale black-clad woman holding a sign that said, Garlic is violence! A velvet cape lined with red silk was draped around the woman’s shoulders, and the tips of two fangs peeked out from under her lips.

      She was shouting a classic protest chant. "When you cook garlic bread, you make vampires super dead!"

      A large man in a flannel shirt stepped forward. He was nibbling a skewer of deep-fried garlic, which under normal circumstances would have been benign. Against a vampire, however, it was a deadly threat.

      "We don't want trouble, but we'll deal with it if we have to," he said, chewing and swallowing his garlic.

      The vampire took a step back and nervously scanned the crowd. When her eyes landed on Norah, she looked relieved.

      "Will you speak out against the tyranny of the bulb?" she shouted, locking eyes.

      "Uh," Norah said. She really didn't want to get involved but decided she would have to when the man in flannel took another step toward the vampire.

      "Maybe we can talk about this somewhere else," Norah commented softly.

      Frondle, standing beside Norah, smiled brightly. Norah felt unbalanced, as if she had missed a cue. She didn't have time to think about it, however, because as she went to lead the vampire away, the woman turned on her, bared her fangs, and pounced.

      Norah tripped back across the ground. By the time she grabbed her wand, the vampire had regained her footing and was sprinting toward her. Norah cast a stunning spell, and as the vampire leapt, she froze solid. Her momentum, unfortunately, carried her over Norah's legs and into the bonfire.

      "Oh, shit," Norah said. She grabbed the woman's back but only succeeded in removing the velvet cape. Frondle leapt forward and pulled the vampire from the fire as Norah tossed the cape over her, leapt on top of her, and rolled, extinguishing the tendrils of flame rising from her black lace dress.

      "Unfreeze her," Frondle said.

      "She attacked me, and she'll be even angrier now," Norah protested.

      "Please, trust me, Norah," Frondle said, and the pain in his voice made her reverse the spell. Removing the cape, Norah saw that the vampire's sleeve had burned off, and a patch of her skin was raw and red. Her healing powers should have been working by now, but the second she was conscious again, the woman started screaming.

      "Fuck," she said, repeating the word until, moments later, she coughed, opened her mouth, and spat something onto the ground.

      A set of plastic fangs.

      "Double shit," Norah said, understanding why the woman wasn't healing. "Can you hold still? I'm going to try to heal your shoulder."

      The vampire's body stayed still, but her head turned to Frondle.

      "This was supposed to be interactive theater. I didn't sign up to be barbecued," she screeched. Norah, in the middle of a combination painkilling and regrowth spell, took a minute to process her words. When the skin on the woman's shoulder was shiny pink instead of flaking red, Norah turned to Frondle. "What does she mean, interactive theater?"

      "He hired me to protest the festival," the woman said, pointing a long black nail at Frondle. "I thought you were in on it."

      "What is she talking about?" Norah asked, feeling much colder than the proximity of the bonfire should allow.

      The light elf cringed and looked at his shiny spangled cowboy boots.

      "I wanted to understand American romance, so I watched sixteen Hallmark movies last week. In every one, a woman goes to a small town and saves a local festival. Or sometimes a business. They were all very clear on that point. I didn't want to disappoint you," Frondle explained.

      The outlines of Frondle's plan were becoming less fuzzy. Norah could see the intended plot. She was the big-city professional, he was the local farmer, and saving the small-town garlic festival together would solidify their love.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" she asked.

      "I was striving for authenticity," Frondle said, sounding miserable. "I thought it would be more exciting,"

      "Burning fake vampires isn't exciting. It's horrible," Norah said.

      "Amen," muttered the woman on the ground, gingerly touching the skin on her shoulder.

      "You never hurt anyone if you can help it. You always stun them," Frondle said.

      Norah made a disgruntled noise and turned back to the woman. "You were very convincing," she said, feeling lame.

      "I'm in level-six improv!" the woman said, pride warring with pain in her voice. Apparently, her name was Liana, and she and Frondle had taken eight levels of stage combat together. That was seven more levels than Norah had realized existed.

      "Where are you staying?” Norah asked.

      "I have a tent at the group campsite."

      "You can't sleep on the ground tonight. Do you think you can walk?"

      "Maybe. Do you have any more of that turquoise happy juice?" the woman said, looking hopefully at the blue gum eucalyptus wand.

      Norah’s reserves felt low, but she was responsible for hurting the woman, so she would fix it.

      "Sure,” Norah said. Taking a deep breath, she poured the rest of her energy into Liana’s shoulder, using twining painkilling and healing spells. Liana sighed in relief, and Norah helped her to her feet. She seemed reasonably steady. They walked back to the bed and breakfast, where they learned that garlic festival enthusiasts had scooped up every room in the inn.

      They got her settled in theirs and retreated to the downstairs sitting room, where Jade fussed over them.

      "I didn't do my line wrong, did I?" she asked, hovering with a bottle of open garlic wine.

      "You were very believable," Norah said truthfully.

      "Are you sure you wouldn't like some wine?" Jade asked.

      "You know what? Fine," Norah said. It's not like I'm going to be kissing Frondle. Jade looked incredibly relieved, and Norah moved the glass reluctantly to her lips.

      It wasn't bad, exactly. It was a bit like drinking fresh pesto. Still, she took very small sips.

      Norah's phone beeped, and she looked down. Writing the algorithm was smooth sailing. Ha-ha. Nostril is a real asset. Code ready when you are.

      Norah brightened considerably.

      "You like the garlic wine?" Frondle asked even more hopefully than Jade.

      Norah looked up at him. "I have to go home."

      Frondle frowned and pulled a roll of parchment from his pocket, unrolling it into a document that rivaled a CVS receipt in length. "I have a whole itinerary for us."

      "I'm sure it's lovely," Norah lied. "But this is critical for First Arret's future, so it affects you too." That was also a lie, but she wasn't about to evict the burn victim from stable lodging. She was also concerned about what other tropes Frondle might have hidden up his billowing sleeves. "Can we please just go home?"

      She felt sick in the car on the long drive in the dark, and she didn't think it was just from the garlic wine.
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        * * *

      

      Norah collapsed into an impenetrable sleep the second Frondle dropped her off at her apartment. She woke up early the next morning anyway, nerves shot. She decided that if she had sulked her way out of her getaway weekend, she would do penance by working.

      Her office’s rooftop was cool and quiet, with dew beaded on the gravel. Norah only made it a few feet before Petabyte padded over with a small package wrapped in recycled cable gently clutched on its metal jaws. There was a note.

      Don't wake me up.

      The Wurm.

      Unwrapping a USB drive, she returned to her car and made the drive to the special effects studio. This time, the reception area was unguarded, and the bullpen was full of raucous music. Not sea shanties, but something with a lot of bass and cursing. Maybe this is trance-inspired deep house? Two young workers were batting a beach ball back and forth with tennis rackets.

      Norah, ignoring the chaos, headed down the hall and knocked on Dagmar's door. When no one answered, she tapped a quick unlocking spell against the handle, turned it, and stepped inside. The floor was wet from an overturned thermos of coffee, long cold, and there was a general air of disarray, including two half-eaten Chinese food takeout containers.

      Moving a box of lo mein into the trash, Norah sat down at Dagmar’s desk to think. Her computer was open to a scheduling app, and there was an appointment the previous day for a call with Minnie.

      There’s an idea. Norah dug out her phone and dialed Minnie’s number, but the call went directly to voicemail, and Norah's texts went unanswered. Minnie also hadn’t posted or liked anything on social media in a few days.

      Norah locked the door behind her and headed back to the bullpen.

      "Hey," she called to one of the young people with tennis rackets. When he ignored her, she pulled out her wand, curled a glowing blue net around the beach ball, and yanked it toward her, catching it deftly.

      "Hey, we were playing with that!" a young woman with red hair exclaimed.

      "Where's Dagmar?" Norah asked. They shrugged.

      "She hasn't been here in, like, three days. We haven't been getting much direction.

      Norah shook her head, tempted to crush the beach ball between her hands.

      "Does anyone know where Dagmar lives?" she shouted.

      A young woman in the corner with box braids and a septum piercing, who appeared to be attempting actual work, looked up.

      "She had us over for a holiday cookout a couple of years ago."

      "Thank God," Norah said and handed over her phone for the woman to put in the address. Instead, the septum piercing jangled as the woman shook her head.

      "I don't know you."

      Fair point. Norah sighed. "I'm Norah Wintry. My talent agency reps a lot of the people involved in The Players. I've been working on your cursed sea shanty problem, and I have some code that should convert all the pearls in the raw footage to rubies without anyone having to heave-ho." She held out the thumb drive, and the woman snatched out of her hand and inserted it into the computer. She clicked the file, copied the contents onto her desktop, ejected the drive, and handed it back.

      "Give me your phone," she said and put in an address.

      Dagmar lived on a nondescript suburban street in the Valley. Norah’s knock on the door was answered by a tall man with a barrel chest and floppy silver hair. He looked disappointed to see Norah on the porch. Had he been expecting Dagmar?

      He glumly invited her inside. The home was as chaotic as Dagmar's office, and the man, whose name was John and who turned out to be her husband, seemed too stressed to be worried about the pizza boxes strewn across the room.

      "I was hoping you'd know where she is," John began.

      "To be honest, I was hoping the same thing. When did you last see her?"

      John crossed his ankle over his knee and leaned forward, piercing her with very blue eyes. "What's your interest in this?"

      "I'm involved in the movie she was working on," Norah said. "Did she tell you about the special effects difficulties?"

      "The weird curse, or whatever it was? Yeah. She started working late after I complained about her singing about the wind at all hours of the night. A man can only take so many verses on nor’easters."

      "Was anything about her different the last time you saw her?"

      "Oh, yeah. I mean, not at first, but two days ago, she came home really late. I was half-asleep, and she said she had a bottle of super fancy Oriceran liqueur and she wanted to make all the late nights up to me. I said maybe tomorrow, but she stayed downstairs with the bottle. She said someone had sent it to her at work."

      "Who?" Norah asked.

      John shrugged, got up, and went to the kitchen, kicking a pizza box out of the way. He came back with a spherical glass bottle with an intricately carved cork that looked like an Oriceran orchid. John plunked it on the table in front of Norah.

      "Those Hollywood assholes give her liquor, jewels, money, and cars, but they never give her time with me."

      Norah felt a surge of guilt about her aborted weekend with Frondle but pushed it down. As a certified Hollywood asshole, she had work to do.

      “I might be able to help.”

      "It's too late. She's dead."

      "What!?" Norah said.

      "She has location tracking activated on her phone. She did it for me. You know, because she keeps such weird hours, and I get worried. And now...”

      He tapped on his phone and, after a moment, he showed the screen to Norah. As she looked at the dot, she had a strong sense of déjà vu. It was in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, a few miles off the coast. Her breath caught in her throat as she dug through her purse to find the receiver for Domenico's tracker. Eyes wide, she showed the screen to John.

      "What did you do to her?" he shrieked, renewed suspicion rising in his eyes. He even grabbed a plastic knife out of a nearby pizza box.

      "Whoa, wait. This isn't her. This is a tracker for someone else. Someone... Well, never mind who. He's not dead, either. I’m almost positive. If they’re both in the same place in the middle of the ocean, they’re probably alive. I mean, if someone was disposing of dead bodies, they wouldn't put them in the same place."

      "Maybe," John said, but he didn’t sound sure. Norah tapped the screen, willing the dot to provide her with secret information. Nothing came, and her gaze drifted to the bottle of liqueur. Prying it from John's hands, she uncorked it and took a sniff. Licorice and moss, like candy dropped in a forest.

      “Can I take this with me?” she asked.

      John shrugged, so Norah tossed the bottle into her bag.

      “Thanks so much for talking to me. If Dagmar’s dot moves, will you let me know?”

      “Sure,” he said and shut the door behind her.

      Norah decided to check in on Minnie on her way home. Driving through the gates of the Hollywood Forever Cemetery, Norah steered southeast, where small gravestones from the 1910s and 1920s lay flush with the grass. Most of the markers were barely bigger than microwaves, but one long concrete slab was better tended than the others, with a long-stemmed black rose laid on the top. Minnie Jacobson was etched on the front. There were no dates on the cover, although Norah knew that Minnie had been born in the 1870s.

      The gravestone suggested she was dead, which she technically was, but it functioned here as an office nameplate. Norah knocked softly on the stone, and when she heard no answer, traced the unlocking spell on the slab with her wand. It still worked, which meant Minnie hadn’t changed it since she’d asked Norah to look after her saltwater aquarium.

      The stone door slid up silently on its hinges, revealing narrow, claustrophobic stairs that ended abruptly at a metal wall. Norah descended carefully, then waited at the bottom as the upstairs door slid closed and the large metal slab in front of her slid open.

      It was a lightlock rather than an airlock, so the doors couldn't be opened at the same time. Norah knew the enchantment on the doors was powerful because Minnie had asked her to test it. She hadn't been able to move either door an inch when she'd tried, even after attempting to pry it open with an indestructible twelve-foot-long magical lever.

      Minnie was the moon to Stan's sun, and her place was luxuriously gothic, if rather compact. The sitting room doubled as Minnie’s editing suite, and its stone floor was covered in overlapping knotted rugs in deep blues and greens. Along one wall was an enormous ebony wood dining table that could seat ten people. Minnie used the vast surface as a desk, with four enormous computer monitors blinking on one end and a smaller space for writing on the other. Every other time Norah had visited, Minnie had been sitting at that desk, fiddling with video files.

      The corner between the desk and wall housed an old projector and an antique splicer, which Minnie kept for sentimental reasons. Even the rare directors who shot on film digitized their footage.

      A carved screen on tracks ran across the side of the room, dividing it in two, and Norah slid it open to check Minnie's bedroom. Luxurious velvet covers draped over the four-poster bed, although the closets were mostly full of jeans and black t-shirts. Behind floor-to-ceiling glass along the narrow wall were rows of bottles of blood, meticulously labeled, their temperature monitored by a gallery-quality control panel. She checked the bathroom just to be safe but did not find Minnie lounging in the enormous copper clawfoot tub. A silver door by Minnie’s editing suite was locked, and knocking on it produced no response.

      The vampire was nowhere to be seen, and everything looked so ordinary that Norah started to feel like an unwelcome snoop. Then she noticed Minnie’s nightstand, which was lacquered with deep blue peonies. On top of the nightstand was a half-open bottle of empty blood with a used glass beside it.

      Norah had never once seen Minnie waste blood. After the vampire was done feeding, she scrupulously recorked and refrigerated the leftovers. With great power came great responsibility, she said, and one of those responsibilities was being a careful blood steward.

      Norah walked over and picked up the open bottle. Etched into the brown glass base was a label: Elvis Presley, 1955.

      Is this Elvis Presley's blood? How did she get this!? Norah was about to take a sip out of sheer curiosity when the scent of licorice and wet moss hit her nose. Oh, no.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, she was banging on Stan's door. When he opened it, she waved the bottle in his face.

      "Whoa! Steady, Norah," Stan said and pried the bottle from her hand. He read the label. "If you're proposing necromancy, people have raised Elvis from the dead before, but I think we oughta let the poor man rest. No one wants their half-warm corpse trotted around Vegas for the entertainment of drunk bachelor parties."

