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Author’s Note

If you’re reading this, it means you bought or library-borrowed a copy of Betrayals at release. That’s the only way you can get this mini-collection—my thank you to the readers who’ve jumped on board Cainsville.

Starting a new series after finishing a successful one isn’t easy. As business people, we know the smart move is to stick with the tried-and-true. As creative people, though, we know when it’s time to move on to new worlds. For me, the creative part always comes first.

Readers made the switch to Cainsville easy. Not everyone moved into my new world, but I expect that—the new place can’t have all the elements every reader loved about the old one. But Cainsville gained me new readers, too, and I’ve watched as the series grew to that wonderful stage where readers hotly anticipate the next installment. There are few things more gratifying for an author than that. So to everyone who was awaiting this next voyage into Cainsville? Let me say thank you in the best way I can: with stories.

In this mini-collection, you’ll find three tales of Cainsville. The Orange Cat is a Gabriel prequel, based on Poe’s The Black Cat, and originally published in Nevermore. Bad Publicity is a Patrick prequel and is brand new. Lady of the Lake is a novella, also new for this collection. Lady of the Lake is set just after Deceptions, when Liv and Ricky take off for a much-needed vacation in Cape Breton. The art here is all original, and provides the first glimpse of my Cainsville crew. All art is by Xaviere Daumarie, who has brought my characters to life for about ten years now. At the back, you’ll find the opening scenes for Rituals, the final Cainsville novel, coming August 2017. Don’t read it until you’re done Betrayals, though!

If you enjoyed this collection, let me know. Maybe I’ll do it again next year [image: ]
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THE ORANGE CAT

“The killing of the cat was unimportant, though not inconsequential,” Gabriel said as his aunt walked into the parlor with a pot of tea in one hand and a plate of cookies in the other.

“You’d better not say that in front of a jury.”

“That I believe the cat’s death played a role in the later crime?” He took a cookie. “Yes, I’m still deciding how to frame that in the defense. It is an important factor, yet it may be difficult to explain.”

“I meant calling the death of a cat unimportant.”

“My client is hardly on trial for killing an animal. I could bargain that down to a misdemeanor. This is felony murder. But it started with the cat.”

“Such things often do.”

Gabriel sipped his tea. “It’s not that sort of crime, where one begins with small animals, and moves up the food chain. That’s a natural progression. The cat? Nothing about the beast was natural.”

When she waited for him to continue, he took his time eating his cookie. She glowered. Then he said, “It began two weeks ago . . .”

#

As Gabriel walked into the office at eight Tuesday morning, he hung out his shingle. That was the common phrase for it, derived from the Old West, when lawyers and doctors would use shingles as business signs. Of course, in 2007 one didn’t hang out a real shingle. One put a brass plate on the door or a discreet sign in the lobby. Unless one was a new lawyer who time-shared the space and literally had to hang out his sign when he started work for the day.

Gabriel Walsh had passed the bar two years ago. To have his own office already did not speak of a brilliant career. It spoke of failure, of being unable to find a position in a law firm and hanging out a shingle in hopes of bringing in clients foolish enough to hire a twenty-five-year-old barrister. Or it did if one actually wanted a position in a firm. Gabriel did not. When he’d finished interning for Mike Quinlan, the lawyer had offered him a job. And had breathed an undisguised sigh of relief when Gabriel refused.

“I had to ask,” Quinlan said. “You’re fucking brilliant, and I’d be a fool not to try. But . . .”

He didn’t need to finish that sentence. Gabriel knew what he was. Cold, ruthless and unscrupulous. Also driven, tireless and ambitious. That made him an exemplary defense attorney. It did not make him someone even Mike Quinlan wanted on staff. What Gabriel wanted was Quinlan’s title: Most Notorious Defense Attorney in Chicago. And most successful.

Step one toward achieving that goal was hanging out his shingle in this rented office. Step two would be getting his own office. He could afford one. He’d put himself through law school running a gambling ring, where he’d played all the roles, from bookie to loan shark to enforcer—Gabriel did not work well with others. It’d been far more profitable than law, meaning he could easily find the money to rent an office. Yet he’d set his sights on purchasing one of the historic greystones on this very street. The neighborhood was safe and quiet and within a short walk of the Cook County Jail. Until he could justify such a purchase to the IRS, he would share this office. The rent was cheap, which could be explained primarily by the faint chemical smell wafting up from the basement. Gabriel pretended not to notice, promised he would never be in the office between sundown and sunrise, and offered pro bono legal advice to the owner, all of which resulted in a very low monthly rent.

Gabriel had just settled at his desk when a man walked in. Mid-forties. Average height. Above-average weight. Balding. Dressed in a department store suit. Strikingly ordinary.

Seeing Gabriel, the man stepped back out the still-open door and checked the sign.

“Uh, you’re . . . waiting for Mr. Walsh?” he asked Gabriel.

“I am Mr. Walsh.”

Gabriel rose and the man’s gaze rose with him. Then the man stepped back again. At six-four, Gabriel wasn’t simply tall—he was big. Not overweight, though it was easy to slide in that direction if he paid too little attention to his diet and exercise.

“Ben said you were, uh, young. Just caught me off guard there.” A slightly nervous laugh. “He’s the one who recommended you. Benjamin Hall. You helped him out with a problem last year.”

By helped out with a problem, he meant got him off on a DUI charge that put a woman in a wheelchair. It’d been one of Gabriel’s finer moments. Not setting free a drunk who’d permanently disabled a mother of four—that was nothing to be proud of. But the case had been turned down by Quinlan himself, who’d deemed it unwinnable. Yet Gabriel had won, which got him his first front-page story, his first hate mail and his first full roster of clients.

“Yes, of course,” Gabriel said. Then added, a little belatedly, “How is he?”

He didn’t listen to the answer. He didn’t care, but this was the expected response, so he made it.

“Now I have a problem,” the man continued. “And I’m hoping you can help.”

Gabriel waved him to a chair. He did not offer refreshments. There was a difference between civility and servitude.

“It’s about a cat,” the man said. “I think I might need to kill it.”

“I would advise against that.” That’ll be one hundred dollars, please, and the door is behind you.

“Strongly advise against it?”

Gabriel considered. While he understood that he shouldn’t need to, what he thought was very different, because emotion had no place here. He was a lawyer, not a priest.

“Is the cat a nuisance?”

The man shifted in his seat. “Kind of.”

In other words, not really.

“That is the crux of the matter,” Gabriel said. “If the animal is a danger to you or your children or your own pets, then you could argue it is a nuisance animal. The first step, however, would be to contact animal control. I presume it’s a stray?”

“No, it’s mine.”

“Oh. That, I’m afraid, is a whole different matter, falling under the animal cruelty laws. In that case, I would even more strongly suggest animal control.”

“I’ve taken him to the shelter twice. He comes back.”

“Ah.” Gabriel tapped his pen against his legal pad. “I’m going to need more information then. Why do you wish to get rid of the cat? Is it a health issue? Allergies? Or a financial one, such as medical needs you cannot fulfill?”

“I . . . just want to get rid of it.”

Gabriel waited for a better answer. The man squirmed, then said, “It’s bothering me.”

“Attacking you? Being abnormally noisy?”

“No, it just . . . stares at me. I know that sounds . . .” The man pushed to his feet, and began to pace. “It sounds crazy. But you don’t understand. It just sits there and it stares and it stares. One yellow eye, staring at me all the time.”

“One?”

The man ran a hand through his hair, upsetting the fine balance of his comb over. “It was a mistake.”

“A mistake? You mean the loss of the other eye? You blinded—”

“Half blinded. The cat can still see perfectly well. It’s not a big deal.”

Gabriel was not particularly empathetic. All right, not one bit empathetic. But when the man said that, with a plaintive whine in his voice, it was all Gabriel could do not to say, And if I blinded you in one eye? Would you consider it ‘not a big deal’? He decided then that he did not like the man. Which had absolutely no bearing on the case—or on his ability to defend him. If it did, Gabriel would have no business at all.

“I was drunk,” the man said. “I came home and it was screeching at me, and I get enough of that from my wife. So I had this penknife in my pocket—”

“I understand,” Gabriel said, which was not true, but comprehending the reasons for a client’s behavior was as unnecessary—and improbable—as liking him. “So you half-blinded the cat and now it follows you about and stares at you accusingly.”

“Not accusingly,” the man said. “It’s a cat. It doesn’t think that way.”

“So after half-blinding it, it randomly follows you about. I can see where that would be disconcerting.” And I don’t blame the cat one bit. “If you wish my legal advice . . .”

“I do.”

Gabriel scratched numbers on his pad and then turned it toward the man. “That would be my fee for the advice. Any further consultations would be an additional charge.”

The man hesitated at the amount, and then said, “That’s fine.”

“First, you will provide me with the name of the shelter that took the cat. I will obtain confirmation that you did in fact deliver the animal and that it escaped. In the meantime, you will take the cat to a different shelter, for one last attempt to divest yourself of it.”

Gabriel hated to make the next suggestion but saw no reasonable alternative. He continued, “If that fails, you will do what a shelter would have done if unable to find a home for it—have the animal euthanized by a licensed veterinarian. There is no legal issue with euthanizing a healthy cat, but in the event of any such claim, you have proof of your attempts to get it adopted.” While Gabriel could not imagine any legal grounds for complaint, suggesting otherwise would have halved his fee. “Does that sound reasonable?”

“My wife won’t like me putting the cat down.”

“Then I would suggest you don’t tell her. Now, if you could provide your personal details and the name of that shelter . . .”

#
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Gabriel made the phone call as soon as the shelter opened for the day. Naturally, the woman who answered did not wish to admit they’d lost the cat—twice. She insisted that the man had been playing some sort of game with them.

“He must have come in and taken the cat out,” she said.

“Is that possible? Anyone can simply wander in and open the cages?”

“Of course not, but we’re a shelter, not a jail. All I know is that the cat was there when we closed for the night and gone when we opened and Mr. Patton insisted it was on his doorstep. Which means not only did it need to open a cage and two locked doors, but it traveled clear across the city in a matter of hours. That is not possible. He must have taken it.”

#

The next morning, Gabriel’s phone rang almost before he had time to put down his briefcase.

“It came back,” Patton said by way of greeting. “I took it all the way out of the damned county and it still came back.”

Which was, Gabriel had to admit, odd. Not entirely impossible, despite what the woman from the shelter had said. Still, very improbable.

“You suggested your wife is fond of the cat. Could she be retrieving it from the shelter?”

“I didn’t tell her where I was going.”

Which did not mean she didn’t know, but Gabriel said, “Then do what you must. Just do it properly, at the appropriate facility, and be sure it’s documented.”

#

Gabriel thought no more of the cat that day. The matter had been dealt with. Naturally, he’d have preferred a conclusion that did not involve the death of an innocent beast. Even more, he’d have preferred a conclusion that didn’t involve the death of a wronged beast, since the blinding of the cat gave it every reason to torment Patton. But more desirable steps had failed, and it came to a choice between a painless death and a more terrible conclusion, with Patton losing his temper, as he had that night with the penknife.

Gabriel arrived at the office the second morning after Patton’s initial visit to hear the phone ringing. As he unlocked the door, it went to voice mail. Then, as he was removing his jacket, it began to ring again.

Gabriel answered. The voice on the other end rattled off an address. Then, “Get here. Now.”

Gabriel recognized Patton more by the home address than his voice, which was thick with rage.

“What has—?”

“I’ll pay double your rate. Just get over here, Walsh. Now.”

#

Gabriel was not in the habit of taking orders from clients. Of course they tried to give them, as if he was the hired help. Which he was, technically, but the balance of power in any relationship was critical. Being young and inexperienced already tilted it out of his favor. He’d wrench it back any way he could, including ignoring such a summons . . . unless the client offered him double his rate and he didn’t actually have an appointment for three hours.

He arrived at Patton’s home, a tiny house in a working-class neighborhood. When he rapped on the front door, Patton called, “Come in!” and Gabriel entered a dark and empty front hall.

“In here!” Patton’s voice came from an adjoining room.

Gabriel paused. He did not carry a weapon. He had many—relics of his youth—but they were in his apartment, security talismans, their existence quite humiliating enough. He’d certainly never carry one. His size usually kept him safe and when it didn’t? Spending one’s teen years living on the streets of Chicago meant one didn’t require weapons to fend off a threat.

He still paused, and when he walked into that room, he angled his entry so he would see Patton before he stepped through the doorway. The man sat on a recliner and stared at the coffee table. And on the table? A huge orange cat. With one good eye.

“Explain this.” Patton jabbed a finger at the feline and then glowered at Gabriel, as if he’d resurrected the creature himself.

“Are you certain it was euthanized?”

“I stood there while she did it.” Patton yanked a paper from his pocket and held it out. “Here’s the bill. Euthanization and proper disposal. This”—he waved at the cat—“is not proper disposal.”

“Hmm.”

“That’s your answer?” Patton’s voice rose. “My dead cat has come back.”

“Yes, that’s very odd.”

“Odd?”

Patton started raving, spitting and snarling about how “odd” didn’t quite seem adequate to the situation. Gabriel ignored him and walked to the beast. It sat still as a gargoyle, staring at Patton. Gabriel lowered himself to a crouch in front of the animal and it deigned to look at him, yellow eye meeting his and blinking once, as if to say, Yes, I’m alive. Then it returned its accusing stare to its owner.

Gabriel reached out carefully, being sure the cat could see his hand moving. He touched the back of its neck. The cat shifted, but didn’t otherwise move, too intent on the target of its silent outrage. Gabriel rubbed the cat’s neck, feeling the warmth and the pulse of life there.

“Yes, it’s clearly alive.”

“No fucking kidding it’s alive! What did you think it was, a zombie?”

Gabriel had never encountered a zombie, but he did not believe in ruling out any possibility. As for the fact of the cat’s return, to Gabriel it was simply a puzzle. There was most likely a logical explanation, and one ought to always consider logic and simplicity first. Yet he would not discount the possibility of a less-than-natural cause either.

The second sight ran in his family—his aunt Rose had it, indubitably. And she lived in a town where gargoyles appeared and disappeared, depending on the weather, the time of day, even the time of year. The world had its mysteries. He accepted that as readily as he accepted the existence of bacteria. He could not see either, but he did see both in action, and that was enough.

“I’m going to kill it,” Patton said.

“You already did that. I hardly see the point in repeating the process.” Gabriel stood and looked about. “Do you have a carrier of some sort?”

#

Gabriel took the orange cat to Cainsville. He’d hoped to speak to his aunt about it. Beyond having the second sight, she was also an expert in matters of folklore and magic. Her car was gone, which meant she’d gone out of town—there was no place within town that required a vehicle. Still, he took the cat to the door and knocked. No one answered. He was putting the carrier back in his car when a voice called from across the road.

“What are you doing with that?”

He turned to see Grace perched on the front porch of her three-floor walkup. He did not use the word “perched” facetiously. Old, wizened and permanently scowling, Grace reminded Gabriel of the town’s gargoyles, hunkered down on her stoop, watching for trouble, and never so delighted as when she found it.

“It’s a cat,” he said.

“I can see that. What are you doing with a cat?”

He took it over to her, primarily to avoid shouting across the roadway.

“Please tell me you aren’t giving your aunt a cat,” Grace said. “She has about as much use for one as I do. Or you, for that matter. What—?” She peered at the beast in the carrier. “Something’s wrong with it.”

“Yes, it’s missing an eye.”

She rolled hers at him. “Obviously. I mean something else.”

“Apparently, as of yesterday, it was dead. Then it came back.”

“Huh.”

“That’s what I said. It’s somewhat troubling.”

Her thin shoulders lifted in a shrug and she said, “It happens.” Gabriel couldn’t tell if she was joking but decided it best not to pursue an answer.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“Find a place for it, I suppose. It keeps returning to its owner. I thought perhaps if I left it here, in Cainsville, and it appeared in Chicago again, I could be certain unnatural forces were at work.”

“Because returning from the dead isn’t proof enough?”

“I didn’t actually witness the death.”

“Well, give it to me, then. Patrick’s been looking for a cat. I’ll drop it at his place.” She smiled. It was not a pleasant smile, and he was quite certain the young local writer had no need of a cat, but if it took the beast off his hands . . .

He set down the carrier. “And in return?”

Her smile then was genuine. In other places, one might take offense at the suggestion that a favor was not given freely. Cainsville was different. “Two scones and a coffee,” she said, and Gabriel nodded and headed off to the diner.

#

When the phone rang at two the next morning, Gabriel was expecting it. Indeed, that’s why he’d given Patton his cell number. If the cat returned, Patton was to contact him immediately and Gabriel would be there in twenty minutes, regardless of the time of day or night. Because while Gabriel could tell himself that he simply wanted to know if the cat returned, that promise suggested that, perhaps, he had developed a certain respect for the feline. Far more than he had for Patton. The man was a bully and a coward. There had been plenty of those in Gabriel’s life. The cat, however? It was a survivor, and that was to be admired. Despite the possible inconvenience of the hour, Gabriel would intervene to ensure it did not suffer further at Patton’s hands.

Then he answered the phone . . . and discovered there was, perhaps, even more to worry about than the life of a cat.

#

Gabriel arrived at Patton’s house twenty minutes later. He sat in his car and watched the crime scene technicians coming and going. Then he climbed out and headed for the front door.

He stepped over the yellow tape and continued up the walk. One young rookie looked over, but made no move to stop Gabriel. If he acted as if he belonged, he was rarely questioned.

He climbed the steps and went into the house. He found a crime scene tech—a girl no older than him—and said, “Gabriel Walsh. I’ll be handling the case. Can you tell me what happened here?”

The woman nodded, presuming he meant he was with the State’s Attorney’s Office. Not a lie. Simply misdirection.

“Vic was found over there.” She pointed at the blood spray on the sofa. “And the other vic was supposedly there.” She waved below a dent in the wall.

“The second victim being the cat, I presume.”

“Yeah. The perp woke up with the cat sitting on his headboard, staring down at him. He said some nonsense about the cat being dead or in some other town. I don’t know. Anyway, he chases the cat out, saying he’s going to kill it. Wife goes after him. She sees him throw the poor thing against the wall and totally freaks. Then he goes ballistic on her. Killed her with a penknife. A penknife. Can you believe it? Coroner lost count of the stab wounds.”

She shook her head. Gabriel walked to the dent in the wall. He could see orange fur embedded in it. He bent and noted the dark stains on the carpet.

“And the cat?”

“Well, he swore the poor thing was dead. Said its head was all bashed in. Hell, he said he stomped on it, just to be sure. Sick son of a bitch.”

“Did someone take the cat’s body?”

“Wasn’t one to take. By the time we got here, it was gone. Apparently, the crushed kitty got up and walked away.”

#

The orange cat was on the back porch. It sat there, patiently waiting for the people inside to leave and for its target to return.

Gabriel crouched in front of the beast. Its jaw seemed off-kilter, as if it had been broken and healed badly. When Gabriel put out his hand, the cat let him rub its neck and he verified it was, indeed, warm and breathing.

“You know he isn’t coming back,” Gabriel said.

The cat gave him a level look, as if it realized that was the theory, but was not yet convinced it was necessarily fact.

Gabriel shook his head, rose and headed back to his car.

#

“Your client is crazy, Walsh,” Assistant State’s Attorney Pena said as they left the prison two days later.

“Would you care to state that opinion for the record?”

Pena snorted. “It wouldn’t matter if I did, considering he’s refusing to cooperate with a psych eval.” They walked from the building. “If you can’t get him to bargain, he’s screwed. You know that, right?”

Unfortunately, Gabriel did know that. Patton may have hired him as his counsel, but he wasn’t actually taking counsel. He refused to plead diminished capacity. He refused to consider a plea bargain. He insisted on being tried by a jury of his peers, convinced they would understand.

“I’ll speak to him,” Gabriel said.

#

First, Gabriel had to bribe the guards. That was easy enough. It wasn’t as if he was trying to smuggle in an automatic weapon. They’d rolled their eyes, said “Whatever,” and held out their hands. Bribery was usually a simple matter. The tricky part was figuring out how to include the expense on a client’s bill.

Gabriel sat across the table from Patton after the guards brought him in. He laid out the terms of the plea bargain—what the State’s Attorney’s Office offered and what Gabriel thought he could negotiate down to from there.

“You’re wasting your breath, Walsh,” Patton said. “I’m going to a jury. They’ll understand. I killed that cat because—”

Gabriel put the pet carrier on the table. The orange cat peered through the wires at Patton, who backed up fast, chair legs screeching across the floor. The guards made no move to interfere. They’d been well compensated for their inattention.