      Norah shook her head. "It's not that. Minnie's in danger."

      Stan sniffed primly. "Certainly. She's in danger of losing the best thing that ever happened to her."

      “Uh…”

      “Things haven’t been right between us since Antarctica, and she recently let me know my companionship was no longer required.”

      "Stannie-poo, who's there?" a woman cried from inside the apartment. The old light elf winced as a female draped in featherweight blue gauze floated into the hallway behind him.

      "Glesselda!" Norah choked on the name.

      Stan lowered his voice to a whisper. "Minnie was pretty clear that she was done with me, and I don't think she'd appreciate me chasing her."

      The blue gauze approached.

      "Hello, Norah. I wondered if I might visit Gartie later. Are you still using him as a coffee table?" Glesselda, who was even older than Stan, asked so matter-of-factly that Norah didn't think it was a criticism.

      "Um, sure," Norah said. "We put a tablecloth over him when company comes, of course."

      "Hope springs eternal that he will learn something from his time out," Glesselda said.

      "Actually, why don't you go over there now?" Norah suggested. "I need to talk to Stan for a minute."

      Glesselda nodded and swanned through the courtyard.

      "You're dating my brother's ex?" Norah spat when she thought the queenly light elf was out of hearing distance.

      "Technically, your brother was dating my ex," Stan said, his normal dignity a little forced. “When Minnie broke things off..." His voice cracked as he spoke. For the first time since Norah had known him, he was ruffled.

      "I don't think she was in her right mind," Norah said. “Was there anything weird about her behavior?"

      "Other than throwing me over? She's a woman of fiery opinions, but recently, she's been...placid. I don't know. She goes along with whatever I suggest. Even when I took her to the symphony, which she hates.”

      "Did her eyes look unusual?" Norah asked, thinking about how her father's eyes had been milky blue. Lincoln had fortunately recovered fast, although Petra had been spitting mad when she'd learned that Norah had concealed his brief ensorcellment.

      "No," Stan said, then paused. "Although I haven’t seen her eyes much lately. Only in the dark. She insisted on wearing a pair of sun goggles I got her in Antarctica. It was odd, but I thought… Well, I hoped she was wearing them for sentimental reasons.” Stan’s eyes watered, and he wiped them with the back of a hand.

      "She's not in her right mind, Stan. I think she was drugged, and she's not alone."

      Stan sniffed the bottle of blood. "Is that what your father took?”

      “I think so.”

      “It wears off, right?" Stan asked.

      "Not necessarily. Not if whoever drugged her kidnapped her," Norah said. Stan glanced anxiously over Norah's shoulder at her apartment window. Glesselda was staring out of it and waved brightly when Norah looked up.

      "We should make an antidote in case we find anyone else who's been poisoned," Norah said. "You don't happen to know any potions experts, do you?" she asked. "You know, ones who aren't evil and didn’t use to date my dad?"

      Stan put his chin in his hand. "I have an idea."
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      That afternoon, Norah stood at the trailhead in Topanga State Park, clipping a small daypack to Pepe's back. He bleated indignantly, and she shook her head.

      "It's not as if I'm using you as a pack animal," she said. "The only things in there are your water bottle, your bowl, and your oats."

      Pepe sniffed, shook his body, and refused to look at her. “Hmph. Be that way." She snorted and headed up the trail. She had decided not to invite Madge, given that the pixie had almost been killed by an owl on her last visit, so the journey to Yolen's experimental forest was almost soundless. The afternoon had turned a hazy gold by the time she arrived, and she was surprised to hear voices filtering through the trees. Yolen was a consummate loner, and the hair on the back of Norah’s neck rose. She readied her wand, but as she approached, the indistinct conversation was noticeably cheerful. When she finally reached the campfire, she was surprised to see Yolen’s visitor.

      "Cleo?" Norah asked. Normally she would have been pleased, but the last time she'd seen the pixie, she'd been too busy spying on her to say hello.

      The runes carved into Cleo's sides flashed with surprise and displeasure.

      "Hullo, Norah," the pixie finally said, declining to fly over and greet her. She held a watering can in one small wooden hand and a glass bottle thick with brown sludge in the other.

      "What are you doing here?" Norah asked incredulously.

      “Helping Yolen," Cleo said.

      "With what?"

      "Watering, trimming, harvesting. He's observing the performance of my new hands, too. Something about brainwood maturity and magical capacity."

      "So far, the results have been excellent," Yolen said. Norah jumped as the wood elf de-camouflaged himself from a patch of nearby bushes and blinked in alarm when she saw that he was carrying a large brown owl on his left arm. The owl that had badly injured Cleo. Given that Yolen had previously shot it through the wing, the owl seemed remarkably placid.

      Yolen jostled his arm, and the owl flew with some difficulty to a wooden post by the campfire.

      "Wisdom is terribly sorry about your pixie friend," Yolen said, nodding in greeting.

      Cleo snorted. "That owl isn’t sorry for anything. He's an owl. I do think he learned his lesson." Before Norah could respond, Cleo zoomed toward a small herb garden behind a row of hedges.

      "I hope Cleo hasn't been giving you too much trouble," Norah said, thinking about the pixie raising hell in her apartment. Three pupils darted around each of Yolen's eyes as he narrowed them, open concern for Norah’s dismissiveness on his face.

      "Cleo is a very intelligent person making up for lost time, and she's been an enormous help,” the wood elf replied.

      Shame crept over Norah's face, and she looked into the distance. The small cube of Cleo's body hovered over the herb garden, carefully dosing it with the bottle of sludge, which was apparently fertilizer. Her dexterity had improved significantly.

      When the bright red on Norah’s face had faded, she turned back. "Several of my friends have been drugged, and I was hoping you could help me construct an antidote."

      Yolen frowned. "It might be possible, but I'd need a sample of whatever they were drugged with."

      "That won't be a problem," Norah said. She produced the spherical liquor bottle, as well as the potion book and cocktail shaker she'd taken from Esmee.

      Yolen uncorked the bottle, sniffed it, and nodded, then inspected the potion book. After handing it back, he made his way through the garden toward a bulbous tree with heart-shaped leaves. It was no taller than his waist, and he squatted down to eye level with one of the sections. Carefully, he poured a few drops from the bottle onto a wide, flat leaf. The potion sizzled, and smoke curled up from the disintegrating leaf in an intricate pattern. Yolen apparently absorbed critical information from this scene, and in a moment, the flat green surface of the leaf fell to the ground as ash. He handed the potion bottle back, and Norah slipped it into her backpack.

      Yolen rubbed some of the leaf ash between his thin brown fingers. "We're going to need cooling ingredients. Have you heard of icedrops?"

      Norah shook her head, and he motioned for her to walk past Cleo, who was fussing with the irrigation on a patch of plowed brown earth. The hill sloped down to a small creek, where Yolen pointed out three frost-tipped plants as pale as beaten butter. The stems were covered with tiny icicles. When Norah touched a frozen point, her finger bled.

      "They grow in barren soil. When the icicles drop, they kill insects and sometimes small rodents. That's how they get their nutrients," Yolen said. Pepe, trotting behind them, poked at a branch with a hoof and quickly withdrew it as the shards embedded, quill-like, in the ground below.

      Placing a small reed basket below the plant, Yolen tapped a branch and collected a few of the spears. As he led her back to camp, he stopped here and there, collecting leaves, twigs, and in one place, scraping brilliant blue flecks of moss off the nose of a granite statue embedded in the earth.

      Back at camp, he arrayed these items on a log and retrieved shallow stone bowls and pestles from a hollow log at the edge of the campsite. He asked Norah to light a small fire, and soon cozy flames warmed the evening air.

      “Brewing your antidote will take at least an hour. Perhaps you should go talk to Cleo." He said that with the air of someone who had spent a long time listening to other people complain about their interpersonal disagreements and wanted to hand the problem back.

      "Do you know what's wrong?" Norah asked. Yolen shrugged and tipped his reed basket of icicles into a stone bowl, then brought a pestle down on top of them with a crackle of stone and ice.

      Norah headed through the small plots and low bushes. Cleo, abandoning any pretense of gardening, was making a bright green flower chain out of sage and small hillside plants. Norah watched her weave long pine needles into her creation.

      "Why are you avoiding me?" she finally asked.

      Cleo's runes shivered in irritation. When she finally spoke, her voice was so low that Norah had to lean in to hear it. "The second I got my new hands, you made it clear that you wanted me to sit in a corner with them quietly folded."

      "You were wailing away on a button accordion in my home! That is not an instrument you know how to play! Did you really think I'd be happy about it?"

      "Yes! Believe it or not, I did! You’re my best friend, and I thought you’d be wailing on the accordion right beside me!" Anger and embarrassment colored her voice.

      Oh. For the briefest moment, Norah wished that they could go back to the way things had been, watching television on the couch and talking about old black-and-white movies. It was an unworthy thought, however. There was no putting the genie back in the bottle, and if there was, it would be stupendously unfair to Cleo.

      "It's been a change for me, too," Norah explained lamely. “I have really missed you.” Cleo glowed a deeper red than Norah had ever seen, and her hand gripped a twig so tightly it shattered.

      "I'm sure it's been sooo hard," the pixie said. "If you actually missed me, you could have come to say hello. You didn't have to sneak around my place of employment."

      Norah's stomach sank.

      "I didn't realize you saw me."

      "I didn't see you, but the show’s casting director did. Then she told her friend at Gersh that you were repping me, which was pretty inconvenient, given that I had a general meeting scheduled there the next day. It got canceled, and I got reamed out for taking meetings without firing my reps first. According to some very loud yelling, it displayed a ‘lack of professionalism.’"

      Norah stared at her shoes, unable to shake the feeling that she had stepped into a deep pile of trouble.

      "Who else were you taking meetings with?"

      "CAA and a few boutiques."

      "Really?" Norah asked, then cursed the disbelief in her voice. Had Cleo really been meeting with some of the biggest talent agencies in Los Angeles? "If you were seeking representation, why didn't you talk to me? I am, you know, in the business."

      "Oh, now you expect me to talk to you? I thought our relationship was based on wild assumptions?"

      "I never would have said I was repping you if I'd thought you were taking meetings. I thought that, if anything, it would help you seem more legitimate."

      At this, Cleo shed actual heat. It warmed Norah’s face into an embarrassed blush.

      "You know what has helped my legitimacy? Being fucking great at my job. You know what, Norah? You're fired. Assuming you were serious about being my agent. I'd rather be unrepped than work with someone who thinks I need pity representation."

      With that, Cleo flew away, wings flapping so wildly that the air currents blew Norah's hair into her face. When she brushed it away, Cleo had disappeared into the trees. Her shouts at the disappearing box when unanswered and maybe even unheard.

      Quietly, Norah vowed that she would make it right. She had to. For now, she had work to do.

      Back at the campsite, Norah plunked down on a bench and stared into the fire, stewing alongside Yolen's antidote.

      "Were you able to resolve your differences?" Yolen asked, raising a thin brown eyebrow.

      "I think I made it worse," she replied glumly.

      Yolen nodded, unruffled. "To reach the other side of the thornwood, you must first pass through the thorns."

      While Norah thought about that, tendrils of white mist threaded into the air above his cauldron. Yolen peered inside, triple irises eyeing the cauldron’s liquid contents. Finally, he reached in with a wooden spoon and poured a ladle of the slush into one end of a bamboo tube corked with pitch. Sealing the other end, he handed it to Norah. “This will reverse the potion," he said.

      "Do you have anything for turning back time on an argument with your friends?"

      "Sadly, no. Not unless you have several ounces of venom from a razor-clawed voidbeast. They're very hard to find and even harder to milk." He looked into the distance, eyes unfocused.

      "I guess I'll have to do things the old-fashioned way," Norah said. "Have you seen Pepe?"

      They found the little black-and-white goat deep in a staring contest with Yolen's owl. Pepe's slitted eyes were very determined, and the owl looked away first.

      "Let's go," Norah said. Pepe shook his head, jostling the wreath of local vegetation that someone, presumably Cleo, had placed on his head. Apparently, they'd spoken. At least, Cleo had spoken, and Pepe had listened. He gave her a disdainful look and trotted down the trail in front of her without waiting for her to catch up. Great. Cleo got to my goat.

      Tucking the antidote into her backpack and pulling out her flashlight, Norah said goodbye to Yolen and headed back into the woods.
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      Stan gave Norah the names of a few of Minnie's friends, but none of them had seen her. She was in the wind, along with Dagmar and maybe Domenico. Cleo was either working incredible hours or actively avoiding Norah. Either way, her apartment was quiet.

      Frondle's texts to her had decreased in frequency since Garlicgate. When he asked to meet up, she insisted she was busy on Dagmar's case, although that was an excuse.

      Truthfully, she had stalled. All of her leads were dead ends. She had returned to staring at Domenico's tracker, willing some enchantment embedded in the device to activate and beep her. Even singing a sea shanty might be preferable to repeatedly banging into an invisible wall.

      On Sunday night, after a full hour of staring at Domenico's dot so that she could see it even when she looked away, she pulled open her nightstand drawer and threw the tracker inside in disgust. It clanked against something metallic, and Norah stared.

      The nautilus shell ring. Norah plucked it from a tangle of hair ties and warmed it in her hand. Then she grabbed her purse and headed outside.

      Quint was lifting weights in his West Hollywood garage. He’d left the door open and was flexing in ways that had less to do with fitness than with a dark-haired woman walking an equally attractive bernadoodle across the street.

      “What are you up to?" Norah asked, snapping her fingers to get his attention.

      Quint looked past her at Pepe, who Norah had brought from home. He ran a hand through his luxurious, if sweaty, bangs.

      "Keeping it tight. Why is the goat here?"

      "Don't worry about it. I need a small favor."

      "What is it?" Quint asked, eyes narrowing.

      "Nothing major. I just need you to drink a mind control potion and wear a cursed ring so I can learn more about an evil vermillion's plot."

      "As much as I love the subtle herbal notes of a mind control potion, I politely decline," Quint replied.

      Norah nodded, tone studiously reasonable. "Of course. I would never ask you to do anything you don't want to do. However, if you don't, I'm going to let Pepe kick your shins until you agree."

      Pepe, making steady eye contact with Quint, raised one hoof off the concrete with menacing slowness.

      Norah nodded encouragingly and turned back to her brother. "Come on, Quint. Dark Hound might be gone, but the former Silver Griffins won't really be safe until we find out what Domenico was up to and take him down for good. I'm asking you to be a hero. Plus, I have an antidote for the mind control potion. You know, if things go bad."

      "Bad? Bad how? What could possibly go wrong with weakening my psychic defenses against an evil ring?" Quint crossed his arms protectively on his bare chest.

      "Exactly!" Norah exclaimed cheerfully. "I'm glad you agree. I'll assemble the tracking and extraction team."

      "Extraction! What are you extracting?"

      "It probably won't be more than one or two kidneys. At most." Norah grinned. "Relax. We're here to extract you from any trouble the ring gets you into. Once we know what Magdea and Esmee are up to with the potion, we'll pull you out. Okay?"