“You did not kill the cat,” Gabriel said.

“Th-then this seals it, right? I can show them the cat and prove that—”

“That it came back from the dead? No. There’s no way to prove this is the cat you allegedly killed, and the SA would simply accuse me of a very poor trick.” Gabriel adjusted the carrier so the cat could better see its quarry. “Do you know where I found it? At your home. Waiting for you.” Gabriel looked at Patton. “Would you like me to try for bail again?”

“What?”

“Pursuing your bail request. Would you like me—”

“You said the cat was at my house. Not here.”

“Of course. It can hardly come in here. Security would remove it. It will be at your house, waiting for you. Not that I’d suggest you allow that to influence your decision. It is, after all, simply a cat.”

Patton glowered at him for at least a full minute. Then he unhinged his jaw just enough to say, “What was the deal again?”

#

Later that day, Gabriel returned the cat to Patton’s house. He opened the carrier on the front porch. The cat came out, sniffed and planted itself in front of the door.

“He’s not coming back,” Gabriel said. “He took the plea bargain. He’ll be in jail for a very long time.”

The cat looked at him.

“You don’t need to wait.”

The cat seemed to consider. Then it rose, stretched and trotted down the steps onto the sidewalk. It took one last look at the house, head tilted, as if committing it to memory, planning to return when the time came. Then it headed off down the street and disappeared.

#

“I would have made more if it had gone to trial,” Gabriel said, with deep regret, as he took a bite of his cookie. “But I couldn’t have won the case, and I decided my reputation was better served with a decent plea bargain.”

“It is justice,” Rose said. “For his wife . . . and for the cat.”

“Hmm.” That was, of course, the least of his concerns. He was simply glad he’d insisted Patton wire him the money before sealing the plea bargain. The man had not been otherwise inclined to pay his bill.

“Do you think the cat’s gone for good, then?”

“I doubt it.” He took the last cookie from the plate. “It’s a very patient cat.”
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BAD PUBLICITY

October 2000

Patrick loved postal-box offices. He loved the people who used them. Some, of course, had legitimate reasons for not wanting mail sent to their home address. His fell into that category, and he was far from the only fae to conduct mundane business this way. But for humans, the reasons were so much more interesting. Today, there was the young man, furtively collecting his plain-paper-wrapped treasures, having apparently not realized he could find porn on the new marvel known as the Internet. Then there was the middle-aged woman, acting as if she’d come to collect her Tupperware order, yet her trembling hands suggesting the small box did not hold a new set of plastic tumblers.

The one who caught his attention, though, was a woman who couldn’t be more than mid-twenties. Dressed in business attire, but a little too bright and perky to be taken seriously, smiling at every newcomer as if she were a greeter at Walmart. Her gaze landed on him.

“Patrick?” she said. “Patrick Rhys?”

He could play dumb. He was rather good at it. And the problem with being a bòcan was his damnable curiosity. Add “fiction writer” to the mix and he was doomed.

“Yes?” he said.

She brightened an extra twenty watts. “I’m Lisa Grant. Your new publicist. You are a hard man to get hold of. Can we talk?”

“Is that a question? If so, the answer is no. Politely, no.”

She giggled. “They said you were funny. Just like your books.”

“My books aren’t supposed to be funny.”

She froze, eyes widening, her panic suggesting she hadn’t actually read his novels. He let her dangle a moment before freeing her with, “There’s a coffee shop down the road. Let me get my mail first.”

#

On the way to the coffee shop, Lisa talked nonstop, every line punctuated by an interrobang, as if she were both uncertain and terribly excited at the same time.

“Do you know how hard it was to find you?!”

“I finally called the post office and they said you come in every other Friday?!”

“I had to wait in that office forever?!”

“And the people in there?! So sketchy?!”

He’d been planning to continue on to a funky little shop where he would write after collecting his mail, but that was two more blocks, and he’d never endure this conversation that long.

When he veered toward a diner instead, Lisa wrinkled her nose and said, “Are you sure this place is”—she lowered her voice—“sanitary?”

“I hope not,” he muttered.

They went in. He ordered coffee. Lisa asked for a cappuccino, and the server looked at Patrick for an English translation.

“Just bring her coffee and a cup of hot milk,” Patrick said.

“Okay, let’s talk publicity,” Lisa said when the server left. “Because I am, you know”—giggle—“a publicist.”

“I don’t do that.”

“Publicists?”

It took him a moment to answer. He had indulged in such seductions in the past. Perhaps he was growing old and picky, but however dire this situation became, he’d find an alternative way to distract Lisa from her goal.

“I don’t do publicity,” he said. “According to my contract—”

“I know, contractually, you don’t need to do publicity, but I have the most amazing ideas, ones that will propel your amazing novels into the stratosphere, where they belong.”

“And what if I don’t want to be in the stratosphere? If I’m happy exactly where I am?”

She blinked at him, uncomprehending.

“I like my privacy,” he said slowly. “Selling more novels would mean surrendering that. I want to sell enough books to make a living. I don’t want to be famous.”

More blinking.

Patrick sighed. “You know I write under a female pen name, right? That makes promotion tricky.”

She shot upright, crackling with energy as if someone had flipped her On switch again. “No, that makes promotion easy. It’s an angle. You’re not some old dude in his fifties writing romance. That’s just creepy.”

“Fifty isn’t actually that old.” Especially to a fae with a few centuries under his belt.

“But you’re, like, half that. You’re a hot, hip guy writing hot, hip romance. We can totally exploit that. Women will come just to get your autograph—forget reading the books.”

“What if I want them to read the books?”

Lisa laughed. “You’re so funny. Women are going to love you. First, we’ll set up a tour.”

“I don’t travel. I have . . . family obligations. A son.”

Her eyes rounded. “Tell me you’re a single dad. Please.”

He thought of Seanna. “You could say that.”

“Oh my God. This is amazing. I bet your son is adorable.”

Adorable hadn’t ever been a word anyone had applied to Gabriel even as a baby.

“My son is . . . remarkable.”

“Of course he is. And a little cutie, too, I bet. You can bring him to signings.”

“He has school.”

“He’s in school already?”

“His first year.” Of college.

“Kindergarten. That’s perfect.” Lisa vibrated with excitement. “When I saw you, I knew we had gold. Now it’s like . . . platinum. Maybe even diamond. Maybe we’ll start with interviews. In person, of course, so they can take photos. We’ll arrange them for your house, when your son is home.”

“No interviews.”

“Okay, we’ll wait on that. I’ll start with booksellers and librarians. They love hot male authors and, trust me, their standards aren’t that high. Author-attractive is a whole different scale.”

He rose. “No tour. No interviews. No booksellers. No librarians. It’s in my contract. If you have a problem with that, please speak to my agent.”

#

Patrick walked along the corridors of the old lecture hall, in search of the son he hadn’t seen in three years. Three years since Seanna flounced off and left their fifteen-year-old to fend for himself on the streets of Chicago. Then Gabriel himself had vanished, only surfacing long enough to contact his great-aunt Rose and assure her that he was fine. As for his father? Well, as far as Gabriel knew, his father—whoever he might be—was long out of the picture.

Last month, while Patrick was traveling, Gabriel had shown up in Cainsville. Just appeared on Rose’s doorstep as if returning from a summer vacation. Oh, and by the way, I’ve finished high school and I’m starting college next week. Gabriel had lived on the streets for three years, and yet managed to stay in school without raising any alarms while earning both the grades he needed and the tuition fees for college.

A remarkable boy.

Fae compulsion and charm had won Patrick his son’s schedule, and he was making his way toward the lecture hall when he spotted him.

He’s grown.

Patrick rolled his eyes at the thought. Terribly cliché. But also true. Gabriel had always been tall for his age and too thin for his bone structure, all elbows and knees and jutting shoulders. Now he’d fulfilled the promise of that build.

Gabriel had to be six-foot-four and over two hundred pounds. He strode down the hall like a linebacker with a ball, other students scrambling out of his way. Unruly black wavy hair. Strong features. Square face. Pale skin and pale blue eyes. He looked like a Walsh, which meant that Patrick suspected his new young publicist might not use the adjective “hot” to describe his son.

The eyes didn’t help. On Gabriel, those Walsh eyes were almost freakishly pale. Right now, they were fixed straight ahead. He steered clear of other students as much as they steered clear of him. No companions strolled at his side. No classmates hailed him in the hall. No one even offered a smile or a greeting. And, yes, perhaps Patrick had wished for more, but this was the Gabriel he knew. On his own. Happy to be left there.

Gabriel slowed and steered right just a little, putting him on a trajectory with a gaggle of older students, laughing and talking together. Pulled to them in spite of himself? A subconscious longing for that kind of camaraderie? Or just envying their upper middle-class attire, the expensive sneakers and designer jeans contrasting with his thrift-shop clothes.

Gabriel continued in their direction, moving faster, closing the gap. While there was room to slip past, he walked right through the group, weaving and dodging, not making them step aside, just politely moving through. Then sharp movement rippled through the group, one boy jostling another, who shoved him back with a, “Watch it!”

Patrick smiled. Gabriel continued through the group unnoticed and, sure enough, as he moved past them, his hand slid into his back pocket, depositing the money he’d picked from one boy’s pocket.

“Well done,” Patrick murmured.

He watched Gabriel walk away and thought of going after him. Making contact. But the moment had passed. Gabriel was swinging into his classroom.

Another time, then. Patrick was going to take that step. Make contact. Forge a relationship. Not as Gabriel’s father, of course, but as something. His son was back, and this time, Patrick would be something to him.

#

A week later, Patrick received an urgent message from his agent. Lisa had done an end-run around him already, going straight up the chain of command to his publisher. She’d discovered a loophole in his contract. While he didn’t need to tour or give interviews or meet with booksellers, he was apparently obligated to attend any local events honoring the literary merit of his work.

Patrick’s agent took responsibility for the loophole, but it wasn’t her fault. They both knew the clause was there, and Patrick had told her not to bother fighting it. He wrote paranormal romance. The chances of him getting an award for literary merit were about the same as the chance of the sun colliding with the earth tomorrow. What they hadn’t counted on was Lisa. She’d found—and likely bribed—some obscure Chicago literary society to bestow an award on him next month.