      Pepe's hoof continued to rise. He wasn't blinking either.

      "Ugh," Quint said, sticking his tongue out at the goat. "I'm going to change into something more comfortable."

      Two hours later, Norah had assembled her team. She had decided to exclude Petra from the plan. Her mother was already peeved at her for accidentally getting her father ensorcelled. Feeding her brother a dangerous potion on purpose would not be maternally well-received. Andrew, however, was there, along with Jackie. Stan had come, too. Norah had invited Cleo, but the pixie had sent a curt refusal, citing work.

      "I told Glesselda I was going on a golf weekend if she asks," Stan offered. He was old and powerful, and this was the first time he had ever been cowed. Norah forced her left eyebrow to un-arch.

      "Your lies are safe with me," she told him cheerfully. "Thanks so much for coming."

      "I won't promise to forgive Minnie, although a curse is about the only logical explanation I can think of for her breaking up with me. Anyway, I want to make sure she's safe and in her right mind, so I can be properly mad at her."

      Norah wasn't sure she agreed with his logic, but she could understand it.

      "Well, brother, down the hatch," Norah said, handing Quint the lovely spherical potion bottle. Glug glug!

      Quint's hand shook as he took it, but he raised it in a sardonic toast and pulled off the cork.

      “Wait!” Norah shouted.

      Quint paused.

      “Give me your wand.” She held out her hand.

      “What? No! Being cursed is bad enough.”

      “Think about it for two seconds, Quint. Do you really want to be harder to fight if it comes to that?”

      Her brother sighed and handed over his wand. Then, fingers clenching around the potion bottle, he downed the contents. When he looked at them, his eyes were unfocused, and soon they acquired a distinctive milky blue coating.

      "We should test him. See if it's working," Andrew said.

      "Hm. All right. Quint, do the hokey-pokey," Norah said. Quint's head moved sluggishly to the side, and after a moment, his right foot crept forward, tapped the ground, and reversed. After he finished turning himself around, Norah raised her blue gum eucalyptus wand and traced a cage of light around his torso, teasing one end into a loop, which she held firmly in her right hand.

      "Did you just put your brother on a leash, Norah?" Jackie asked, eyes twinkling. Her pregnancy was just starting to show under her neon-pink yoga pants. "I wish I’d thought to do that with my brother," she murmured.

      Norah fished the nautilus ring out of her pocket, holding the heavy loop out to her brother.

      "Put this ring on, Quint," Norah instructed.

      As Quint slid the ring onto his right ring finger, his body shook, then went rigid. His eyes rolled back so far in his head that his irises were dark dots.

      "Interesting," Stan murmured academically.

      "What's he doing?" Jackie asked.

      Norah didn't know, but she had an idea about how to find out. Taking a breath, she activated her radio magic. If the combination of the potion and ring was controlling his will, she'd be able to feel it.

      Quint's desires and intentions were concentrated in a thick gel just inside his skin. Not entirely inert. Every so often, a bubble of new intention bloomed. There was a small knot of emotions near his stomach, but it was constrained by the potion and failed to affect his movements. A thread of fear escaped the bonds, and Norah felt a stab of empathy.

      "We've got you, Quint. It's going to be okay," she said, and the fear retracted.

      There was a slight shift in the mass of intention congealed in Quint. An urge toward movement. Norah's legs tensed, hand curling around the leash.

      She was still unprepared for what happened next. Quint exploded into motion, a burst of energy mirrored in his emotions as the feelings gelling inside of him burst through containment. An empathic splatter rushed at Norah with such force that she was knocked to the ground and pulled behind an accelerating Quint on her electric blue leash. He had gone still because he was receiving information or orders, and now he was a juggernaut of determination, wanting to go where he had been directed as quickly as he could.

      He barely registered dragging Norah's weight behind him on the sidewalk as he half-ran to his car, parked parallel in the alley behind his house. Norah had to let go but caught up with him as he started the car. She tried to open the door, but it was locked.

      Quint met her magical break-in attempt with a curse that zigzagged through the air. She dodged it but lost her grip on the car, and Quint sped out of the lot.

      Fortunately, Quint lived in an expensive area full of fast cars. Norah zeroed in on a sleek black BMW and popped the car’s lock open with a touch of her wand. After magically hot-wiring the car, Norah shouted for her family to get in. She increased the radius of her empathic magic, shuddering as a city's worth of emotions buffeted her. Quint was there in the distance, the uncanny gel of his emotions pulling him to action.

      Pressing the gas pedal to the floor, Norah steered toward Quint's ball of emotion.

      Whatever instinct was pulling him to the southeast wasn’t forcing him to ignore traffic laws, or at least not more than usual. His vanity plates, which read CAFEHUNK, disappeared through the tail end of a yellow light.

      Norah, wincing, pressed the gas pedal harder, willing the BMW to accelerate. A symphony of horns rose in the intersection, and tires screeched to a halt inches from her front bumper.

      "He's driving like a maniac," Jackie said, voice shaking.

      "He always drives like that," Andrew explained, looking queasily at the car that almost slammed into them.

      Pepe, who was in the front seat, bleated in agreement.

      A garbage truck had slowed Quint. Andrew drew his wand and coaxed a glowing ball of light into the air, then inscribed it with the runes for mechanical failure. As they neared Quint's car, he cast the spell, but Quint swerved at the last minute. The glowing ball hit the garbage truck, which skidded across the asphalt and ground to a halt across their path.

      "Antigrav now, everyone!" Norah screamed and cast her own spell on the car, jamming her wand toward the front-left tire.

      The magical energy required to lift an object into the air increased in proportion to weight, which made flying cars impractical. With three of them pouring their energy into the BMW, it crawled into the air and flew forward on its momentum. It barely cleared the side of the garbage truck. Below them, the garbage man gaped out the window, eyes locked on them as they crashed into the asphalt on the other side. The blue gum eucalyptus wand flickered, almost exhausted. Norah cursed.

      Quint was headed toward the ocean. She was sure of it. Was his destination a boat? Unless he was planning on driving into the water and swimming from there. Which at this point wouldn’t surprise me.

      They were only a mile from the shore and would find out soon, but Quint was outpacing them. Soon he'd be out of sight and out of the range of her radio magic.

      As she rounded a corner, the car sputtered and lost power. Had Quint left a booby trap on the road? She probed the engine for mechanical hexes.

      A blinking orange light on the dash drew Norah's attention, and she cursed her stupidity. The BMW was out of gas.

      Both sides of the street were chock full of cars, so Norah abandoned the car in the middle of the road, ignoring shouted protests from behind her. Leaping into the street, she followed her brother on foot.

      Norah, who had run the mile and the thirty-two hundred in high school, had occasionally looked at LA traffic and thought I could run faster than this. Her lungs burned as she tested this idle hypothesis, leaving Jackie, Andrew, Stan, and Pepe to trail after her on foot. Or, in Pepe’s case, on hoof.

      A flash of black and white hair dashed past, gained ground, and disappeared behind a surfboard-themed coffee shop. Pepe was moving much faster than a goat should be able to run, and certainly faster than her.

      Now was not the time to question the goat’s prowess. As Quint's signature ball of odd intentions crept out of Norah’s range, she decided to put her trust in the uncanny little goat and followed him instead.

      A small collection of docks lined this section of the shore, and everything smelled like fish and salt. Quint was running out of land, and he burst to life on Norah's radar. She changed directions and forced her burning legs to pick up the pace. Finally, a flurry of black-and-white activity came into view.

      Pepe had a grip on Quint's black jeans and was trying to drag him away from a building whose hand-painted sign identified it as the Bad Barnacle. A seedy dockside bar, apparently.

      Quint shot two hexes at the goat. They should have hit, but they slid across the wiry black-and-white hair and disappeared into the sidewalk. Now that Quint was close, his desires were very clear. He wanted to go into the bar, but that wasn't his focus. He craved someone, a connection with whoever had cursed the rings. The outlines of the figure pulling him in were hazy, but she gleamed brightly in Quint's mind. Definitely a she.

      Quint, abandoning the idea of detaching himself from Pepe, kicked the goat. Pepe bleated less in pain than disgust, but Norah bent to check on him as Quint disappeared through the saloon doors of the bar.

      Pepe shooed her hand away with a flick of his head and looked meaningfully at the bar doors. Norah closed her eyes and concentrated on the inrush of emotions, trying to determine how many people were inside. The answer was a lot.

      More than that, Quint had disappeared. Or rather, his signal had blended into more than a dozen identical others, all of whom had the same gelatinous ensorcelled desires. Nautilus rings gleamed on their fingers in a range of colors and patterns, all of them bearing the distinctive whorl.

      "I think we found the headquarters," Norah said. Pepe pulled on the leg of her pants, and she dropped a quick pin for the rest of her crew before reluctantly pushing into the bar.

      The dim atmosphere reeked of fish and rotting paper. It was so humid that water beaded on the walls, and Norah's skin broke out in goosebumps from the chill. Indecipherable damp band posters were peeled over, ink running down the walls.

      A stained-glass skylight was the only beautiful thing in the room. Five feet in diameter, it was a perfect circle bounded by black iron. Blue and green glass rippled in oceanic waves, projecting a spray of cold, eerie light onto the floor.

      The dozen people staring at Norah were also damp, and the milk glass sheen on their eyes reflected the dim overhead light. It was like the whole place had just been pulled up from the depths of the ocean and was still drying out.

      "Stop her," a voice from the very back of the bar said. A figure moved toward the rear door, a woman in red and orange silk. Was that a mohawk on her head? Norah moved to follow, but a wall of milky-eyed opposition rose in front of her and reached for her with thick, slow limbs. A pale hand caught her arm but let go with a scream when a black-and-white blur at Norah's feet kicked a forest of shins.

      "Thanks," Norah told Pepe, and he gave an encouraging bleat.

      She was seriously outnumbered, although the people moved slowly, attacking without much precision or determination. Their movements were automatic and imprecise. Like sheep, but sheep could beat a wolf in a fight if there were enough of them. I’m not sure Pepe would appreciate the metaphor.

      "Buy me some time!" Norah shouted to the goat and backed into a corner of the room behind a table. Pepe leapt into action and kicked a space around Norah. She raised a shield to be safe, and a spray of weak curses strafed it. Pepe balletically kicked the wands out of two wizards' hands.

      Norah prayed the barrier would hold as she raised her wand and poured every ounce of magic in her body into the stained glass window overhead, imbuing the glass with spells for stunning, draining, slowness, and confusion. The blue and green glass glowed faintly at first, then brighter. It began to shake, overfull with magic. Norah kept at it, emptying her wand and drawing more magic from her surroundings.

      A high-pitched whine filled the air as the stained glass pieces vibrated against their iron cage. Finally, with a crack like a glacier calving into frozen seas, the window broke. Norah dove under the table in front of her, knees plowing into a millimeter of salt-scented muck as emerald and sapphire shards rained down on the brainwashed assembly. She hoped Quint was with-it enough to close his eyes.

      Cries rang out as slivers of glass hit unprotected skin and the imbued enchantments worked their way inside the bodies. Eight of the dozen people in the room hit the floor, frozen solid, and one who was staggering toward her was well on her way.

      Where was Quint? They should have dressed him in neon or hunter's orange.

      Finally, a shaggy swoop of brown hair stuck rose from under a table like a bedraggled house plant. Norah raised her wand, ready to pounce, when something heavy and fast-moving hit her in the back.

      She dropped to her knees, fingertips stiff to try to avoid the broken glass. The splinters were impossible to avoid, and one shard sliced her finger, the enchantments she'd just cast crossing paths with her blood. Her finger seized and curled into a claw.

      With free use of a wand, the enchantment would be easy to reverse. But Norah didn't have free use of a wand. She had something angry riding her back.

      Norah rolled, and the person—it was definitely a person—-screamed as they picked up shards of enchanted glass. Strong, slender hands gripped Norah's neck, pulling aside the collar of her windbreaker and dragging her to the floor. A cold metal ring dug into her carotid.

      Clearly the glass had cut her attacker since the enchantments started working. The strong fingers around Norah’s throat slackened enough for her to leap to her feet, trampling her attacker on the way up. Touching her wand to her skin to reverse the hexes she'd picked up from the glass shards, she kept her eyes locked on the figure on the floor.

      The stunning enchantment was taking effect in fits and starts. One part of the person's body froze at a time, then unfroze. The body was rejecting the enchantment much faster than it should.

      As her attacker's face turned toward her, Norah understood why. The pale face and asymmetrical hair were unmistakable.

      Minnie. Shit.

      Spells and hexes technically worked on vampires, but their bodies metabolized magic so quickly that you were likely to run out of juice before they went down.

      Minnie was advancing, black shirt raining jewel-toned glass shards.

      Norah stunned her to buy a few seconds, but there was more movement from behind the vampire as the members of the nautilus gang who were still standing slogged toward her. A flying line of black and white fur knocked the closest one to the ground, and Norah's muscles relaxed when she saw an enchanted shard of glass graze the man’s hand.

      Pepe bleated encouragingly and Norah turned back to the vampire, scanning the room in a panic. There were a few wooden pencils behind the bar, which would have made an ordinary vampire think twice before attacking, but Minnie wasn't in her right mind. Norah didn't want to stake her; she wanted to stop her.

      She saw something that might help.

      Luigi's Bloody Marinara Mix. The four-gallon plastic jug was still half-full. Norah grinned and shot a line of blue magic at the bright red bottle, then pulled it toward her. She uncorked it as Minnie coiled for another strike.

      The Bloody Mary mix hit Minnie in the chest. The vampire screamed as red drops splattered against her skin and tore at the garlic-drenched fabric with burning hands. Norah moved behind the bar to look for more, just in case, but apparently, the drink wasn't in high demand. Besides, there was another shape barreling toward her—her brother.

      Norah had roughhoused with her brothers throughout their childhood. When the twins weren’t at each other's throats, they had ganged up on her, which had been an excellent education in two-on-one fighting. It was clearly going to come in handy.

      Quint lunged, and Norah easily dodged him. Minnie's pounce shoved her into him, and they tumbled over one another in a writhing ball. Norah took the opportunity to pour more garlicky tomato juice between Minnie's shoulder blades, just out of reach of her hands. That predictably drove the vampire crazy, and Norah landed two sharp elbow blows on Quint's face by sheer coincidence.

      His fingers fluttered helplessly, and Norah stunned them both. In the half-second Minnie was stunned, Norah yanked the silver nautilus ring off Quint's finger. He collapsed onto the floor and seized up as one of the still-ensorcelled glass shards dug into his arm. One down, one to go.

      The door to the bar opened, and Norah cursed her bad luck, then heard Andrew shout her name. She dosed Minnie with more Bloody Mary mix, feeling guilty, and circled the vampire until her back was to her family. The vampire reached out, and Norah shouted, "Stun her!"

      Streams of magic from Jackie’s and Andrew's wands shot toward the vampire, who froze solid. Norah dashed forward, pulled a black stone nautilus ring off the vampire’s hand, and stumbled back before the stun stopped working.

      When Minnie unfroze, she was disoriented, eyes blank and head swinging from side to side as if she were looking for someone or something. Leaving the vampire to her aimless pivoting, Norah unfroze Quint, reversing the stew of curses and hexes roiling inside him and closing some of his cuts in the process.

      He barely seemed to notice, just stared up at her with milky eyes. Norah got a tumbler from the bar, filled it with Coke, and handed it to him. "Try this," she said. Quint took the glass thoughtlessly and drained it. She refilled it, added a dose of the antidote, and repeated the command. It disappeared down his throat.

      Quint's eyes cleared in seconds, and the lassitude on his face transformed into disoriented fear. He looked relieved to see Norah, then glanced around.

      "You're okay," she assured him. "We're down by the docks."

      Quint nodded. “Yeah. I got flashes, but I didn't really understand what I was doing."

      She turned back to Minnie. "Does anyone have any blood?"

      "Not, you know, outside my skin," Andrew grumbled. Quint snorted, which Norah found reassuring.

      "If Minnie has been staying here, she must be eating something," Stan said, searching the necks of the stunned people littering the bar floor. He looked relieved to find no puncture wounds. Norah’s eyes landed on a small refrigerator behind the bar. Inside, she found rows of dark red blood donation bags.

      Someone had been diverting hospital supplies. I doubt they’ll want them back, so I might as well put them to good use.

      Shrugging, Norah procured a citrus peeler from behind the bar and plunged it into a bag of O-positive. She had a vague memory of that being Minnie’s favorite. Draining a bit into a glass, she added a drop of the antidote and handed it to the vampire.

      "Drink this blood," Norah said. Wordlessly, the vampire took the glass and drained it. Her eyes cleared quickly, although, unlike Quint, her skin remained very pale. After blinking the last traces of white out of her eyes, Minnie looked around, only relaxing when her eyes landed on Stan.

      "Minnie," he greeted formally, nodding.

      "Where am I?" Minnie asked.

      "You're down by the docks. What's the last thing you remember?"

      Her dark eyebrows wrinkled. "Someone sent me a bottle of Elvis Presley's blood," Minnie said. "I assumed it was a gag, but I didn't want to have to go back to the blood bank to beg for an alternative. The nurse who works weekends is a useless harridan."

      "So, that was about a week ago?" Norah asked.

      Minnie's eyes flashed in alarm. "A week?"

      Cautious optimism crossed Stan's face. Norah guessed Minnie had thrown him over while she'd been ensorcelled.

      "Have you been here the whole time? Do you remember anything?" Norah asked.

      Minnie frowned. "I'm not sure. I think I was somewhere else for a while. I remember a lot of blue light and really salty blood.”

      Quint spun and left the circle, winding through the stunned bodies while collecting nautilus rings from the bar's frozen denizens. He had pulled his sleeve over his hand, unwilling to risk contact with the cursed jewelry.

      Norah looked at the back door, then walked over and pushed it open. It let out into a small alley behind the bar, which smelled like fish guts. All Norah could see were the lights from huge freighters far in the distance. She sighed.

      "There was a woman in here when I arrived. Red and orange clothing. Maybe had a mohawk. Do you remember anything about her?" Norah asked.

      Minnie frowned, searching her clouded memory.

      "I don't think it's a woman," Minnie said. "Not a human woman, anyway. She was...underwater. I think she was breathing underwater."

      "Magdea," Norah whispered.

      Minnie's eyes lit up. “Yes. I think I remember that name."

      Norah nodded. Capturing the vermillion would have been better than driving her off, but at least the sea elf had lost access to one of her bolt holes.

      The bar had been demolished, and Norah sighed. “All right. Let's get these people treated. Then we can regroup at my apartment.”
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      Norah stared at two of the people in the large cage in Stan's workshop. The silver wire that circled the bars glinted in the orange light filtering in from the night outside.

      "They're going to be frightened when they wake up," Norah said.

      "I left them a note," Stan said brightly, pointing to a neon-green Post It on one of the bars. “Plus, Minnie will look after them.”

      Norah scanned it.

      You were brainwashed. We found you at a bar by the docks. We'll let you out once your eyes are clear.

      She frowned. If she woke up locked in a cage in a stranger's home with a vampire staring at her from a chair in the corner, she would not feel reassured.

      They had picked these two to keep because Norah had recognized them as the grungy goons she and Frondle had seen at Morin's farm. She hoped that when they finally came to, they might remember something about their experiences.

      The leftovers hadn't been their biggest problem. Stan, who'd been happy to find Minnie alive and even happier that she'd been brainwashed when she dumped him, had forgotten that he'd left Glesselda in his apartment.

      The worst part of Norah had perked up at the prospect of watching two very old light elves fight. Then again, she didn't want to have to find a new apartment. Or a new office. It was only half a mile away, and the fallout from an epic elf-off might have been vast.

      Fortunately, it had not come to that, although there had been a lot of shouting. When Glesselda had finally left, Norah had quietly offered to install protective wards around Stan's home. He had gratefully accepted.

      They hadn't made as much progress as Norah had hoped. Her glimpse of Magdea hadn't provided Norah with a wealth of information about the vermillion's plans, and they hadn't found Dagmar or Esmee. Reversing the effects of the mind control potion was useful, but what was the mind control being used for?

      Every instinct in Norah's body screamed that those questions could be answered by the dot in the middle of the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Several days later, Norah donned her most flattering bikini and headed to the complex’s swimming pool to practice underwater breathing spells.

      She hadn't spent much time in the water since she'd nearly drowned at the Wicked Armada. She hadn't, she was embarrassed to admit, even taken a bath. She told herself that her increasingly short showers were because she cared about the environment.

      Norah was scared. As she stood in the bright sunlight, staring at the shallow turquoise water, anxiety touched her heart. Her limbs burned in anticipation of the wetness against her skin, and she remembered that enormous orange eye peering at her from the salty deep.

      Don't be ridiculous, Norah. The nearest aquatic creature is probably a goldfish that someone flushed down the toilet.

      While she edged toward the pool, Norah slipped a neoprene bracelet over her wrist and attached the end of a short cord to a compression ring on the end of her blue gum eucalyptus wand. "You won't get away from me so easily this time." Norah patted the wand appreciatively, and a shiver of magic shot up her arm.

      She stuck a toe in the water. Not so bad. Stan sidled up beside her.

      "Breathing spells?" he asked, face serene.

      Norah nodded. A month ago, Stan had watched her struggle in the pool, desperately trying to make the spell work.

      “Is that Leaf’s wand leash?” he asked.

      Norah’s face turned bright red. “Yes,” she said primly. “The wand likes it.”

      "Have you considered using scuba gear?" he asked, his voice only a little judgmental.

      Norah glared at him. "Of course, but I don't know how deep we'll have to go, and the gear makes me feel like a robot. The one time I tried diving, I had the tiniest panic attack. That won't happen if I use magic!"

      With that assertion, she stepped off the edge of the pool to stop herself from talking more than anything else. Blue water surrounded her, and her anxiety rose.

      "Ebullio!" she shouted through the water when her head was fully submerged, tapping her mouth with her wand. A large air bubble formed around her face, increasing from a pinprick fizz to the size of a basketball. Norah opened her eyes, smiling at the concave surface of the water in front of her. The light underwater was pretty.

      "Nice work—” she began, but the last word came out garbled as the air bubble rose past her head, re-submerging her face. Above her, the air bubble popped through the surface with a sucking noise. Norah grumbled, and more air bubbles floated upward.

      After surfacing, she gasped.

      "Summoning the bubbles is easy, but I can’t get them to stick around," she explained to Stan, who had tossed a few lemons from a nearby tree into a woven basket and was eating them like popcorn as he watched her flounder.

      "When life hands you lemons, you're not supposed to eat them whole," she shouted. Stan smiled around a very large bite, and Norah was vindicated when acidic juice sprayed him in the eye.

      She tried for another two hours, but the unwieldy air kept escaping her grasp. The sun was setting when she grabbed her robe, and she shivered her way back to her apartment, leaving wet footprints on the still-warm concrete.

      "Vesta, draw me a bath," Norah said when she got into her apartment. Her home assistant rose, and her blue light illuminated a shadowy figure.

      Norah yanked her wand up from where it dangled on the leash and shot the speediest stunning spell she could muster into the dark figure. However, she was tired, and the magic wound lackadaisically across the room, easily sidestepped.

      "Norah, it's me!"

      Her living room lights flicked on to reveal floppy blond hair. "Frondle?" Norah asked. She was pretty sure it was him, although it was hard to tell. A profusion of flowers bloomed in the figure’s arms, sunflowers warring for space with double-decker plumerias.

      "Stan said I went over the top with the romance stuff on our weekend, so I didn't buy you red roses. I bought you these." Frondle thrust the miniature botanical garden into her face.

      In response to the sudden movement, a cluster of purple puffballs vomited a cloud of pollen up her nose. Norah sneezed six times before she could choke out, "Thank you." She surreptitiously shot an antihistamine spell into her foot.

      The flowers were very beautiful, and there were a lot of them.

      "Vesta, find me a vase," Norah said, depositing the bouquet on top of the crystal coffin she used as a coffee table. Garton Saxon's frozen, unseeing eyes stared at a bright pink bird of paradise. The kaleidoscope of colors made him look more pale and evil than usual.

      Dripping bubbles Vesta zoomed out of the bathroom, floated over the flowers on the coffee table, and retrieved a total of five precariously stacked vases from the kitchen.

      Frondle and I need to have a conversation about scale.

      "I love them!" Norah exclaimed.

      "I wanted to apologize for the vampire thing. How is the woman doing, by the way?"

      "I offered to represent her so she wouldn't sue us," Norah said honestly. "Physically, she's fine. Professionally? Well, that's my problem now. I’ll get her something. A touring production of CATS is auditioning."

      At Norah’s attempted smile, Frondle took a deep breath. "According to my Green & Pointy scripts, Earth women love jewelry, so I asked Mal to break off a few toenails, and I had these made for you."

      He held out an alarmingly large black velvet box. Norah, whose brain still hadn't made it past the word "toenails," paused before cautiously opening the lid.

      For the umpteenth time that day, she was breathless.

      The emeralds in the jewelry box had a number of surprising characteristics. For one thing, they were huge, a vegetable garden of carats. For another, they were exquisitely carved. Norah didn't know gemstones could be carved into such intricate shapes. A thousand facets glinted from the surfaces of two letters: M.N.

      "M.N.?" Norah asked. Who the fuck is M.N.? Her desperate search through her mental Rolodex was cut short when Frondle said, "Oops" and flipped the box around. Seeing her initials on black velvet, Norah coughed in embarrassment. Oh. N.W. Norah Wintry. Duh.

      "You said these were toenails?" she asked, still dazed by the scintillating facets. Taking one out of the box, she let out an "oof” at the weight.

      "Monogram earrings," Frondle stated proudly. "Um, Stellan helped me carve them."

      Norah's heart grew half a size at that information. She and the luxuriantly bearded dwarf had mended fences, but their relationship remained cooler than she wanted.

      "Where are the earring backs?" she asked, turning the "N" over in her hand.

      Frondle pulled a second box from a deeper, more mysterious pocket. Norah took a step back because this one had air holes. Frondle opened it, and a clatter out of proportion to the size of the creatures inside filled the air. Iridescent blue flashed. Some kind of dragonfly, Norah thought, although they were moving so fast it was hard to see them. After making several circles around Frondle's head, the creatures dropped toward the box and yanked out the heavy emeralds.

      "Hey!" Norah said and snatched at the insect, but the dragonfly evaded her hand and flew up to her ear, where it dropped into a stolid hover. The blurred movement in her peripheral vision was very distracting, and the wings made a noise that was distinctly jackhammer-y.

      Frondle said something, and Norah made the mistake of putting her hand to her ear, then involuntarily threw her body away from the thunderous volume. Raising her wand, she drew two miniature cones of silence around the hovering insects. The volume cut out, and Norah sighed in relief.

      "What did you say?" she asked Frondle, who was beaming at her.

      "Try walking around the room," he repeated.

      Norah took a tentative step forward, and the insects surged with her, holding the massive emeralds just below her earlobes. She paused by the mirror over her mantle, inspecting the look. The emeralds cast a glamorous, if sallow, green glow on her skin. She looked like a woman with a very rare and expensive flu. Wicked witch-itis.

      Yet, they were so over the top that they came full circle back to cool. She could imagine wearing them to, say, the People's Choice awards or an indie film screening. Assuming the cones of silence held.

      "I'm going to wear these to the Green & Pointy premiere," Norah announced. Frondle smiled.

      "If I’m invited, anyway. For now, though, how do I take them off? Or, uh, shoo them away, or whatever?"

      Frondle reached into the box the dragonflies had come in a pulled out a small pair of cymbals, which he clanged together. The dragonflies deposited the emeralds back on the black velvet and returned to their box, which Frondle clicked closed.

      Norah hugged him. "They’re great. Really. But film and television might not be the best dating touchstones for you, and you should stay away from romance novels. Especially anything involving sadistic billionaires. Look, we can stop by Skylight soon and buy you some Emily Bronte or something."

      "Should I continue drawing your bath?" Vesta said, interposing herself between Norah and Frondle. Norah took half a step back, startled.

      "What do you think?" she asked, raising an eyebrow at Frondle. "Are you a dirty elf?"

      Frondle smiled. "May I have a rain credit? I have exciting plans for us."

      Norah's anxiety spiked at the prospect of additional romance, but she put on a brave face. "Tell me what to wear."

      Frondle put his chin on his hand with a very serious look on his face. Finally, he nodded. "Something romantic that you could win a fight in."

      Norah was intrigued. "I'll see what I can do."

      An hour later, she was walking along an eerily quiet stretch of the Santa Monica docks, wondering what the hell Frondle had planned. She had settled on jeans and a t-shirt with a plunging V-neck, reasoning that men found anything low-cut romantic.

      When Frondle finally led her to the end of a long dock, it took Norah several minutes to realize what she was looking at. At first, all she could see was a four-foot-diameter portal leading to a brilliantly lit and very colorful space. For a second, she wondered if it led to a sunny Oriceran landscape, but as they drew closer, she realized that it was the entrance to a small submarine.

      She smiled when she saw the letters on the side of the small craft.

      VLAD.

      "Vlad the un-paler!" Norah exclaimed. The submarine provided deep-ocean tanning services to the city's vampires, which explained the aesthetic of the woman leaning against the side. She was blonde and had the wavy, voluminous hair of a 1980s starlet. Her skin was deeply tanned, and the tips of her fangs peeked out over her pink lips.

      “Norah, meet Camellia. Stan introduced us.”

      Norah shook hands with the vampire.

      “I’m going to go take care of a little business, but I’ll be back in half an hour,” Camellia said, winking a blue eye at Frondle and sauntering off into the night.

      “Camellia teaches a night surfing class,” Frondle said and pulled her inside the submarine, which wasn’t much bigger than a VW bus. The top half of the vessel was transparent, constructed from thick, magically reinforced plexiglass. Tracks on both sides of the dome held a folded blackout curtain, presumably for protecting descending vampires from the sun.