Patrick could rail at that. But he was a bòcan. Tricks were his stock in trade, and all he could say to this particular one was a genuine “well-played” to Lisa. She’d won this fairly, and he would comply.
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Patrick’s publisher wanted to send a car service to pick up him for his big ceremony. While Patrick was never averse to arriving in style, there was no way in hell he was giving out his home address. That was the point of having a post-office box.

So he drove himself to the event, and he would admit to an ego-prick when he arrived to find himself not at some grand theater, but a small, ancient community center in a less-than-stellar neighborhood. The center didn’t even have a parking lot, probably because few of its patrons would have cars.

One advantage to being fae was that he had no problem walking through that neighborhood. Even dressed in a smart jacket, pressed trousers and expensive loafers, he sauntered down that dark sidewalk, his jaunty gait almost daring predators to come sniffing. No, not almost. He was daring them. And they responded. They crept out from their alleys and their recessed doorways, and he’d turn and look straight at them and smile . . . and they’d retreat to await more promising prey. It was the smile that did it, the flash of teeth and glitter of not-quite-human eyes, igniting a fear deep in the gut, the age-old fear that had once kept peasants in their homes at night, whispering about the fair folk and the traps they laid for the unwary.

It was a lovely game, and by the time Patrick reached the community center, he was in high spirits. High enough that when Lisa appeared, jogging down the road in her high heels, he greeted her with a smile of genuine welcome.

“Oh my God, thank goodness I caught you,” she said. “I tried to call, but you’d already left and . . .” Deep breaths. “Okay, okay, I caught you in time. They want us to go in the back, so you aren’t swept away in the crowd.”

He perked up at the word “crowd” and strained to hear them, picturing people streaming through the front doors, the auditorium filling with hundreds of excited readers, strumming with anticipation, eager to hear his words, to have him sign their books . . .

The street stayed silent. There was no crowd. Deep down, he knew that. If he were a literary writer, they’d stream in for an evening of highbrow entertainment. If he were a mega-seller, they’d crowd in to catch a glimpse of their bookish version of a rock star. But he was a guy who sold enough genre fiction to make a good living and hit a few bestseller lists, and while he might put butts in chairs for a signing, his readers wouldn’t come out for an award ceremony.

What Lisa really wanted was to sneak him in the back so he wouldn’t see his “crowd”—four committee members who’d felt obligated to appear, three homeless guys hoping for free coffee and cookies, and two actual readers wondering if they were in the wrong place.

They went down an alley, circling to the back door. Lisa led him in, chattering the whole time, as if that could hide the fact that the building was silent. Utterly and completely silent.

And that was when the author part of his brain turned off and the bòcan part turned on. While the situation made sense to him as an author—young publicist trying to impress a difficult author, her plan failing spectacularly—it looked very different from the fae point of view.

He’d been tricked. Lured out of Cainsville, where he was safe. Into Chicago. Into an empty building.

Lisa started opening the door to a tiny room and stopped short. “This can’t be . . .” She double-checked the door plaque, which announced it was the staff room. Inside it was dark and empty.

She fluttered her hands. “Maybe they moved the green room. They said there would be refreshments and three librarians who are dying to meet you. You have some huge fans on the award committee.”

“Do I?”

She nodded, almost frantically. “You do. They’re the ones who chose you for this award.”

“And what award was that again?”

She stopped nodding and blinked at him. “What?”

“The award. Refresh my memory on the name.”

She let out a nervous laugh. “Oh, right. Sorry. That will help. You don’t want to stand up on stage and get the name wrong. It’s . . .” She froze. Then she scrambled for her PDA. As she skimmed through her notes, Patrick narrowed his eyes, trying to see the telltale shimmer of a fae glamour. It wasn’t always evident, but he knew how to turn his head just right . . .

No sign of a glamour. Lisa looked fae, though, now that he thought of it. A very average young woman, which was a popular choice. Young enough to assuage vanity, but ordinary enough to pass undetected.

There were ways to hide glamours, though. And there were also humans who knew about the fae world.

So what are you, Lisa Grant?

And what is your game?

That old curiosity urged him to play this out, see what she was up to. But he hadn’t lived to this age by taking unnecessary risks.

“Got it!” she said. “The Chicago Patrons of the Arts Contribution to Literary Culture award.”

“That’s quite a mouthful.”

“It is. Do you want me to write it down?”

“Please.”

She took out a small pen and pad from her purse. As she wrote out the name, he slipped up beside her, so when she rose to hand it to him, he was right there, and she jumped with a soft, “Oh!” Then she reddened and held out the notepaper.

He took it. He didn’t step back, though. He met her gaze and looked deep into her eyes and called on his powers of fae compulsion.

“I want you to know how much I appreciate this, Lisa,” he said. “Authors like me don’t get this sort of honor, and we may pretend we don’t care, but there is nothing quite as satisfying as artistic recognition. You went the extra mile for me, and I appreciate it.”

She blushed furiously. Human, then. Which would make this easy. The problem with compulsion is that it cannot make someone act against their will. But if the person is already leaning in that direction . . .

“Could you do me a huge favor?”

She nodded mutely.

He took off his blazer and held it out. “Would you hang this in the closet over there?”

She hesitated, this clearly not being what she expected. He met her gaze again, holding it and saying, “I would very much appreciate that.”

Another fierce blush and she took his jacket. She walked to the door he’d indicated and opened it. Inside was a small dark room filled with janitorial supplies.

“I, uh, don’t think this is a coat room.”

He walked up behind her. “It is. There’s a rack right in there. See it?”

She stepped in . . . and he shut the door behind her and turned the lock.

#

Locking Lisa in the closet was not his revenge. That would come later, when he figured out who was looking for him and why. Right now, he just needed to get out.

He didn’t take the rear door. There was always the chance—probably a good one—that Lisa wasn’t working alone. He turned down one hall and then another, looking for the elusive Exit sign. Then he spotted an arrow pointing to the theater. He jogged along the hall until he reached a door marked Stage.

He glanced around. The hall was still empty. He thought he’d caught the faint sound of Lisa banging on the door, but he was far enough away that it had faded.

He ducked through the stage door and walked past the curtains—

There were people in the theater.

At least a dozen of them seated in the old chairs. When he walked out, one began to clap. Another, just coming through the doors, hurried to a seat as she checked her watch. A middle-aged woman in the front row let out a chirping squawk and scampered to the side steps, whispering loudly, “Mr. Rhys, it’s not time!” as she motioned him back behind the curtain.

Patrick paused for a moment, during which he had a flashed mental image of some macabre ceremony, human practitioners of the black arts who’d tracked down a live fae and lured him in and were about to sacrifice him—

“Mr. Rhys?” the woman whispered again.

He looked out into the audience. Fifteen people sat there. Fifteen very ordinary people. Most clutched copies of his books.

Off to the side, three college-aged girls whispered amongst themselves and he caught, “Oh my God, it’s him!” and, “He’s cute.” One of the few men in the audience lifted a hand in sheepish greeting. Someone else snapped his picture.

Okay, perhaps not a sacrificial ceremony. He may have written one too many of those sort of scenes.

The woman propelled him behind the curtain. “Carla Yee. I work for the Chicago Public Library. I was on the selection committee.”

“Selection . . .”

“I realize you aren’t our usual fare, Mr. Rhys, but we wanted to recognize area authors who appeal to a different segment of our clientele. I must say, I am a huge fan of yours. I read your first book, oh, years ago, and it was wonderful. Such a delight.”

“I have written others.”

She squeezed his arm. “Oh, I know, you are so prolific. You just keep churning them out. Your publisher must be so proud of you.”

Publisher.

Publicist.

Lisa.

“I need to go,” he said. “Back to the staff room. I left my . . . blazer.”

“I’ll have someone fetch it for you.”

“No! I mean, perhaps I should leave it there. But I do need to use the restroom before the ceremony begins.”

“I’ll take you to it.”

“That isn’t necessary. Just point—”

“It’s hard to find.” She began leading him out. “Now, while I have you all to myself, I really must ask, where do you get your ideas?”

#

Patrick received his award. He cobbled together a hasty acceptance speech. Then he signed books, posed for photos, answered reader questions . . . and, at the first possible moment, made a beeline for the exit, waving off Carla’s protests with, “I’ll be right back.”

As he reached the rear halls, he broke into a jog. He hadn’t just made a mistake. He’d mistreated someone who thought she was helping him, and to a bòcan, that was intolerable.

He would make it up to Lisa. Step One: get her out of that supply closet.

He wheeled into the staff room and—

The closet door was open. His blazer lay over the back of a chair.

“Cach,” he muttered.

He had to find her. Preferably before she told anyone he’d locked her in a closet. While the compulsion should leave her confused about what actually happened, there was a limit to how far he dared trust that.

He wheeled to go . . . and Carla moved into the doorway, two other librarians flanking her rear.

“Sorry to run out.” He held up his blazer. “I was worried I’d forget this. Thank you so much for the award. It was a huge honor, and I hope we can chat another time, but right now—”

“Right now, we need to talk about your son, bòcan.”

Carla moved into the room, her companions blocking the exit. Patrick narrowed his eyes and picked up the faint glow of a glamour on all three. He mentally kicked himself for his carelessness and spat a “Cach.”

“Yes, cach, bòcan. We do thank you for so graciously accepting our invitation. Now, let’s talk about your son.”

Patrick eased back and pasted on his best devil-may-care smile. “Oh, you’re going to need to be a lot more specific. That’s a cast of thousands.”

“But only one who counts. Gwynn.”

“Gwynn?” His heart thudded. Gabriel. They were after Gabriel. He kept the smile plastered in place. “So one of my human lovers named our son after Gwynn ap Nudd? That’s ironic. I like it, though. Gwynn, legendary king of the fae.”

“I mean the real Gwynn. The real king. His reincarnation.”

“Mmm, if you mean the Matilda legend, they aren’t exactly reincarnations—”

“You know what I mean. There is a new Gwynn here. In Chicago. And you are his sire.”

“Me? You’re joking, right?” He looked across their faces. “You aren’t joking. You’re saying one of my epil is the new Gwynn? Well, this is interesting. And useful. Very useful. You don’t happen to know which of my sons it is, do you?”

Carla studied him. Then she said, “How about you just tell us where to find all your recent ones.”

“Find them? I rarely even know when I have them. I’m a bòcan. You can’t seriously think I take any interest in my epil.”