      In the middle of the cramped space, a simple picnic was attractively arrayed on a linen-covered table.

      Norah stared at the picnic's centerpiece, which was a gun.

      "Mal says it's important to think about what a woman likes, and there's nothing you like more than destroying enemies who hurt the people you love," Frondle said, pulling the gun off the table and waving it around. As it turned in her direction, Norah instinctively dropped to the deck.

      "Sorry!" Frondle shouted.

      "That's all right." Norah stood up and took the gun from him.

      Magic surged into her arm.

      "It's not a normal gun," she said. The heavy dose of magic was one clue. The four-inch-diameter barrel was another.

      "Oh, no. I assumed if you wanted a normal gun, you'd already own one. It's an infinigun. It shoots anything you want. Cocktail umbrellas. Quartz figurines. Strawberry jam.”

      "Strawberry jam?" At these words, the gun vibrated against her fingers, and a fruity odor wafted from the barrel.

      "Try it!" Frondle said, pointing at the dock.

      Norah turned the gun around in her hand. Light elf writing on the barrel and grip moved in loops as she touched the metal, the characters shifting and dancing of their own volition. Frondle walked Norah through the basic operating principles, and after a minute, she aimed at the dock and pulled the trigger, wincing in anticipation of the recoil. It was barely a whisper.

      A gelatinous red globule flew out of the barrel and splatted on the dock. Norah leaned over and touched it. It smelled like strawberry jam, although she wasn't brave enough to lick it.

      "Technically, it shoots anything. Pragmatically, it shoots anything that can be squeezed through the barrel of that gun.”

      “So, no Corvette convertibles.”

      “Not unless you want to do a lot of reassembly,” Frondle agreed.

      Norah looked at the barrel, curiosity getting the best of her. "A solid gold bird." The gun shivered, and she fired at the red jam smear. A flash of gleaming metal thudded into the wood, making a golf-ball-sized impression. Norah wandered over and plucked a smushed sparrow out of the splinters.

      "Uh, a cowboy hat." Norah asked for the first thing that came to mind. When she pulled the trigger, nothing happened at first. Then the gun vibrated, the shiver amplifying into a wild shake as something forced its way out of the barrel and plopped on the deck at her feet.

      Norah retrieved the crushed cylinder and carefully shook it out. It was a cowboy hat. A nice one, too, or it had been before it had been shot out of a gun. She didn't think the wrinkles would iron out. Still, she put it on her head, swung the gun around, and whistled the theme song from Walker, Texas Ranger.

      "It's obviously better at objects that are bullet-sized," Frondle remarked.

      "It's bonkers," Norah said, mesmerized by the runes marching across the metal. "I love it."

      “I’m glad. I thought we could eat before Camellia takes us below."

      The gun came with a well-made unicorn-leather holster. Norah briefly debated leaving it on the deck but decided she’d be less likely to fire it accidentally if she was wearing it. The holster, after it was settled around her waist, was extremely comfortable.

      The sandwiches were tasty. More importantly, Frondle had not taken the dinner to eleven, which was a relief. As she munched on pickled cucumbers between rye bread, she had time to admire the equipment arrayed around the table.

      Frondle had borrowed Stan's longsword, the one he'd sworn his elven oath of dedication on. Norah tried not to hold this against the sword. She glared at his elven daggers, then touched the scar on her hip and nodded appreciatively at the arrows and wand holsters. In the corner was a complicated, if antique, set of controls. Taking a sip of some very good sunfruit juice, Norah brushed a large red button.

      "What is this?"

      Frondle looked at it, smiling brightly. "Oh! That's a cannon. I had it mounted on the submarine in case we ran into trouble."

      Norah grinned. "You really know how to show a girl a good time."

      He smiled shyly and she grabbed his collar, then pulled him across the table into a lengthy kiss. She was sorely tempted to abandon the investigation, batten down the hatches, sweep the food off the table, and spend the evening sinking Frondle’s battleship. Instead, she opened her eyes.

      "Do you want dessert?" Frondle asked.

      "Yes, but it'll have to wait until we re-surface,” Norah replied, giving him her best sultry look.

      "The ice cream might melt by then," Frondle said, the innuendo flying over his head and landing somewhere in the ocean. Footsteps outside indicated Camellia’s return.

      "Well then, shall we descend into the fathoms below?"

      Camellia climbed in with them, closed the hatch, and fiddled with a set of controls in the bow. A mechanical metal arm swung them out over the water and dropped them with a splash. There was a great sucking noise, and the light filtering through the plexiglass dome went blue as they sank beneath the surface.

      "How long have you been piloting submarines?" Norah asked.

      The vampire glanced back and grinned. “Since I mesmerized Brutus de Villeroi and took the USS Alligator out for a spin in 1861. I waited until they invented submarine windows to get serious about undersea exploration.”

      At least they were in capable hands. Norah leaned back against Frondle, feet splayed across the submarine’s deck to give her a decent view out of the overhead dome. The surface lights on the dock and the moon blurred and then dimmed as they sank into a murky darkness just this side of blue.

      "The dot is in a trench. Goes down to about four thousand feet. I thought we'd get over there and then just sink. See what we see."

      Norah's ears equalized to the pressure as they stopped diving, then zoomed through the ocean. Camellia explained that the sub’s turbines were charged by dark elf magic, darkness being an abundant resource in the deep ocean.

      When they were a good distance from shore, Camellia turned on an exterior light to illuminate the ocean just above the dome. They passed through schools of darting silver fish and under fist-sized, pendulous jellies and nearly translucent segmented worms.

      It was beautiful, but Norah was tense. Why?

      "I keep expecting to see a huge orange eye," she finally told Frondle. "Have you ever seen anything like that?” she asked Camellia. The vampire had moved her shop well before the enormous sea creature attacked the floating market.

      Camellia raised an eyebrow. "The sea is the world's greatest trickster. People think they see all kinds of things. I once had a client who was convinced she saw a cactus on the bottom of the Mariana Trench. One of those big ones with the arms. Then again, the ocean's a big place. You never really know."

      Norah nodded, shivering. All that was visible now was murky plankton-filled water, giving the impression of a vast abandoned space. She closed her eyes.

      "Wake me up when we get there?" she requested. Frondle nodded, and she sank into a shallow, gloomy nap.
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      The water at their destination was the same murky green as the rest of the Pacific Ocean, and Norah tried not to be disappointed. She had expected a change of scenery or some hint of the mysteries she hoped would be revealed.

      "Don't worry," Camellia said. "We're at the top of the water column. I don't know if we'll find what you're looking for, but there's always something in the ocean. We'll go down slow. You know about compression sickness?"

      Norah knew it had to do with nitrogen in the blood, but that was the extent. The vampire dug around under her seat and handed Norah a small blue-green grimoire. Aquatic Magic: an Introduction.

      "Ooh!" Norah snatched the book and flipped to the page for the air-bubble spell that had so far thwarted her. She slumped when the directions told her to "cast the air bubble spell."

      "I'll get you eventually," Norah whispered and perused the spells having to do with pressure- and breathing-related healing magic.

      "We'll go up slowly, but you should know the general outlines of those spells just in case," Camellia said.

      "In case of what?"

      Camellia shrugged. "In case we have to go up fast."

      With that, she pushed a large blue button, rust smearing her thumb, and the submarine jolted in the water and began to descend.

      They quickly reached a steady speed, and if it hadn't been for the tanning dome, Norah wouldn't have known they were moving. The first sign of anything changing was a subtle shift in light, a green limning on the marine particulate matter that was much brighter than the green illuminated by the harsh exterior lights.

      "Well, well, well." Camellia stared through a small round porthole at the bow that looked out rather than up. Norah crawled toward it, and luminescent green dominated her field of vision, reflecting from her eyes.

      "What is it?" Norah whispered. At first, she thought the column of green in the water was a massive tower rising from the ocean floor, like an aquatic skyscraper—or would it be a seascraper?—glowing with an inner light. However, the lines were organic, reminiscent of LA's two massive beanstalks more than its buildings. They descended past a spherical brown-green bulb that was slightly bigger than the submarine and photoluminescent, bobbing in the water.

      "It's kelp," Norah said, recognizing the shape. "Godzilla-grade, Honey-I-Blew-Up-the-Kids kelp." Each of the gas bladders they were descending past was the size of the grungy East Hollywood studio apartment Norah had lived in during her first year in Los Angeles. Above these bladders, towering blades trailed into the water, shifting in the currents.

      "Have you ever seen anything like this?" Norah asked Camellia.

      The vampire shook her head. "I've seen kelp. Of course. But all of that was regular-sized."

      Frondle slid out from behind Norah and slipped into a low depression in the corner from which he could operate the controls of the cannon.

      "Shout if you see anything that needs to be blown up," he requested cheerfully.

      Incredibly, the kelp bulbs continued to increase in size as they descended until they dwarfed small houses. Norah felt like she was shrinking as a bulb came into view below her, its walls a translucent brown. She stared at a yellow glow filtering through the cellulose. This was not a minor dusting of bioluminescent algae. There was a light inside the bladder. Shadows darkened the interior beyond the semi-translucent walls.

      Moving shadows.

      "Do you see that?" Norah asked Camellia, pointing at the yellow glow.

      Camellia adjusted the controls, and the submarine stopped and hovered in the water.

      "That could be Domenico," Norah said, fixing her eyes on a dark shape as it moved inside the bulb.

      "How?" Camellia asked. "The pressure down here isn't hospitable to human life. What is he living on?"

      "It could be anyone," Frondle countered.

      “Or it might not be human. It might be a parasitic brain worm sized for a blue whale,” Camellia offered, warning in her voice.

      “There’s one way to find out,” Norah said, pressing her lips together. Closing her eyes, she reached for the knot of radio magic, feeling for the loop that would activate it. However, her interior landscape was jittery, and the electric blue loops slipped from her grasp.

      The vast gloom outside the walls of the submarine frightened her. It had been easy to limit her thoughts to the cozy bubble of the sub on the way down. To forget about the ocean stretching out in all directions.

      Activating her radio magic forced her to acknowledge that expanse as real and frighteningly full of life. She had little interest in knowing what a great white shark wanted out of life, assuming a great white shark was the worst thing down here. Norah realized she was afraid that she might brush up against the creature that had attacked the Wicked Armada.

      That she might touch the mind behind that orange eye and thereby attract its attention.

      "Are you all right?" Frondle asked. He placed a hand on her ankle, which was all he could reach. The warmth of his large hand grounded her, and Norah nodded.

      "Yes," she said and flipped the radio magic on, keeping the range low. Camellia’s and Frondle's emotions burst to life beside her. Camellia was curious about their surroundings and concerned. Frondle was focused, but underneath his steady sense of immediate purpose, something was troubling him. Norah frowned but moved on. Cliches like "What are you thinking about?" would have to wait for another time since, across a short stretch of ocean, two minds pulsed with life.

      They were human, and one of them was Domenico.

      "It's him," Norah said. “I know it is.”

      "What should we do?" Frondle asked.

      Norah focused on the cluster of emotions inside the kelp bladder. She didn't think the people inside could see or sense the submarine. Domenico’s emotions were downtrodden, pooled near his feet. His muted craving for revenge was laced with fear.

      "I don't think he's here of his own free will," Norah murmured.

      "Oh, good! I love rescuing people," Frondle said brightly.

      The second person in the bulb was muted, her emotions locked in a familiar ball in her guts. Psychically, she felt like the other drugging victims, but Norah thought she recognized the mind, even if it was shut up tight.

      "Dagmar's with him. I'm pretty sure."

      "Not to rain on your feel-good story, but I don't see an airlock in the mega-kelp, and we don't have a moon pool," Camellia countered.

      Norah stared at the place where the bulb attached to the massive central stalk. It was about five feet in diameter, a thick rope of plant matter.

      "We're not going to get them out. We're going to take the whole thing,” she said.

      Frondle looked at the bulb, then at the submarine’s exterior lights. "Are we going to run out of power?"

      Camellia snorted. “Not unless the ocean runs out of darkness."

      Frondle nodded.

      "Can you weave a net around the bulb? Kind of like an old-fashioned hot air balloon?" Norah asked.

      "A what?"

      "Um, I can explain hot air balloons later. You get the idea of a net?"

      "Yes.” Frondle approached the window of the submarine. The overhead lights flickered as he spun thin, bright tendrils of light magic out of his fingers. They spread and circled the balloon, knotting into a hoop at the top, then overlapping, twisting and twining.

      "Good," Norah said and sent a thread of blue magic through the wall of the submarine into the water, experimenting with a spinning magic disc. Working remotely was challenging. The blade moved sluggishly at first, wobbling under the resistance of the water pressure at their depth, but she soon got the hang of it. Keeping the central disc spinning, she gradually increased the size until she had a blade about two feet in diameter.

      "Ready when you are," she said.

      Frondle's head moved a millimeter in what might be acknowledgment, but he was concentrating on his work. Norah looked at the net of light around the kelp bulb. The net was beautiful, glowing magic lace that belonged in an art installation. She was so captivated that it took her three seconds too long to notice the three blips of emotion rising toward them from below. Whoever was approaching was angry, which finally pulled her out of her reverie.

      "Someone's coming!" Norah exclaimed, and a dark shape flashed across the dome. Not the orange-eyed sea monster—it was too small to be that—but she glimpsed a sleek fin.

      "Should I man the cannon?" Frondle asked, looking away from his weaving.

      "Whoever’s out there is too small to hit," Norah said. “With a cannon, anyway.”

      Frondle's net illuminated the murky water, and near the base of the kelp, three figures converged, tails flashing. They were picking at the strands of light.

      It was a trio of mermaids. Murk obscured the details, but the outlines were unmistakable: sleek forked fins below and arms above. Their tails were shining silver, and at these depths, their skin was so pale that it was almost translucent. Clouds of kelp fanned in the water above their heads; it had been tied into their hair. It waved as they nimbly destroyed Frondle’s work.

      "Groovy," Camellia whispered, staring at the mermaids. Norah shouted, "We've gotta go!"

      Frondle nodded and pressed his fingers against the porthole, spooling out light to repair what the mermaids had destroyed. Norah sent her spinning blade toward the base of the kelp bulb, diverting it first toward the trio of mermaids, who scattered away from the spinning blue light.

      The blade bit into the fibrous kelp, and Norah forced her wand to remain steady as she spun it in circles. The kelp was thick, and she'd have to make at least three cuts.

      The blade broke through the first side, and Norah gripped the edge of the porthole as she reversed it for another cut. As it bit into the gummy fibers a second time, the sub jolted with a blow. Norah's empathic magic blazed.

      "Incoming!" she shouted, and the sub shook. The sword and daggers Frondle had brought clattered on the floor.

      The light elf’s lips pressed together. "They're unraveling the net faster than I can repair it. If we're going to go, we need to go now!"

      The second cut went through the kelp stem, and as it broke, the bladder shot upward, pulling against the ragged green stalk holding it to the massive central stalk.

      Of course. If Domenico and Dagmar were living in there, they needed air. That meant the bulb was buoyant. The second it came free, it would pull them to the surface fast. The kind of fast that she’d been warned about less than an hour ago.

      "How good are your propellers? Can you keep us from ascending too fast if we’re dragging that thing?" Norah asked Camellia.

      "We’re not gonna be dragging it. It’s going to be dragging us. And to answer your question, no. I can’t take it slow, not with a school of angry mermaids attacking us," Camellia said breathlessly, watching her instruments. "I hope you read that grimoire carefully."

      "Fuck," Norah whispered and brought the spinning blue blade around for the third and final cut. "Almost there,” she whispered and drove the blade through the last thread.

      There was a moment of stillness, like being at the top of a rollercoaster, as the kelp bulb broke away from its stalk and pulled taut in Frondle's golden net.

      Then the submarine lurched and accelerated toward the surface. The mermaids were thrown off, but the force pressed Norah into the deck. Frondle fought to remain upright, desperately clutching the rope of gold light that connected him to the bulb.

      "Maybe we should let it go. Meet up with the bulb on the surface."

      Camellia looked grim. "Are either of the people in there wizards skilled at marine healing magic?" she asked, face tight.

      "They're not wizards," Norah replied.

      "Then they'll be dead from decompression sickness by the time we surface."

      They were accelerating faster, the last of the kelp stalk a blur in the porthole. Then it was gone, and much too soon, moonlight filtered through a rapidly thinning layer of water.

      "Let go just before we hit the surface!" Camellia shouted to Frondle. "In three...two...one."

      Frondle let go, and the dome went white with surf foam as the sub burst into the night air. The kelp bulb hovered like a moon just above the water. It had shot into the air with the force of acceleration, then fallen on top of the sub. Metal creaked as they were pushed underwater. Norah fell on Frondle, and she wondered if she’d accidentally been stabbed since her body was a ball of pain and she was screaming. She checked herself for injuries, but there was nothing, just screaming pain in her joints. As she rubbed her elbow, her fingers tingled, then went numb.

      It was decompression sickness. Norah searched the sub for the aquatic healing book, but everything was a tumbled mess, and she was losing sensation in the fingers wrapped around her wand. Forcing herself to breathe, Norah concentrated on what she remembered from the little grimoire. The pain interrupted her concentration, but it was also motivating. It was about turning big air bubbles into tiny air bubbles. A memory poked the edges of her mind.

      When Norah was in college, she and her friends wanted to celebrate finals with champagne. They hadn't had any champagne, but they did have three large jugs of cheap white wine. Norah had used a spell to force bubbles into the three jugs. Okay, into two of the jugs. The third one had exploded.

      Shivering in the damp air inside the submarine, Norah reasoned that dissolving the air bubbles in her blood would use the same kind of magic as turning shitty wine into shitty champagne, but in reverse. Concentrating, she sent minuscule threads of blue magic into her bloodstream, where they bumped into the collecting bubbles of nitrogen. Each time the magic bumped an air bubble, the bubble fizzed and split.

      An unintentional giggle rose in Norah's throat, and she shook her arms.

      "Are you all right?" Frondle asked.

      Her laughter grew louder. "I'm sorry," she gasped. “It's like being tickled from the inside.” The nitrogen fizzed and dissipated, with Norah laughing hysterically until finally, she stopped dead. It was almost over.

      She locked eyes with Frondle as the biggest burp she'd ever experienced ballooned out of her throat in a toad-like bellow. She tried yelling at Frondle to look away but only succeeded in belching louder. When it was over, she had no time to wallow in shame.

      “Are you all right?” she asked Frondle and Camellia.

      “Don’t worry. Elf blood doesn’t get air bubbles like that,” Camellia said. Frondle nodded in agreement.

      At the bow, Camellia fiddled with her radio. "Marcel," the vampire said into the receiver, "We popped up a little earlier than expected. Can you send the sag wagon? Bring the decomp potions."

      The other end of the line crackled an affirmation, and Camellia looked at Norah and Frondle. "He'll be here in about forty-five minutes. It'll be a tight squeeze on his speedboat, but I think we'll be okay."

      "We can’t wait that long. I have to go over and help Dagmar," Norah said. And Domenico. Maybe. If there's time.

      There was one small problem, which was that the submarine’s door was underwater. Only the tanning window floated above the surface, showing a smattering of water droplets and distorted stars.

      "Can you spin us so we can get out?"

      Camellia shook her head. "The sub is a this-way-up kind of vehicle.”

      Frondle’s face was pale as he stared through the dome.

      "It's a full moon," he said. "I might be able to do it. Hold on."

      There was nothing to hold onto, so Norah settled for grabbing the weaponry that looked like it might hurt if it fell on them.

      Moving his hands with careful slowness, muscles straining beneath his pale skin, Frondle pulled down a thread of light from the moon and wrapped it around the submarine. The vessel creaked and began to tip on its side. He let out a groan as the door rotated above the surface.

      "Hurry," he whispered.

      She needed to get out of here and fast, but even after she climbed onto the table on which she’d recently eaten a picnic, she couldn’t reach the door. After her search for a ladder proved futile, her eyes landed on the infinigun in its sparkling holster. In this case, shooting at a problem might work.

      Unfortunately, flying shoes wouldn’t make the journey through the barrel intact. No, she needed something with a smaller diameter. Norah groaned. Of course it comes down to this.

      Setting her pride aside, Norah growled, “Broomstick.” When the gun vibrated in her hand, she pulled the trigger. A smooth cylinder of wood slid out, clattering into the metal wall just to Frondle’s side. Gripping the smooth grain of the handle, Norah climbed aboard.

      "You wanna make me a pointy black hat and a bunch of toads?" she asked the gun. The metal vibrated, and something inside ribbited ominously. “Air,” she said, and in moments, she was lofting toward the ceiling.

      Fortunately, the hatch was well-maintained, and the door came off with two smooth turns of the wheel. Saltwater splashed into her eyes as she pushed outside, nauseated as everything bobbed around her.

      Norah clutched her wand with an iron fist, and after her disorienting spiral through the night air, she settled into a low hover over the top of the kelp bulb. Drawing a manhole-sized circle on the rubbery green-brown surface, she punched it in with a surge of magic. There was a thud and a frightened shout as a thick circle of cellulose fell into the gloom below.

      Norah wrapped her arms around the broom and dropped feet-first through the new hole. After she was inside, she wrestled the broom into a tight spiral and summoned a witchlight at the end of her wand. Dagmar and Domenico had rolled to the lowest point of the bulb and were clutching their limbs, groaning in pain.

      Norah leapt off the broom at the bottom of the bulb and got to work sending blue magic into Dagmar's bloodstream, reversing the decompression sickness. The stocky woman looked up, surprise on her face.

      "What are you doing out here? Representing Free Willy or something?" Dagmar croaked.

      Hmm. I'd never thought about representing magical creatures. I could start with pegasuses. Or is it pegasi?

      A gust of ocean air pulled her back to reality. Dagmar's pained grin turned frightened, and she thrashed as her blood bubbled in her veins.

      "Help! Help, please!" Domenico said, kicking limply at Norah's calves. She refused to look at him until Dagmar let out her second long belch.

      "You don't deserve mercy," she finally told the man who had been responsible for so many Silver Griffin deaths. His body was curled into the fetal position, thick curls plastered to his liver-spotted forehead. The titan she'd been fighting had been reduced to this.

      Grudgingly, Norah raised her wand and poured blue magic into Domenico’s body, not very gently. The big man screamed, then shrieked as the nitrogen began to work its way out of his blood. His belch smelled like rotting fish.

      “Buon appetito,” Norah muttered.

      Norah cast a warming spell, which drew the recovering humans toward it. As they huddled around the blue flame, color crept back into Domenico’s face, and Dagmar’s hands stopped shaking. It was time to find a way out.

      "There's a boat coming for us," Norah said. "But before we can get on it, we have to get out of here. I think the best bet is to blast a hole in the bottom and swim out.

      She placed a hand on the surface, checking its thickness. Firm flesh barreled into her from behind with a loud male shout. Falling to her knees with an “oof,” she blindly shot two stunning spells behind her. Apparently neither hit because a second later, her face was pressed against a wall of salty-sweet kelp. Something jammed into her hip, then released her.

      Norah spun, wand in hand, and found herself staring down the barrel of the infinigun. Her finger twitched on her wand.

      "Don’t even think about it," Domenico said. His eyes were remote, frozen rocks. He reminded Norah of Lovey the alligator but without the sense of self-preservation. “If you so much as blink, you'll be swimming with the fishes.”

      He frowned as the gun vibrated in his hand, and the clean, salty smell of fresh seafood hit Norah's nose. Grinning, she dove for the gun. Domenico pulled the trigger, and a two-inch goldfish flew out of the barrel and struck Norah’s forehead before flopping onto the kelp. Norah closed her eyes and kept going as more fish struck her head and body. She was going to be bruised tomorrow, and she was going to need at least two showers.

      Being pelted with goldfish and sardines hadn’t been on Norah’s to-do list. Frankly, it hadn't been on her list of conceivable events, but here she was, slipping across a kelp floor as scaly pellets thudded into her arms and chest.

      "What the fuck!" Domenico shouted. Norah winced and threw an arm up as a surprised eel sailed toward her eye.

      Domenico slapped the gun with one hand. "You piece of shit!" The barrel vibrated, and the unmistakable smell of excrement wafted from the gun. Norah, who had never been more motivated in her life, kicked it out of his hand with a flying roundhouse before he could pull the trigger. Domenico dove for the infinigun, but Norah stunned him before he reached it. He skidded across the kelp, then rolled helplessly back toward Dagmar. The large woman sidestepped him with a grimace.

      "What is that smell?" Dagmar asked, eyes locked on the gun.

      "You don't want to know." Norah picked it up. "Cotton candy," she stated clearly, and the reek of filth dissipated. The clean carnival sweetness that replaced it was so appealing that she shrugged and pulled the trigger. A stream of cotton candy shot into her hand, and she chomped it down in three bites.

      "Cotton candy?" she asked Dagmar. Mystified, the woman shook her head. "I didn't think things could get any weirder than that pearl curse."

      "Oh, I fixed that," Norah said. "I left a repair program at your office.”

      “With who?”

      “Young woman. Braids and a septum piercing? She seemed competent."

      "Tillie. Of course. If we get out of here, she's due for several promotions," Dagmar said.

      Norah shot another rope of cotton candy into her fist and looked around, feeling bad for the collection of small silver and gold fish flapping against the sides of the bulb. As she assessed their situation, the kelp shuddered, and the moonlight shining through the tiny hole zigzagged across the interior.

      The kelp bulb was moving.

      "Maybe the boat got here more quickly than Camellia expected,” Norah said. “Maybe they're towing us to shore.” Her voice was shaky, and even she didn't believe her words. There was another splash and a subtle shift in pressure. Saltwater fell onto Norah's face from the opening overhead.

      They were being pulled underwater, but by who?

      Without pausing to be afraid, Norah flicked her radio magic on. Bursts of intention blazed to life around her. Domenico wanted death and destruction. Primarily Norah’s, though she didn't think he'd stop there. Dagmar, sensibly, wanted a warm blanket and a caramel latte. The smattering of tiny fish intelligences at the bottom of the bulb wanted water.

      The sardines were getting their wishes granted as the puddle of water below them became a pool six inches deep. Pressure pushed against Norah's sinuses as she extended her radio magic outward to understand what was pulling them underwater.

      The mind was big and strange, and an image of a blazing orange eye burned into her synapses. Norah shook as the creature's desires and intentions pulsed toward her. The kelp bulb was a fun toy, made better by the food trapped inside. That’s us.

      The monster was supposed to bring the bulb back to someone, but the exact nature of its intentions was fuzzy. Norah had an impression of green kelp and barnacles and writhing eels. The monster was frustrated, but maybe once it had brought the kelp down below, it would be allowed to feed.

      Norah turned the magic off, tumbling into Dagmar as the bulb turned over in the water.

      "We're going to have to bust out of this thing and swim. We can't let it pull us down."

      "Swim!" Dagmar said. "But..."

      "There's no time!" Norah shouted. At her ankles, Domenico floated half out of the water, pupils dilated to black marbles. She glared at him. "I'll unfreeze you as I take the plunge. Breathe out as you swim up."

      There was no time to make sure he understood.

      "Stand back." The inrush of water from overhead had turned into a punishing waterfall, and she pointed her wand at the water near her feet. The wand shivered, hesitating.

      "I won't let you go this time. I promise," Norah whispered. Raw magic shot from the tip into the rubbery kelp floor, and water welled up from below.

      "Go," Norah ordered Dagmar. "Blow bubbles on your way up, or your lungs will explode.

      Dagmar looked even more panicked.

      "Just blow bubbles. You’ll be okay. Go!"

      Dagmar plunged her feet through the hole and disappeared into the dark water. As soon as she was through, Norah followed, wading in to her waist. Before she dove, she released Domenico from his stun with a two-second delay.

      I better be able to catch him on the surface. She plunged into the darkening water, casting a seal around her eyes that would allow her to see—assuming there was any light to see by. Arms moving through the salty murk, she swam laterally for twenty feet, following the line of the kelp. Then she began her ascent, letting her natural buoyancy do the work. Following her own advice, she blew small bubbles. I am attached to my unexploded lungs.

      Had Domenico gotten out? Pushing down her fear, Norah looked below her. She would have screamed if it weren't for the pressure against her mouth. Two enormous tentacles wound around the kelp bulb, pulling it into the depths. A small dark figure swam upward past the retreating bulb, arms flailing, clearly panicked. Recapturing Domenico was the least of her problems.

      She could see the monster now. Its bulbous octopus body was the size of a hot air balloon. The skin of the tentacles rippled weirdly with internal light and shadow. Unlike an octopus, this monstrosity hadn't limited itself to eight tentacles. Hell, it hadn't limited itself to eighty. The underside was a medusa of sucker-covered limbs, a starburst of writhing movement.

      The kelp bulb was inexorably moving toward a depression in the center of the creature’s many limbs, where a tooth-lined maw gnashed. The teeth made Norah sick. It was like looking at a drill turned inside out.

      Something that looked like a massive silver fish was caught in the tentacles. Unlucky fish. Except… Although it glinted silver, the shape was wrong.

      The submarine. The monster had caught the sub and was pulling it underwater.

      Suddenly, Norah's easy buoyancy seemed like a curse. She had to swim back down and try to help Frondle.

      A boom vibrated through the water, and a funnel of turbulence shot across the creature's limbs. Frondle's cannon had come in handy, except it wasn't enough. The cannon was pointed toward the ocean, and the creature barely seemed to register the tentacles the blow had severed.

      Although her instincts screamed, Norah swam toward the orange eye. Her lungs started to burn, and the pressure behind her forehead built into a heavy pulse.

      You need oxygen, idiot.

      She needed the bubble spell, and she needed it now. Fear clenched its fist around Norah's stomach. She hadn't been able to master the spell in a warm, clear swimming pool, much less a freezing, threat-filled ocean.

      The tentacles pulsed, and the submarine slipped from view behind the sea monster’s massive body. Could those grinding teeth cut through metal? Norah didn’t want Frondle to find out. Willing her pounding heart to be still, she pointed her wand at her mouth.