“Oh, I think you do, at least in this one. And you’d better know where to find him, or you’re going to wish you did.”

Patrick sputtered a laugh and eased back. “Okay, I get it. I’m being pranked, right? I must be, because that line’s so hackneyed, even I wouldn’t use it.”

“The sentiment remains, bòcan. As you said yourself, a new Gwynn is useful. Extremely useful. We want access to him.”

“Or you’ll what? Talk very, very sternly to me? Take away my library privileges?”

Carla moved forward. “You don’t want to know what we can do.”

His hand shot out, grabbing her by the throat. “Oh, but I do. Now your two friends there are going to step aside, or you will find out what I can do.”

“Do you think you can escape that easily, bòcan? We didn’t lure you into an old building for nothing. You’ll find only two exits, both blocked with cold iron.”

“Then there must be a third or you wouldn’t be able to leave. You don’t need to tell me where it is. I’ll find it.” Still holding Carla, he turned his face to the others. “Get out of my way.”

“Nice try, bòcan,” one said. “But if you really think you can stop us, all by yourself—”

“Maybe he’s not by himself,” said a voice from the hall.

Lisa stepped behind the two women blocking the door. In her hand, she held a tiny canister.

“Let him leave, or I shoot,” she said.

“That isn’t a gun,” one said.

“No, it’s something even better.”

Lisa shot—pepper-spraying the two fae. They shrieked, falling back, clawing at their faces.

“Her, too,” Patrick said, holding out Carla, closing his eyes and turning his head to the side to avoid getting a dose of the nasty stuff himself.

Lisa complied. Patrick threw Carla aside and yanked the other two fae into the room. Then he ran out, shutting the door behind him, and propelled Lisa down the hall.

“Nice one,” he said.

“Never mess with a New Yorker,” she said. “I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t know what happened. Somehow I got stuck in that closet. But I managed to get out with a little help from my credit card.”

“I wondered what happened to you,” he said as he kept prodding her to move faster down the hall. “I was worried.”

“Not as worried as I was when I finally got out and heard those women talking about your son. It sounded like they were going to kidnap him. Poor little guy. We have to report them.”

Patrick shook his head. “No need. It’s a custody dispute. I’ll just contact my lawyer to resolve it.”

They reached the rear exit. Sure enough, cold iron filings had been sprinkled across the threshold.

“Could you just . . . clear that?” Patrick said, gesturing at the filings. “Allergies. Long story.”

She swept the filings aside with her hand, and he carefully stepped over the threshold, wincing at the burn from the residual dust. “Now can you put it back? So they don’t think we came this way.”

“Smart.” Lisa spread the filings again. As Patrick hurried her to the street, she said. “Oh, you forgot your award!”

“I don’t think it was real.”

“I am so sorry. This is all my fault. I put the word out, hoping to find someone who might nominate you for an award, and when that Carla woman responded, I jumped. I’d never heard of her award, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to show you what I could do. I posted flyers in the bookstores and everything.” She looked over. “You did get some readers, didn’t you?”

He smiled. “I did. Thank you.”

“But those women . . . I don’t even think they were real librarians.”

He kept her moving toward the road. “My car is just a block over. I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink. Care to join me?”

Lisa beamed. “Definitely. We can talk about future promotion. I have some fantastic ideas. First, we’ll . . .”

As she talked, Patrick reminded himself that he did owe her for helping him escape the fae trio. And for locking her in that closet. A bòcan always repaid his debts. Unfortunately.

#

Two weeks later, Patrick sat on his couch, Veronica at the other end, her elderly human glamour shed. Patrick kept his glamour on, as he usually did. He would say he was just accustomed to it, but admittedly, his true form wasn’t quite as . . . normative as Veronica’s.

She might lament the fact she was shorter and more full-figured than the typical fae, but he was perfectly fine with that. Yes, very fine with it, he thought as he enjoyed the view of that full figure straining at her silk dressing gown. He’d enjoy more than a view soon enough. Just as soon as he recovered his energy from the activities that had preceded her donning the gown.

They were drinking fae wine he’d brought up from the cellar, basking in the afterglow and the silence, comfortable in each other’s company, old lovers and older friends.

“Gabriel’s coming to Cainsville for Calan Gaeaf,” Veronica said. “Rose mentioned it last night.”

Patrick sipped his wine and let the tingle of it slide through him before he gave a noncommittal, “Hmm.”

Veronica leaned forward, treating him to an even better view of her breasts, black hair tumbling over them. “That doesn’t work on me, bòcan. I know you’ve been waiting to see him.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

“Have you now?”

Patrick swirled the wine in his glass. “I have other plans. I’ll be away.”

“Will you?”

“That seems best.”

“Does it?”

He met her green eyes. “It does.”

She studied him, tilting her head, and he knew his nonchalance didn’t fool her for a second. Not Veronica. But after a moment, she said. “If you think it’s best.”

“I’ll wait until he’s older. Less angsty. More interesting.” He put down his empty glass. “Now, speaking of interesting, let’s see if we can find a way to pass the time before my early morning flight. I have, apparently, agreed to a book tour.”







LADY OF THE LAKE

Prologue

Humans at her swimming hole. There should not be humans at her swimming hole. Did they not know the place was haunted? Cursed? She’d spent nearly a century weaving the legend. Each scenario meticulously crafted—a spine-tingling cry in the forest, a hard tug on a swimmer’s leg, picnic baskets vanished, clothing rent as if by some wild beast.

Hard work. Frustrating work. Endless work it had seemed at the time. Sometimes they would run back to their village, trembling in horror. Other times, they’d laugh it off as too much strong ale and imagination. Worse, some would come in hopes of those eerie cries and leg tugs and vanished belongings. But she’d kept at it. One hundred years of effort.

And now?

Now there were humans at her swimming hole. Not simply passing but lingering. Which never happened.

It wasn’t just the stories that kept them away. Those only frightened the locals who heard them. Visitors came, too, wandering past. Yet they’d never stay more than a moment or two, overcome by a sense of unease. A sick feeling in the gut. A voice deep in their heads, whispering to run. Then screaming it. When they reached town, they’d hear of the haunted swimming hole and say, “Yes! I was there,” and tell their stories, adding to the legend.

Yet here were two humans, on the rocks above her swimming hole, laughing and talking, not the least bit fazed.

She crept through the trees and then scaled one for a better look.

They’d come on a motorcycle. A loud one that had warned her of their arrival even before they pulled off the highway a mile over. Then they’d hiked and found her hole.

She could hear a woman talking, but from her hiding spot in the tree, she could see only her back as she stood on the diving rock over the swimming hole.

The man sat in front of his companion. Resting on the ground, leaning against a tree, his legs pulled up. He wore blue jeans and a T-shirt. His hair was a lighter blond than the girl’s. When he pushed it back, she saw his face. A very pretty face on a very pretty boy. That would be enough to catch her interest. She had a weakness for pretty human boys. But this one . . .

There was more to this one. Something that made her feel . . .

Intrigued? Uneasy? Both at once. Something about him that both pulled her closer and warned her back. Like the swimming hole itself when she had first found it.

She shifted for a better look at the boy. He was a boy. A young man. And yet he did not feel young.

A glamour then? Could these be fae disguised as human?

She narrowed her eyes, looking for the telltale shimmer, but she saw none. Yet they did exude a faint glow.

Fae blood, then. But that would not explain the contradictory aura the boy gave off, of dangerous attraction, of youthful maturity.

She climbed down and slid through the trees, pulling her own glamour tighter in case they glanced over. But they were too engrossed in each other and in their conversation. The girl bounced on the rocks, shedding clothing as the boy said something, and she laughed, and the boy lit up with that laugh, his pretty face glowing.

There’s more here. Much more.

She slipped a little closer and—

The boy turned sharply, not toward her but tracking a soft sound in the forest. Hearing it, her heart began to pound. She shimmered between her glamour and her true form, her nails sharpening to claws, ready for attack if he rose and headed in that direction. Yet even as she thought that, she felt . . .

Fear.

No, not fear.

Terror.

Attack this boy and—

Her heart pounded, that nameless terror whipping through her. She smelled the thick loam of another forest, heard the pounding of hooves, caught the scent of dogs, and she gasped.

No, that was not the answer. Could not be. This was a boy. Just a boy.

That smell came again. That pounding of hooves, once achingly familiar, once enough to make her and her sisters raise their heads from the water, alight in anticipation.

The Hunt comes. The souls come. Souls to be dragged to the Otherworld, souls of those harvested before their time, those who deserved their fate. She and her sisters would—

No. That was another time. Another place. Both long gone.

Even the thought of harming this boy sent an irrational blaze of absolute fear through her, but if she let him investigate the source of that sound, if he found what she had stolen  . . .

Hers. It was hers.

Her treasure had gone silent. The girl said something, and the boy turned back with a reply that made her laugh again. Then the girl spun and dove into the water far below. The boy watched her go, grinned, his face alight with the glow that said the girl was no mere trifle. He loved her.

Which meant the fae knew exactly how to get them both out of her forest.

She pulled her glamour tighter and crept toward the swimming hole.



One - Ricky

Ricky watched Liv bounce on the rock high over the swimming hole.

“You’d better not be planning to dive off that,” he said.

“Fully dressed? Of course not.” She shimmied her hips as she pulled up her T-shirt.

“Tease,” he growled.

Her brows arched. “Never. All you gotta do is say the word. No penalty incurred. Just declare me the victor, and anything you want? Yours.”

“Remind me why we’re playing this game?”

“Too much sex.”

He rubbed his ear. “Say that again? I could swear you used the words ‘too much’ and ‘sex’ in the same sentence, but for you, that’s an oxymoron.”

“Normally, yes. But it has been a lot, and it’s affecting our travel progress. We have one week to ride the Cabot Trail. It’s been four days . . . and we’re not even at the halfway point. The problem is sex, as much as I hate to say it.”

“No, you love to say it. Because you love teasing me.”

“You agreed to the game.”

“I was drunk.”

Yeah, okay, that was a lousy excuse. The truth was that he’d agreed because he’d been so sure how this game would play out. Liv would last about six hours before surrendering. Then he’d tease her for another six, building up the tension until he finally capitulated and then . . . Fuck, yeah.

Which proved that maybe he had been a little drunk. Sober, he’d have realized that there was no way Liv would lose a game so easily, and he’d be the one getting teased. Which was not necessarily a bad thing. He watched as she pulled off her T-shirt and let it fall into the bushes below. No, it was not a bad thing at all. And as she’d said, there was no penalty for being the first to fold. He just didn’t like to lose. No more than she did. Which could make things hard. He glanced down at his crotch. Yep, definitely hard.

“So, are you joining me for a swim?” Liv said.

As he watched, she popped the button on her jeans and pushed them down over her hips. Then she stepped out of her jeans, kicked them aside and did a little striptease wiggle.

One might think that after eight days living out of the Harley’s saddlebags, Liv would look a little worse for wear. But then one wouldn’t know Liv. Her ash-blond hair gleamed and bounced as if it hadn’t been under a helmet all day. Half her saddlebag space had probably been allocated to clean lingerie, which may have explained the slow progress of their trip so far.

Hell, no. That was just another excuse. Sexy undergarments were all well and fine, but the only “excuse” for the sex was the fact that it was just the two of them, riding the Harley along empty roads, which even back home was “excuse” enough to pull off for sex. Out here? With no one to stop them, no obligations calling, nothing but endless days of endless riding on endless roads? Yeah, there’d been a lot of sex. Which was fucking awesome but also meant, if they kept it up, they’d have to ride straight through the last few days on the trail with no stops for sex—or hikes or swims or anything else that had made this an amazing trip.

Still, the lingerie was a nice bonus. Very nice. Today it was a pink-and-black set that he didn’t think he’d seen before, though he really had to take a better look to be sure. He tilted his head and watched her breasts bounce over the black lace and . . .

Fuck.

His gaze traveled over the swell of her hips, down her long legs to the boots. She’d tugged them back on after shucking her jeans. Sexy little motorcycle boots, with heels, that somehow didn’t impede her hiking through deep forest. Or keep her from bouncing on that rock, dressed only in those heels and that very tiny bra and panties that barely covered anything at all.

Fuck.

“You go on,” he said, starting to undo his belt. “I’ll just be up here. Amusing myself. Since it’s the only amusement I’m likely to get today.”

“Poor baby. Unfortunately, self-amusement is against the rules. Remember?”

“Drunk. Remember? Whatever I agreed to—”

“It was your rule.”

Fuck.

He was about to respond when he heard something in the forest. It sounded like . . .

A baby?

The sound stopped. It’d been just a single cry, as if to say, I’m awake now.

He listened for fellow hikers but heard only the normal sounds of the forest. Maybe that’s all it’d been. The cry of a bird or animal, and Liv saying, “Poor baby,” had put the association into his head.

“—would allow a slight amendment to the rules,” he heard Liv saying. “Self-amusement is allowable, given that the other is permitted to observe.”

“What?” He turned back fast, the cry half-forgotten . . . and then completely forgotten as he saw her standing on that rock, naked but for the boots.

She kicked off one boot. “That’s a no, then?”

“Wait. What? You were saying . . .”

“Self-amusement is allowable, given that the other is permitted to observe.”

A slow grin spread across his face. “Permitted or required?”

She pursed her lips in mock thought. “Required would be better. Party A is required to self-amuse in front of Party B, who is required to watch. Fair enough?”

“Hell, yeah.”

He finished undoing his belt.

“Also,” she said, “there should be a penalty invoked if Party B decides to void the contract during the execution of the exception. How about, if watching you convinces me to surrender, I have to . . .”

She made a suggestion. One hell of a suggestion, which meant he was about to put on one hell of a performance.

“Agreed?” she said.

He grinned in answer.

“Good,” she said. “Now, anytime you want to invoke the self-amusement exception, you need to tell me. Verbal notification is required.”

“Fine. In case you can’t tell . . .” He gestured at his open zipper. “I am officially invoking—”

She jumped backward off the rock and plunged toward the water.

Fuck.



Two - Liv

There is a moment, as you jump from a ledge over a swimming hole, when you may wish to reflect on that decision. That moment is not after you’ve actually made the leap.

In my defense, I didn’t dive into the uncharted waters. I knew better. I just jumped. And the waters weren’t entirely uncharted—we’d poked around before climbing to the overhang, and I knew the water was more than a few feet deep. What I did not properly measure was the height of the overhanging rock. It was high. Really high, as I only fully appreciated once I’d stepped off it.

I hit the water with my knees bent, hoping that would help absorb the impact of hitting the bottom. Except I didn’t hit the bottom. I kept plummeting, down to an unreasonable depth considering this was a small body of water on a mountainside.

When it became clear I wasn’t going to strike bottom anytime soon, I stopped my descent with a few strong strokes. Then I looked up and saw darkness. Complete darkness.

A twinge of panic darted through me. I shoved it back. I hadn’t fallen that far, and no matter how much Ricky had been grumbling, he wasn’t going to let me swim alone.

I started swimming upward. When the view above didn’t lighten, I squelched a fresh lick of panic. Just keep going and—

My head broke the surface, and I gulped air. But everything stayed dark. Pitch black, no sign of the late afternoon sunshine I’d enjoyed a few minutes ago.

Then I caught a voice. A young woman’s, her laugh carrying a note I recognized as well as my own. Not surprisingly, given it was my own, in a way.

I’d fallen into a vision of Matilda.

“Gotcha,” a man’s voice said. Then, “Cach,” and a splash as Matilda laughed. A moment later, another splash, as if Matilda had dived and resurfaced.

“If you want me to kiss you, I need to be able to catch you,” the man said.

“No, if you want to kiss me, you need to be able to catch me.”

The man swore in Welsh again. Everything he said would be in Welsh—I just heard English. As for the man, I knew his voice as well as hers.

“Gwynn,” I murmured, and my chest constricted as I heard other voices, these from much more recent memories. Too recent.

“This isn’t true, Olivia. You know it isn’t. You dream of some fairy prince and say I’m him?” A brusque laugh. “I didn’t expect you to fall for romantic nonsense like that—”

“You aren’t my fairy prince, Gabriel,” I said, barely forcing the words out. “Not by any stretch of the imagination. You aren’t Gwynn, and I’m not Matilda.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and banished the voices. All the voices.

Sorry, Matilda. Sorry, Gwynn. I don’t want to hear either of you right now. Probably not for a very long time.

To my surprise, the vision went silent. Everything stayed dark, though, and when I strained to listen, I caught the sound of water lapping against rock, the noise echoing as if I was in a chamber.

Or an underwater cave.

I swam carefully, one hand always in front of me. Sure enough, after a few strokes, my fingertips grazed rock. I felt around. Yep, definitely rock. And if I couldn’t see daylight, that meant the exit was underwater. The problem with that? Finding it when everything was, well, dark.

“Ricky!” I shouted. My voice bounced around the cavern, meaning there was little chance he’d hear me, even less that I’d hear him.

Time to find the exit.

I dove and made my way methodically around the cave, feeling along the wall. Every time I came up for air, I called for Ricky, just in case, but I suspected my voice wasn’t leaving this cavern.

I kept hunting until—

There! My fingers found the rough edge of what seemed like a passage out. I surfaced for a deeper breath, and then down I went, feeling my way into that gap, hoping it was an actual passage and not just a nook in the rock. Soon I could see light ahead, shimmering through the water.

I swam faster. A muffled sound came, almost like . . . music? As I broke through the surface, I heard the tinkling of bells. The sun had faded, the sky glowing with a weirdly yellow light, as if warning of a coming storm.

“Ricky?” I called, and again, my voice echoed, but what I heard was not Ricky but Arawn.

I called again. And again I heard that other name, his other name. Arawn, Lord of the Hunt. Arawn, Lord of the Otherworld.

I shivered and kept swimming. I could make out the shore ahead, but it seemed to waver, like I was looking at it from underwater. That yellowish light pulsed, and the bells tinkled. My hands touched down on the shore, and I felt rock. Warm rock as if warmed by the sun. I lifted my head over the ledge and—

I was looking at a distant golden castle, that yellow light shining from it, the tinkling bells coming from it. I gripped the ledge and started heaving myself up. To my side, deep in the dark water, I caught a flash of skin.

“Ricky?” I said, and heard, Arawn?

The figure swam up toward me. I saw flowing blond hair and exhaled in relief. I pulled myself up onto the ledge, turned to face the water, and said, “You need to see this,” and heard my words come out in Welsh.

The figure swam up, still almost hidden in the shadowy dark water. I leaned out to extend my hand. Another hand broke the surface. Pale and slender. A woman’s hand, wrapping around my ankle and dragging me into the water.



Three - Ricky

“Liv!”

Ricky stood on the rock over the swimming hole. He’d undressed as fast as he could, but she should have surfaced by now. As he squinted down at the dark water, though, he couldn’t see as much as a ripple.

He bent his knees to jump and then locked them.

Sure, land on top of her when she’s coming back up.

He jogged down the sloping path and cut through the brush for a shortcut. And, yeah, running through brush and bramble while naked wasn’t the most pleasant experience, but the scrapes and jabs didn’t bother him.

He made it to the swimming hole and stood on the grassy shore, hunting in vain for ripples.

I’ve lost her.

Again.

That was Arawn, being as unhelpful as always, the voice deep in his head, like a long-dormant memory surfacing. Which it was. Old fears resurrected whenever Liv disappeared even for a split second. His heart would pound with Arawn’s terror and self-condemnation, the memory of losing Matilda to the fire.

The fact that Liv’s visions meant she routinely disappeared really didn’t help.

One last booming shout of “Liv!” Then he leaped into the water and dove. He started under the overhanging rocks, but when he went down from there, he just kept descending until that alarm in his brain sounded, like an oxygen gauge hitting the half-full mark. Surface or you won’t make it back.

He swam up and broke through, gasping for air and looking about as his heart pounded.

Stop and think. If Liv was hurt, she’d float, not sink like a rock to the bottom.

The swimming hole wasn’t manmade, which meant it had plenty of nooks and crannies where she could have gotten caught.

Or where she could be hiding.

He shouted for her again, and when she didn’t reply, he knew “hiding” wasn’t the answer. She’d have heard the panic in his voice and come out.

He swam toward the first hollow and dove to check it out. Then on to the next.

She had to be here. She’d hit her head or something, and he had to find her. If Liv got hurt, Gabriel would kill him.

Okay, kill might be an exaggeration. It’d be the cold death of exile to the wasteland of people Gabriel didn’t give a shit about, which encompassed most of the population. Ricky had been inching out of that wasteland, proving he was more than just the biker kid Liv hooked up with. Which would change if Gabriel discovered they’d had a close call on this trip.