      "Ebullio," she said, voice gurgling in the water.

      A small bubble formed around her mouth, along with an overpowering urge to gasp for air. She pushed the urge down and expanded the bubble slowly, breathing out so she could swim down.

      The bubble started to ascend and Norah forced it back down, using all her energy and concentration. Not today. The spell stabilized, and she took a shallow breath. The burning in her limbs receded as her lungs expanded. Time to lasso me a horror of the deep.

      Norah swam slowly, following the monster’s leisurely descent. Casting a thread of blue magic, she spooled it out across the water and hooked it around one of the monster's tentacles. Taking another breath, she tugged and reeled it in.

      For a moment, everything was fine. She was smoothly accelerating toward the forest of writhing suckers. Then, without warning, the tentacle she had snared yanked her through the water. The bubble of air around her head wobbled and floated away, starting its long ascent toward the surface.

      The sea monster was looking at her, its enormous orange eye peering past her skin and into her bones. Maybe even her soul.

      "Fuck," Norah said, except with her face submerged, it came out as “Foob.” She tapped her wand on her mouth, and another bubble expanded around her face. She let go of her lasso. If she was going to move, she would have to do it carefully.

      Feeling at her hip for the infinigun, Norah pulled it out. "Small propeller," she whispered into the bubble, being careful not to disturb it. She pulled the trigger, and a three-bladed plastic rotor shot out, moving in slow motion against the water pressure.

      Holding it in her hand, Norah pressed a green button near the base. The blades whirred to life, and soon she was moving slowly but steadily toward the pulsing monster.

      The tentacled creature had devoted almost all its energy to swimming. Only two tentacles, each a foot in diameter, were wrapped around the submarine. She would have to let go of her air bubble to cut them, though. It took up too much of her concentration and wand power. And she would have to cut both tentacles simultaneously before the monster could mount a counterattack.

      When she had closed the distance to thirty feet, she took three deep breaths and let the air bubble float off her face. Moving quickly, she drew two spinning blue blades in the water in front of her.

      Her eyes watered with the pressure, and the small muscles of her hands began to burn. Careful, careful.

      It was now or never. Moving with orchestrated precision, she sent the blades spinning in symmetrical arcs toward the tentacles wrapped around the submarine.

      As the blue magic bit into flesh, the sea monster cried out, an almost supersonic whine that intensified the deoxygenated ache in Norah's brain. An inky black substance surged into the water, and Norah lost vision in all directions.

      As the sea monster's ink surrounded her, crackling magic brushed her exposed, shivering limbs. Oh, shit. The monster's ink was laced with paralytic hexes. She swore as her toes and fingers lost feeling.

      Curling into a ball, Norah shouted "Ebullio" at the water. An air bubble appeared, and soon a smooth onyx globe surrounded her head. The bubble continued to expand, and as soon as it was big enough, Norah stuffed her arm into it.

      "Keep going," she whispered. The bubble’s diameter wobbled outward. It took all Norah's concentration not to explode the air into a fizz of turbulence, but soon her whole body was enclosed in oxygen, safe from the hexed ink. She floated weightlessly, arms and legs stiff from the remnants of the hex.

      Norah flicked on her radio magic. The sea monster was confused and in too much pain to mount an attack. Before she started sympathizing with the many-limbed horror, she searched the expanse of water around her for Frondle. He was nowhere to be found, which meant that he had escaped—or that he was unconscious.

      Either way, she couldn't help him if she was paralyzed. Moving at a snail’s pace, she coaxed the bubble around her to float toward the surface. The water surrounding the bubble grew more transparent, and soon the ink was a distant black shadow in the water below her. She couldn’t see the monster, or for that matter, the submarine.

      Norah looked approvingly at the bubble that surrounded her. "I have my own submarine now," she whispered, hoping the sentiment would encourage her dubiously stable enclosure.

      Fortunately, the bubble held until she was only thirty or so feet from the surface. Then, it burst unceremoniously, leaving her to half-swim, half-float the rest of the way.

      As Norah lay on the surface of the water, exhausted, staring at the stars, a sound reached her ears: the blare of a boat horn. She was too tired to swim toward it, so she raised her wand and flooded the air above her with blue light, a pathetic beacon that used the last of her magic. Several minutes later, a life preserver hit her in the face.

      "Sorry," a deep voice said.

      Norah looked up into a tanned fanged face. Apparently, the vampire who captained this boat availed himself of Camellia's tanning services.

      After she was hauled over the rail, Norah collapsed on the wet deck, and her rescuer handed her a hot mug.

      "All I have is hot water and decompression potion. Sorry. Unless you’re interested in blood?" Norah shook her head and drank the medicine gratefully, deciding to ignore the hint of ferrous tang at the bottom of the mug.

      "The sub?" she said.

      "It pinged me from the surface a few minutes ago. We're going there next. Your friends are in the cabin, too."

      Domenico and Dagmar.

      Norah holstered her wand. It was drained, and she'd already pushed the envelope on its trust today. Instead, she retrieved the infinigun, debating her choice of bullets. She considered actual bullets briefly before sighing.

      "Knockout darts," she said, and the gun shivered.

      Norah crept toward the cabin door, and at the last minute, kicked it open. Dagmar and Domenico were wrapped in silver blankets on a cushioned bench. Dagmar barely looked at her. Domenico stared into the barrel of her gun, then stood up cautiously.

      "I can explain everything," he blurted.

      "And you will. But not now," Norah replied. "Sit back down."

      There was a whisper of movement as Domenico's weight shifted. Then, with a wild, angry cry, he rushed her, head down.

      Norah pulled the trigger, and a thin tube the size of a drinking straw shot out. As it soared through the air, something inflated on the tip. It was a blow-up rubber boxing glove, and it crashed into Domenico's face with a thump. The big man toppled to the deck and stayed there. It wasn't what Norah had had in mind, but it worked.

      "Rope," she said. The infinigun provided, and in short order, Domenico was a neat macrame bundle, safely secured for the voyage home. As Norah finished the last knot, a shout came through the door. Norah raced onto the deck to see a bedraggled but smiling Frondle climb out of the submarine.

      She sprinted across the distance between them, and he wrapped her in his warm, miraculously dry arms. Soon, her shivering slowed.

      "Under other circumstances, I would create a mini-sun to warm us, but it would be very rude to immolate our rescuers," he said, gesturing at the nearby vampires, who nodded appreciatively.

      "There are dry clothes inside. Help yourself to anything," Marcel offered.

      Five minutes after putting on a t-shirt featuring a shark in sunglasses that said BE MY CHUM, Norah was asleep.
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      Somehow, they made it back to her apartment. When Norah woke up the next day, she pressed her eyes shut, determined not to let the sunlight thwart her plan to be unconscious for another week or so. Eventually, however, the light got to her.

      "You're awake!" Frondle said upon seeing the faintest sliver of eyeball. Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. "I made you breakfast," the light elf announced and placed a tray on the bed.

      "How long have you been standing there, holding that tray?" Norah asked.

      "Hm, maybe forty-five minutes? Don't worry. The coffee's still hot."

      Norah looked at Frondle’s offering, which contained two pieces of bacon, a bowl of raspberries with a dollop of vanilla yogurt, and four insulated travel mugs containing steaming medium roast.

      "You're a god among men," she said, drinking the hot coffee so fast she burned her tongue. Reasoning that healing spells had been invented for just this purpose, she finished the mug, shooting occasional blue jolts into her tongue to heal the burn.

      Frondle perched on the edge of the bed, looking uncertain.

      "What is it?" Norah asked.

      "I got a call from a casting agent, asking if I was sure about West of Bukhara.”

      Norah's stomach went sour from more than the burning coffee.

      "Oh. Yeah. I took a look at it. It, um, didn’t seem like your thing."

      "Well, Dakota sent me the script, and I read it. Why didn't you send it to me? It was an interesting character piece."

      Shit.

      "I, um... I just didn’t... Look..."

      Frondle walked over to Norah’s window and glanced out. The sky outside was punishingly blue.

      "I know I'm new to acting, and that Green & Pointy is...what was it? ‘As broad as a double-wide barn.'"

      "Who said that?" Norah asked, although she didn't disagree.

      "Mal's friend overheard it at a critics' screening."

      "Not much of a friend if they were eager to repeat it," Norah muttered.

      "I trust you, Norah. If you don't think I'm skilled enough to carry a feature..."

      It was like he was pouring scalding coffee on her heart. Pulse leaping out of her chest, she took a breath.

      "It's not that, Frondle. You're a wonderful actor, and you should do projects you connect with. It's my fault. The truth is, I didn't put you up for it because I didn't want you to go to Poland for two months. It took us so long to get where we are."

      "Recovering from violent sea monster attacks and decompression sickness?" Frondle asked.

      "No, I mean here. Together. Without some stupid oath between us." Frondle winced at the words "stupid oath," and Norah cursed herself.

      "I love you, and I didn't want you to leave," she continued. It was the truth. Frondle's eyes were shadowed, and it took all Norah's willpower not to turn on her radio magic and find out what he was really thinking.

      “I love you too," he said. "If you don't want me to go to Poland, I won’t go."

      Norah shook her head. "There are contradictions between all the things I want. I want you to go to Poland. I want you to stay here. I want to be a good agent and a good girlfriend."

      "You saved my life yesterday. I think that makes you a very good agent and a very good girlfriend. It’s very difficult to be good at acting if you’re dead."

      Norah grinned. "Unless you’re an extra on CSI. Dead elves don’t make many national commercials."

      "Just ad campaigns for extra-long coffins," Frondle stated gravely. Norah snorted, and they laughed together.

      "The thing is, I’m not sure I can be your agent and your girlfriend. I can't be good at both."

      “Are...are you breaking up with me?” Frondle asked, his spine stiffening.

      "No!" Norah exclaimed. "I might be starting a conversation about dropping you as a client."

      "Oh." Frondle’s eyes clouded.

      "Unless you'd prefer to break up," Norah said weakly. She tried to be brave. "I wouldn't hold it against you. I'd be totally professional." Not that I've done so great with professionalism recently.

      Frondle nodded. “I, too, want several contradictory things."

      "You don't have to decide right now," Norah said. "I'll call Dakota. See if they're still reading for West of Bukhara. It might be too late, but if it's not, I'll fight for you. Which I should have been doing all along."

      "Do not be too hard on yourself. You did fight off a many-limbed horror of the deep yesterday," Frondle told her.

      She kissed him, tasting fresh sunfruit juice on his lips.

      "What are your plans for the day?" Frondle asked.

      Norah checked the time on her phone. "I'm supposed to meet Bitta this morning to look over the new special effects footage. I hope Uriel’s code worked.”

      "I'm sure it will be wonderful," Frondle said. "Perhaps we can meet up later.”

      "Don't leave yet. I still have thirty minutes.” Norah grinned and wiggled her eyebrows at him. “Although you'll have to work fast."

      "As a member of the Solar Vanguard, I once crossed the Needle Dagger mountains in half a day's march. We—”

      Norah wrapped her arms around him. "If you start telling me old war stories, we'll never get this done. Take off your pants."

      Frondle smiled and demonstrated his light-elf speed. They fell into bed laughing, and Norah tried not to think about what would happen to First Arret if her top-earning client left.
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      Bitta watched the footage, and Norah watched Bitta. They were sitting in a small screening room in the digital effects offices with Dagmar and an assistant they'd pulled in from another floor to be a guinea pig for the cursed pearl footage. All of the pearls were gone, replaced by rubies, but every time the stones appeared onscreen, Norah gripped her armrest, eyes darting to the assistant.

      Everything went smoothly. The credits rolled without a single "yo-ho" from the young man's mouth, and Norah sank back in her chair.

      Dagmar had placed a legal pad on the table in front of her to take notes, but she never touched it. Her face was ghostly, although it looked well-moisturized. There were some benefits to underwater living, Norah supposed. Halfway through the movie, Dagmar nodded off. Norah raised her wand and cast a surreptitious cone of silence over the exhausted effects whiz. There was no reason for Bitta to be detracted by snoring.

      The projector clicked off, and Dagmar jolted awake. Her mouth moved, and Norah dispersed the cone.

      The room was silent for several seconds as Bitta stared at the now-dark screen as if she were trying to divine some secret message from the afterimages dancing across it.

      "It looks fantastic," she finally stated. "Which is lucky for you since I still don't understand why it took three times as long as it should have."

      Norah and Dagmar exchanged glances.

      “Staffing problems," Dagmar said. "You know how it is. Hollywood goes through cycles."

      Bitta narrowed her eyes, staring first at Dagmar and then at Norah. A cascade of feather earrings shed glitter on the table in front of her. Gears churned inside the dwarf director’s head. Then she smoothed over the worry on her face with a smile. Norah guessed the talented director was the type of sensible person who didn't want to hear about things she didn't want to know.

      "I'll watch it again this afternoon and send you notes," she continued.

      Dagmar grinned. "I'm sure they will be a pleasure to implement."

      "Should we talk for a minute?" Norah asked as the dwarf stood up, teetering on eight-inch platform Doc Martens covered in vicious spikes.

      "No need," Bitta said. "I don't want to think about new projects until the music on The Players is done. I expect to see you in Hollywood for the ceremony when they put in my star, of course. I need every asshole in LA who wants a meeting with me to know who my agent is, so they bother you instead of me. Email my paperwork, and I'll have Celestia identify an auspicious day to sign it on. Ta-ta."

      Norah nodded, heart soaring as the spiked boots clumped down the hall. I just signed Bitta.

      When she'd opened First Arret, she had envisioned a boutique agency with a handful of clients. She’d known it would be a struggle, but she was signing one of the most exciting directors in the biz. Between Bitta and Frondle, she was going to need more agents. At that thought, her heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t rely on Frondle, and Bitta was notoriously finicky.

      It's good news, Wintry. Try to smile. Maybe the agency wouldn't grow as fast as she had hoped, but she was on her way.

      "Are you okay?" Dagmar asked. Norah shook her head to clear it. Their guinea pig assistant had left, and they were alone in the room.

      "I'm fine. How are you doing?"

      "Oh, you know. Just trying to wrap my head around being drugged, brainwashed, and kept prisoner underwater in a giant fucking plant."

      "Kelp isn't a plant, actually. It's a protist," Norah said, then pressed her lips together as Dagmar's look withered her bones from the inside.

      "My husband almost lost his mind when I said I was coming to work, but I needed to do something that felt normal.”

      "Do you remember anything from when you were under?"

      "It's the damnedest thing, but I think I talked to a mermaid."

      Norah's ears perked up. "About what?"

      The effects supervisor shook her head. "I have no idea. Am I going crazy?

      Dagmar had been through enough. She didn't deserve to be dragged any deeper into this conspiracy.

      "The potion you took might have made you hallucinate. Maybe it was a weird fish, and your brain filled in the details.”

      "I guess. I'll tell you what, though. I'm not likely to drink things that don’t come in a sealed container."

      "Let me know if you need anything."

      "Thanks. When your website described First Arret as a full-service agency, it didn't lie. Saving my life was pretty full service. I appreciate the help. With everything."