Arawn failing again. Failing Matilda. Failing Gwynn.

Ricky dove. He was twisting around when he saw a flash of pale skin, like a fish darting by.

Liv.

She must have been hiding underwater when he’d shouted, not realizing he’d been frantically searching. Just another round of hide-and-seek, their favorite game. Well, second favorite. Chase always came first for Ricky, a true son of the Hunt.

He reached to grab her, but she zipped behind him. Her hand cupped his ass, fingers tickling across it. He grinned, a little too broadly, swallowing water. He swam up just enough to break the surface for air, careful not to move so fast she’d think he wasn’t enjoying the attention. That attention continued, fingers on his ass and then on his thighs, tracing between his legs and . . .

Fuck, yeah. He closed his eyes as she lightly caressed him, her fingers almost tickling. A bit of a tease, and then those fingers would wrap around him, firmly, knowing what he liked. An extended tease this time, though, and he let her have it, enjoying the soft caresses. When that stopped, he waited for that firmer grip.

Instead he heard her break the surface behind him, coming up for air, but when he turned, he caught only a flash of skin as she dove.

He followed that pale streak. She stayed deep, swimming beneath him and then coming up, right in front, and what wrapped around him this time? Not her fingers.

He chuckled. Well, that was unexpected. Not unwanted, though.

Hell, yeah. Definitely not unwanted.

She continued to tease him, now with lips and tongue, sliding over him and then away, and he resisted the urge to encourage her to stay a little longer. She was playing, and this was perfectly fine as an appetizer.

Her lips moved over him, pulling him in deep.

Yeah, perfectly fine.

When she swam away, he waited patiently. He heard her break the surface, louder now. Then she chuckled, and there was a splash as she dove under.

He saw her clearer as she swam around him at waist level. Her fingers found his thigh again, less tickling, more caressing. They continued on until . . .

That was better. Her fingers wrapping firmly around him, expertly moving, making his eyes roll back as he hissed a breath.

Hand still on him, Liv surfaced, grinning. “Well, hello there.”

He grabbed her around the waist, pulling her into a hard kiss . . . while forgetting that he kinda needed his arms moving to stay afloat. They went under, Liv laughing and sputtering, her hand breaking contact as they resurfaced.

“Smooth as always,” he said, making a face.

“Enthusiastic is better than smooth.” She swam back to him and traced her fingers across his stomach. “Shall I continue?”

“Hell, yeah.”

She smiled as her fingers wrapped around him.

“You can continue the other part, too,” he said. “If you want.”

“Other part?”

“The underwater blow job?”

Her hand stopped moving. “I . . . wasn’t . . .” She paused and then let out a whoop of laughter. “Oh-ho. It seems someone was enjoying the attentions of the resident water fae. No wonder you were ready for action when I swam up.”

“What?”

His expression made her laugh again, and her hand closed on him, lighter now, more teasing, but not as light as earlier. This was Liv-teasing. Not the stuff he’d had a few minutes ago.

Shit.

“Resident water fae?” he said carefully.

“Something grabbed my foot and yanked me out of an underwater cavern. You got a whole other kind of yanking. I’m jealous.”

He had to laugh and relaxed, letting himself enjoy her ministrations again. The fact she’d resumed them should suggest she wasn’t the least bit upset that he’d been inadvertently enjoying another’s ministrations, but he had to consider the possibility. This was Liv, though, not the kind of woman who’d give him shit for enjoying something he’d mistakenly thought came from her.

“So, underwater blowjob,” she said. “I’ll have to try that.”

“Feel free. Anytime. Now would be awesome.”

A chuckle. “True, and I will . . . but first, I believe we have a mystery to solve.”

“It can wait.”

“Mmm, no, I don’t think it can. Let’s see. If I stop doing this”—her hand fell away—“and move out of the way like this”—she swam backward—“will our mysterious water nymph return?”

She swam a little farther. “Head this way so you can get your footing.”

He followed, and when she motioned for him to stop, his foot hit the rocky bottom just as a pale shape swam past.

“Uh . . . ,” he said.

“I see.”

The fae swam around his hips. Her fingers reached out again to caress his thighs.

“You want me to catch her?”

“Well, you could try, but I think it makes more sense to let her settle in. Distract herself. Unless you’d rather she didn’t.”

“Would you rather she didn’t?”

Liv grinned. “If I did, I wouldn’t be suggesting it. But if you’re uncomfortable with this particular game, just say so.”

The fae’s fingers moved between his legs and found what they were searching for.

“I wouldn’t say uncomfortable,” he murmured.

Liv’s grin grew. “Then enjoy. And since I canceled the earlier performance, this one seems like a fine substitute.”

He slitted his eyes and groaned softly, doing exactly as ordered and enjoying. When the fae’s lips went around him, he opened one eye to check Liv, saying, “She’s—”

“Oh, I can see. Not well, but enough to know exactly what she’s doing. Is it good?”

“Good enough.”

“Excellent.” She said that genuinely, no hint of discomfort, of unease, and while she watched him, he watched her, pupils dilated, teeth biting her lip.

Fuck, yeah.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to replicate the don’t-need-to-breathe part,” Liv said. “Damn. I may be outmatched.”

“Nah. She’s a bit of a light touch. Having you watching, though, definitely elevates the experience.”

“Kinda hot?”

“Fucking hot.”

“Good. Mind if I take a better look? For study purposes. So I can properly replicate the experience.”

“Go for it.”

Liv slipped under the water. She was careful, but the fae broke free and swam off, gone in a flash.

Liv broke the surface and gulped air, saying, “Shit, I’m sorry.”

He answered by pulling her into a deep kiss then saying, “That was just the amuse-bouche. This is what I want.”

He carried her to the bank, still kissing. When he started boosting her up onto the rocks, though, she said, “Uh-uh,” and scooted out from his grip, presumably remembering the game, and he was about to say fuck that, he’d forfeit. But she was only turning him around, now putting his back to the rocky edge. Then she kissed him again, her arms around his neck, his around her waist. He started easing onto the rock, boosting her up to straddle him, but she held back, saying, “I do believe I promised something else entirely,” kissed him on the chin and started working her way down.

“You don’t have to,” he said.

She grinned up at him. “I want to. I’ve been inspired.”

“I sure won’t stop you, but I’m not sure how well it will work when you can’t breathe underwater.”

“Inspired and challenged. No fae mermaid is showing me up.”

He was about to say that wasn’t possible, but she was already under the water and . . .

He arched back into the rocky wall, eyes closing as his hips rose to meet her. The fae’s efforts had been a very fine tease, particularly with an audience, but this was what he wanted.

When he heard Liv come up and gasp for air, he reached to pull her the rest of the way, to say that was good enough, but she’d only surfaced for breath and then went back down and fuck, yes.

He reached under the water, his fingers in her hair, careful not to hold her down but wrapping his fingers in her hair as she moved.

He closed his eyes and remembered her expression, watching him, curiosity and genuine pleasure and excitement, watching as—

Thunder rolled through the sky, and while that might make a perfectly fine metaphor, when he looked up, he saw actual lightning flash.

Liv surfaced and the thunder came again.

“Damn,” she murmured. “That’s not good.”

He started to say it was fine, put his hands on her head and guide her back down and—

Lightning flashed. While they were standing in a pool of water.

“Fuck,” he said.

“Don’t worry. I won’t leave you hanging. Just give me a minute.”

She started going back down.

He put his hand on her arm, stopping her.

“No?” she said.

“Pretty sure there’s a game in progress,” he said.

She smiled. “I’ll give you a pass on this. Just let me finish before that—”

More thunder, and he was acutely aware they were under trees and in water, and while part of him—a very particular part—said fuck it, the pause was enough for him to reconsider not just the weather but the game.

Did he really want a quick blowjob before the storm rolled in? He might have been grumbling about the game, but he had been enjoying the tease. The build up. When it ended, he wanted a helluva lot more than a quick fix—for both of them.

Ricky put his hands under Liv’s arms and hoisted her up. “Sorry, I know you want to, but unless you forfeit, I’m afraid you have to wait.”

“Damn. I was just getting the hang of it.”

“Well, if you want more practice, there’s a town nearby, and it’s late enough to stop.”

“We can come back tonight?”

“If you insist.”

“Oh, I do. Mysteries to solve, and all that.”

He grinned. “And all that.”
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Four - Liv

I hadn’t told Ricky about the castle in the cavern. I would. It wasn’t as if I’d seen this wondrous and impossible thing and then—sex!—promptly forgot it. But sometimes, I need to take the more important things and set them aside until I have time to get them straight in my mind. Sex is the perfect distraction for that, particularly when it comes in the form of such a unique encounter.

The memory of it made me grin as I hugged Ricky’s back, my arms wrapped around him, wind rushing past as we outran the storm. I closed my eyes and luxuriated in the sheer joy of the ride, ripping along those winding mountain roads.

And if there was any other reason why I held off telling him . . . another reason I’d been very grateful for the distraction of the lady of the lake . . . well, I was letting the tantalizing memories of that encounter and the thrill of the motorcycle ride wash away those, too.

The truth? When I’d seen that shimmering gold castle, my first thought had been, “Well, this is a little improbable.” My second? I can’t wait to tell Gabriel.

Gabriel is the one who’s been at my side from the start of this journey. The one who’d been with me when we discovered the secret of Cainsville, refuge for Welsh fae. When we’d discovered our own connection to it, our fae blood. When we’d discovered my role as the embodiment of Mallt-y-Nos, Matilda of the Hunt. And then . . .

And then his role. As Gwynn.

You dream of some fairy prince and say I’m him?

He’d later accepted that and apologized for his initial reaction. But I could not forget how it felt, getting that from the one person who’d supported me through all of this, the person who’d helped me accept it when I just wanted to scream, “Y’all are fucking crazy.”

I’d seen that castle in the cavern and instantly wanted to tell Gabriel. We’d debate whether it could be a vision, an omen or something more. Then we’d take it to Rose and see if she could find anything like it in human folklore. To Patrick next, for the fae version. We’d—

We’d do none of that. And it wasn’t just because I was almost two thousand miles away. I could still call Gabriel, talk to him, ask him to investigate. We’d parted on good terms, me just taking off on vacation. No big deal.