      "No problem." Norah cursed her bad luck. She had hoped Dagmar would have insight into why she'd been kidnapped, but no such luck. That meant Norah only had one option left to get more information.

      Domenico.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      The cage in Stan's workshop was seeing plenty of use. When Stan let her in after she got back from the special effects office, she found Domenico sitting inside, picking at the edge of a ham sandwich. Setting down the heavy box she’d brought from her apartment, she approached the bars.

      When Domenico saw Norah, he spat. A globule of saliva landed on the hardwood beside her feet. He snarled, "So, this is it? You've decided to torture me with stale bread and cheap extruded deli slop?"

      Norah pulled a beautifully carved wooden chair out from behind one of Stan's workbenches. On the back, a group of birds winged skyward. She sat down in front of the cage, and a dozen beaks dug into her spine. Ugh. If I make Domenico sit in this chair, he’ll tell me everything he knows in minutes.

      She sighed. "I'd say I was sorry your sandwich didn’t meet your expectations, but it took a lot of effort not to put broken glass in it."

      "Broken glass I would have respected," Domenico said, peeling the ham from between the bread and rolling it up, then holding it between his fingers like a cigar as he took small bites.

      "I want information," Norah said.

      "About what?" Domenico asked. Norah rolled her eyes.

      "What was Magdea using tankers of aqua imperium for?"

      Domenico's eyes widened. When she’d said Magdea’s name, she had surprised him. Good. "Also, if you were working together, why was she keeping you prisoner in that kelp bulb?"

      "How do you know I was a prisoner? Maybe I was taking a vacation. Catching the ocean breezes. Saltwater is fantastic for the skin."

      Norah looked at Domenico's sallow face. There were ugly green circles of exhaustion under his eyes.

      "I'll have to take your word for it since you look like shit," Norah said.

      Domenico smiled without much heart. "Maybe this won't be as boring as I thought," he said.

      Norah growled. "You killed a lot of people. You should be praying for boring."

      "I didn't kill anyone," Domenico said. "I just set up a fun little browser game, and events took their course."

      "What is Magdea using the potion for?" Norah asked.

      "Whoa whoa whoa, girlie! You gotta ease me into this. Start with something small and work your way up."

      "I'm very good at healing magic," Norah said.

      Domenico snorted. "Oh, no, Miss Witch, please don't heal me! I'll tell you anything if you don’t heal me," he said, pitching his voice in a high, sarcastic whine.

      "I’m so good at healing that I can break your kneecaps more than twice a day," Norah said flatly. "Smash, heal, smash, heal. Is the potential pattern becoming clear?"

      Domenico burst out laughing, but there was a wary edge to it. "Break my kneecaps? Okay, Gal Capone. Now we're talking. Not very groundbreaking, but all right."

      "It doesn't have to be groundbreaking. Just kneecap-breaking," Norah said, irritated. He was the one in the cage, so he shouldn't be making fun of her. He wants you rattled.

      "You're not gonna hurt me. I can see it in your eyes," Domenico stated.

      He was right, which annoyed her almost enough to want to prove him wrong. Instead, she spun her chair around, leaning away from the backrest. It was easier to think without beaks in her spine.

      "Tell me what I want to know, and I'll let you see Angelo," she said. At that, Domenico went still. After a moment, he cleared his throat.

      "He doesn't want to see me." He waved the idea away, but his eyes were hungry.

      "If you help us, he might agree to visit," Norah said.

      There was a long pause. "How's Angelo doing? I hope none of my shit splashed on him."

      "You can ask him about it after you tell me what I need to know."

      Domenico sighed and was still as he mulled over his options. Finally, he opened his mouth.

      "Magdea's a vermillion."

      "I know about vermillions," Norah said. It wasn't precisely true, but Domenico might tell her more if he thought she already knew some things.

      "Okay. She's working with the Deep Queen. The DQ is a leader among the mermaids. She could just be a figurehead. I’m not clear on that. For all I know, they have a parliamentary system down there."

      "Okay." Norah gestured for him to continue.

      "Anyway, Magdea approached me about acquiring certain Oriceran ingredients."

      "And smuggling is your line of work," Norah said.

      Domenico shrugged. "Any two-bit criminal on his first day can get Pink Fairy. The American legal system has barely made it illegal. Magdea wanted insane quantities. That was the hard part.”

      "What was she using the aqua imperium for?" Norah asked.

      Domenico threw the rest of the ham on the ground. "I've never seen someone closed up tighter than Magdea. Walls around that woman as thick as underwater cliffs. She's like a black hole for information. What goes in does not come out."

      "You have no idea what she wants?"

      "Nah. Normally, I'd want to know. When you go into business together, it’s important to understand your partner’s motivations, but she paid me so much that I didn't bother with due diligence."

      "Did that worry you?" Norah asked.

      "Fuck yeah, it worried me. I soothed myself with the blue-whale weight in gold she paid me."

      "So, you didn't set up Dark Hound at her behest?"

      Domenico shook his head. "The Silver Griffins know more about Oriceran–Earth relations than anyone. Even decommissioned, they would have noticed the smuggling floodgates opening, so I distracted them.”

      "That's why you almost killed my parents? As a diversion?" A red film washed over Norah’s vision.

      "Have I mentioned how much money I was making?" Domenico asked. The whisper of regret in his voice only made Norah angrier.

      "What about Esmee?" she asked.

      "Who?"

      "The owner of the Cauldron."

      "That cheesy downtown dance club? What about her?" Domenico asked.

      "What do you know?"

      Domenico shrugged. "Like I said, there wasn't a lot of communication."

      "Where did you deliver the supplies?"

      "A handful of drop points around the city. Invisible doorways, paintings that turned into staircases. All that tedious wizard shit."

      "I want a list of the drop points," Norah said.

      Domenico snorted. "I want a decent meal."

      "I'll get you some paper."

      "I wouldn’t call paper a decent meal." Domenico grinned. Norah rolled her eyes, then opened the box she had carried into the room with her. Pulling out the tiny kitchen, she placed it against the bars. Domenico warily peered inside as Norah popped the top.

      "Hello!" tiny Angelo chirped when his miniature kitchen was open. "Would you like a snack?"

      "Did my boy make this?" Domenico asked, looking like a proud father.

      "Yeah. Assuming the information you give me is true, you can ask him about the construction."

      'Hello! Would you like a snack?" tiny Angelo repeated.

      "Yes I would, bambino."

      Norah crossed her arms. "The sandwiches are small, but he'll keep making them." Domenico nodded, watching tiny Angelo's busy hands chop a cherry tomato.

      “Give the list of drop points to Stan,” she said. “I’ll check in later.”

      Norah slipped outside. Stan was off running errands, and as she was about to leave, a voice from the kitchen startled her.

      "Norah? I'm so glad I found you."

      It was Minnie. Norah looked at her watch. It was three in the afternoon. Minnie almost never moved around during the day, claiming it was a dangerous habit to get into.

      "Is everything okay?" Norah asked. The vampire was sitting at the carved table in Stan's breakfast nook. She'd drawn dark velvet curtains over the windows, and her body was encased in the lower half of a blackout suit. Norah looked at the sunglasses over her eyes. Minnie caught her staring and removed them. Her eyes were clear and bright, and Norah relaxed.

      "I need to show you something," Minnie said. "I'm sorry to interrupt your day, but you really should see it."

      She zipped up her blackout suit, donned the attached hood, and led Norah out to her car. The windows were heavily tinted, and when they got inside, Minnie relaxed. The drive to the cemetery was quick at this time of day, and Minnie soon pulled the car up alongside a fire hydrant on one of the surrounding side streets, then pressed a button on the dashboard.

      The ground shook as the asphalt beneath them sank into the Earth. Minnie's garage was small, but underground parking minimized her sun exposure, which was worth its weight in blood. She pulled her car in next to a black Model T.

      "Is that an original?" Norah asked.

      Minnie grinned. "Yeah. It was my first car. Even when I upgraded, I couldn't bear to get rid of it."

      They walked down a short tunnel, and Minnie unlocked a large brass door, pushing aside an embroidered tapestry to let Norah into her apartment. As she removed her blackout suit, she gave Norah the relevant background.

      "I have a darkroom I mostly use for storage now. Long gone are the nights spent stirring vats of thirty-two-millimeter film, but I still have all the equipment."

      She stopped by the silver door near her large editing suite.

      "Anyway, this morning, I went in to find an old blood decanter. I washed the one with all the drugged blood in it, but drinking out of it made my skin crawl, so I threw it away."

      "I get it," Norah said. Brainwashing was no fun.

      "Much to my surprise, I discovered that I'd developed an entire reel of film."

      "While you were drugged?"

      Minnie nodded. "Yeah."

      Norah pushed through the door into the darkroom. Boxes stacked along the edges of the room had collected significant dust, but a single workbench had been cleared, and the smell of developer chemicals wafted from several plastic tubs in the built-in sinks. Film strips ran like twisting vines around a standing metal rack in the center of the room.

      "What is on this footage?" Norah asked.

      Minnie crossed her arms protectively over her chest. "Truthfully, I don't know. I didn't want to watch it alone. I'm not sure anyone should watch it. At the very least, I thought I'd have it checked by a competent witch."

      "Sure," Norah said uneasily. The strips of brown film chilled her. There was something off about them. When she looked away, the celluloid slithered at the edges of her peripheral vision.

      When Norah activated her magical sight, the evil coming off the film nearly knocked her to the ground. She gasped.

      "Is something wrong?" Minnie asked anxiously.

      Wrong was an understatement. The film was laced with the most powerful black magic Norah had ever felt. Curses and hexes intertwined in fractal patterns, doubling back on one another and circling the perforations on the sides of the strips. Norah's lunch rose into her esophagus, and the acid burned her throat.

      "We should leave," she whispered and pushed Minnie back out the door.

      Outside, Norah set to work casting protective wards on the door. Only when she was done did she describe what she had seen to Minnie.

      The vampire nodded. "I’m not surprised. I had a terrible feeling when I went in there, but I thought I might be paranoid because of..."

      "The brainwashing? I'm so sorry about the garlic burns, by the way. Would you like me to take a look at them?"

      "Don't worry about it. Stan made me some kind of Oriceran salve. It smells so good I might keep wearing it as perfume."

      Norah smiled.

      "Is it safe for me to stay in the apartment?" Minnie asked.

      "I think so, but if you get another bad feeling, I'd book it out of here. Do you have somewhere you can stay if Stan is, um…"

      "Busy entertaining his not-so-ex light elf girlfriend?" Minnie asked sardonically.

      "Yeah," Norah said.

      "Don't worry. I haven't lived in Hollywood for a century without making a few friends. If nothing else, Stellan would let me crash there for a night or two. There are too many eyeballs in his workshop for my taste, but it's safe."

      "We should move the film out if we can figure out how to do it safely."

      "Do you know any experts on cursed film?"

      Norah's heart sank. There was one person in town with personal experience—assuming she could get Cleo to talk to her.

      Norah sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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        Norah’s story continues in book five, First Run, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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      I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after last year’s fifth round of cancer, and then chemo this time that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

      My author notes for this year are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

      Today’s question is: What was one of the hardest things about growing up? How did you get through it?

      There were five of us growing up together - five kids - with a mother who wasn't really interested in being a mother. It wasn't her jam and occasionally she told us, and just about every day she showed us by not showing up. Or showing up occasionally with resentment hanging off of her and a certain kind of awkwardness and vulnerability that I ended up feeling like I had to protect. Our roles were often reversed.

      That's not a condemnation, not anymore at least. I sometimes wonder what it must have felt like for her to be in a world she didn't want and to always be looking over the fence at a different life, imagining how it could have been. The word 'trapped' comes to mind. 

      And I know what it's like, we all do, to stand in a crowd of people that aren't exactly your tribe. You can figure it out and be polite, but you never really feel like you fit in. It's an endless itchy feeling.

      Liberation lies in being yourself and gathering people who reflect back something positive. Growth and creativity and confidence come from those sources as well. 

      But, for me, as her kid, it made it hard to grow up with a sense of self that who I was, as I showed up was okay. It's hard, even for a writer, to put into words what's lost when there's no one to guide you, to praise you, to just tell you, these things happen and it'll be okay. A lot of it I have seen in the rear view mirror as an adult determined to let go of the script in my head. 

      It didn't help that I was the opposite of my mother. Outgoing, endlessly curious, wanting to create something new with everything I touched, and starting conversations with everybody on any topic. It was met with disdain and glaring looks and small comments. Stubborn, talkative, trouble. Like water drops falling on my head that eventually worked. It was easier to stand in the middle of the pack and be quiet and just watch and just try to get along. A phrase I heard a lot that translated to - do what everyone else is doing. That's how I got through it - by hiding in plain sight and 'going along' rather than growing.

      Instead of building an inner regulator that taught me to trust my own instincts, I was building an outer one that relied on reading people well or putting up with whatever was in front of me, with a smile. 

      It led to a constant sense of swirling confusion that only ended when I moved away.

      I didn't know it when I left in a U-Haul years ago singing the theme song to the old Mary Tyler Moor show, or at least didn't know it on a conscious level, but I was heading out to unleash that old optimism and curiosity. 

      Either we learn how to cultivate those characteristics from the people who raise us or as adults we liberate ourselves. 

      My path was going to be figuring it out later, but surprisingly not on my own. It's that tribe thing again. It's been everything to find open-hearted people who have the same curiosity and creativity who are willing to share and listen and teach. And it takes a lot of courage at a later age, at least for me, to step out and go against old teachings, but it's all worth it. It's like I made a loop back to that little girl from a very long time ago and picked up where I left off. It's never too late, thankfully. And, I'm taking a few skills with me. Being able to read people really well and observing small details comes in handy when writing a book. Getting out there, being bold, just being myself is also the best ode to my mother that I can think of. She wanted so much more and didn't know how to get there. I want so much more and I'm going to ask for help and take it in and see where it goes, forever. Love you. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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      Thank you for not only reading this book but these author notes as well!

      Who was my favorite character when I was in elementary school?

      I tried to think about what the hardest thing about growing up was, but my answer quickly devolved into “being different.” In short, I didn’t like to work on stuff (build a box, work on engines, fly a rocket), nor did I like the idea of science or medicine.

      My head was in the clouds all of the time, dreaming up fantastical things, and there wasn’t a job for that. In Texas, the answer for a kid growing up (at least in my family) was “do well in school and get a job.”

      I’m sure you can tell that didn’t go with my personality. Mind you, the training my family provided allowed me to have a job my whole life until becoming a cloud-drifting creative with a work ethic to match took hold.

      But I digress.

      I’m here to admit that I was all in on Spiderman as my favorite character. This was before I read a lot, and back in the day, I watched the Spiderman cartoons. For those who remember, here is a screen-grab:
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      I was fascinated by the idea that you could swing all over town, crawl up the sides of buildings, and, frankly, almost fly.

      Unfortunately, I realized I had acrophobia (fear of heights). If I had ever become Spiderman, I would have walked everywhere.

      How embarrassing would that have been?

      Okay, that’s enough sharing. I think I need to go hum a tv show theme now.

      “Spider-man…Spider-man…does whatever a spider can…”

      Chat with you in the next book.
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