Except it hadn’t been the same between us. I feared it never would be. That I’d never take anything like this to him again. Never want to.

Which was fine. I could talk to Ricky. He’d be just as keen to hear it, just as keen to hash it out and solve the mystery. He’s the one I should have been relying on all along. The one I could trust. It’d just taken me far too long to figure that out.

#

It was a little early to stop for the day, but neither of us really had to get back to Chicago on exactly the date we’d planned. Ricky was done school for the term. I had work, but I’d built in a two-day buffer, and Gabriel had already made it clear I could take more, yet another way of apologizing for what had happened.

So despite the fact it was only late afternoon, we’d booked ourselves into an inn for the night, and now we were enjoying the late-day sun on an otherwise-empty tavern back deck. The locals were all inside, the server saying it was “a mite hot” for sitting out. The mercury hadn’t even hit eighty, but apparently, that was a heat wave here. So we had the deck and the gorgeous mountain view to ourselves along with a couple of ice-cold local beers and a heaping basket of steamed mussels.

Ricky was on the phone to his dad. They’d had business to discuss first, and he’d taken the call off the deck for that part. Given that the family business is organized crime, discretion is always wise, especially when I’m the investigator for their legal firm. Even if they won’t be openly discussing business, it’s safer if I can honestly claim full deniability.

Of course I know what they do for a living. Perfectly legit business ventures make up more than half the Satan’s Saints’ revenue, but when Ricky wanted to lay all the cards on the table, that wasn’t the part he talked about. If anything, he downplayed the legitimate side. It’s the rest—the drugs and the gun-running—that matters. And I’m okay with that. My parents are in prison, serving life sentences for murders that my mother did commit. My boss is a defense attorney whose ethical code could be written on the back of a postage stamp. I’m okay with all of it. There’s too much fae in my blood to feel differently.

What matters to me is that Ricky was happily chatting to his dad, and their relationship is one of the best I’ve ever seen. What matters to me is that when the server came out, he would put the phone aside, and he’d be friendly and polite and generous with the tip. What matters to me is that even as he talked to his father, he would find ways to include me in the conversation, comments and asides. What matters to me, then, is him: the guy, not the member of the biker gang.

I’m especially happy that Ricky and his dad have gotten over their own rough patch, one I’d inadvertently caused. Don Gallagher knows nothing of the fae world beyond the stories his mother told him, both of them unaware they were more than stories. But something in his Cŵn Annwn blood senses it, told him Ricky should stay away from me, leave me for Gabriel. That was safe. For all of us, but mostly for Ricky.

I wouldn’t say Don has changed his mind. He likes me well enough, just not necessarily as Ricky’s girlfriend. But he has accepted me and any tension between them has eased.

Now, as they talked, Ricky pulled the phone away and said, “Dad’s wondering if you can send him some photos. He wants to see them, maybe pass on a few to my mom.”

“Sure.”

He scooted his chair over as I flipped through photos on my phone. There were some pure scenery shots, but most were of one of us in front of that scenery. Otherwise, five years from now, I’d be going through them, saying, “Forest, ocean, mountain, more ocean, more . . .” Put Ricky in the shot, and it would trigger a memory instead—“Oh, yes, that was the amazing stretch of winding road where we saw a whale breach out in the water.”

As I went through the photos, Ricky said, “That one and that one,” and each of those photos sparked a memory, every one making me smile. I was on yesterday’s batch when he said, “Oh, definitely that one.”

It was a good shot. The two of us in the mouth of a cave, the ocean behind us, white-crested waves crashing. It was a rare selfie—well, a dual selfie, neither of us being much into taking pics of ourselves. I’d been holding the phone up, and he was grinning at the camera, his hair flying back in the wind, hazel eyes bright, arm around my shoulders. At the last second, I’d planted a kiss on his cheek and snapped it as my lips made contact.

“Send it to me, too,” he said. “New background for my phone.”

I e-mailed it, and as he talked to his dad, I glanced at the photo again. I looked so happy. We both did. Ecstatically and unabashedly happy. Just one such moment in a week filled with them. Giddy and carefree and in love. To think that only a couple of weeks ago I’d considered ending it, just to open the door for—

My phone rang. The second I heard the ringtone, my fingers flew to the Ignore button, guilt stabbing through me, as if I’d somehow conjured up this call just thinking of him.

Ricky covered his phone and said, “You should take that.”

“It’s just—”

“It’s Gabriel. I know. And I also noticed you have two unanswered calls from him this afternoon. He’s trying to get in touch with you.”

Then he can text me.

That wasn’t fair, of course. Gabriel was my boss. Even on vacation, ignoring his calls was irresponsible.

Ricky motioned that he’d move his call elsewhere, but I told him to stay and took mine down the steps, off the deck. I phoned Gabriel back.

“Hey,” I said when he answered. “What’s up?”

His deep voice resonated down the line. “You were working on the Fisher case before you left, correct?”

“I was.”

“I need to check something in the file.”

“Okay, well, it’s in that place that the files go. The filing cabinet.”

“I didn’t see it,” he said, but I heard the sound of his footsteps and then the click of the filing cabinet drawer, the whoosh of it opening. “Oh, yes. It’s here.”

“It’s also scanned and entered in the handy new digital repository, which someone needs to start using, considering he’s the one who suggested I set it up.”

My tone was light, just giving him a hard time, same old Olivia. Maybe I overdid it. Or he just wasn’t in the mood. Either way, he didn’t respond, and I listened to him flipping through the pages.

“Any questions?” I asked.

“No.”

“All right, then. Well, you have the file, so I’ll let you—”

“How is the trip?”

I could wax on about the scenery. Tell some quirky little story about fellow travelers. Even relay an interesting tidbit of local history. All of which he’d listen to with an impatience that would fairly strum over the phone line.

“Good,” I said simply.

A pause, as if he might actually be hoping for more. I cleared my throat. “Yesterday we saw a—”

“Is everything all right?”

“Um, yes . . . Why?”

“Nothing happened today?” He blurted. Then he cleared his throat. “I mean . . . the motorcycle. I’m not certain it’s safe to be riding a motorcycle through mountains. That’s where you are, yes? Mountains?”

“The Cape Breton Highlands. They’re an extension of the Appalachians, relatively low.”

“Yes, yes, but it seems dangerous on a motorcycle. You haven’t had any incidents, have you? Today, perhaps? I thought I heard thunder over the line.”

I looked up at the perfectly clear sky. “Well, there was a storm earlier, but we outran it.”

“Then you’re fine? Safely out of the storm’s path?”

I could be touched by his concern. Except he wasn’t actually worried about storms and dangerous roads. I remembered the timing of his first call. It would have coincided almost exactly with the water fae dragging me out of that cavern.

He knew something had happened. Gabriel has a sixth sense for danger. It’s mostly tuned to threats against him, but there’s one exception. Me, presumably because of the Matilda-Gwynn connection.

Now that you mention it, something weird did happen. I found this underwater cavern, and inside, there was a castle. A fae castle. Totally weird, I know, and I’m presuming it was a vision, but it might mean something. Think you can ask Rose if there’s any folklore on that? Water fae, caverns, castles . . .

Then I heard his voice again, You dream of some fairy prince and say I’m him? and any urge to tell him evaporated.

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “We’re just sitting on a patio, having a couple of beers and enjoying the sunshine.”

“Ricky’s drinking? On those roads—”

“We left the bike at the inn and walked.”

“Yes, of course. I’m just . . .” A soft sound, like a growl. Worrying really wasn’t Gabriel’s style. That was Gwynn, fretting something had happened to me, made worse by the fact that Gabriel didn’t really understand why. All he knew was that something was bugging him, something about me in danger, and until he solved the mystery, it’d keep chafing.

If I were petty, I’d let it chafe. But whatever happened between us, I still care about him. I don’t want him distracted while he’s trying to work.

“We had a fae encounter,” I said.

“Fae?”

Normally I’d make a quip. Yep, sadly, even Canada has them. But I couldn’t work up the energy. I just wanted to calm his anxiety and end this call.

“A water fae of some kind,” I said. “Nothing dangerous. Just your typical capricious fae. I should let you get back—”

“Of the fae we’ve encountered, Olivia, I believe dangerous is more typical than capricious. Did it realize you knew it was fae?”

“No, it really was just a brief—”

“Tell me what you can, and I’ll speak to Patrick.”

I was about to say I’d rather he didn’t contact Patrick without me there. The last thing I wanted was for Gabriel to learn that Patrick is his father so soon after the Gwynn reveal, and when I wasn’t there to help Gabriel deal—

Deep breath.

Gabriel didn’t need me to help him deal with anything.

“You have quite enough on your plate,” I said. “You don’t need this.”

“If I were unwilling to investigate, Olivia, I would not offer.” His voice cooled, and I pictured him, icy blue eyes cooling too, withdrawing behind that impenetrable wall. He’d made an overture, and I’d rejected it, so he would retreat.

Screw that. Let him retreat. I wasn’t—

Deep breath.

“I would like to do this for you, Olivia.” His voice had softened, tone almost apologetic. “If you had a fae encounter, I would feel better knowing it is indeed some harmless variety, unlikely to come after either of you.”

Damn. Gabriel was so much easier to deal with when he acted like he didn’t give a shit.

“Can I e-mail you the details later?” I said. “I still haven’t told Ricky everything, and I really should.”

“Of course. Speak to him. Get any additional details he might have and then e-mail me tonight.”

I signed off. When I walked back to the table, there was a fresh glass of beer in my spot, along with a shot of rye whiskey. Ricky picked up the shot glass and waggled it over the beer.

I smiled. “I don’t think I’ve done that since college.”

“Well, I’m still in college. The perils of dating a younger man.” He dropped the shot glass into the beer, and foam shot up.

I took a gulp. “Whoa. You aren’t trying to get me drunk, are you?”

“I am absolutely trying to get you drunk.”

“Drunk enough to forget I’m trying to win a certain game?”

“Yep.” He leaned back in his chair and took a hit from his beer bottle. “And, on that note, I’ve decided we need stakes. There should be a penalty for the loser.”

“Mmm. I don’t know. I hate to penalize you.”

“Oh, not me. I refused a free exception, remember? I’m not the one going down.”

“No, I believe I was.”

He chuckled. “True, but the point is that I exercised a serious feat of restraint. I will win this game, and when you concede, there is a price to be paid.” He handed me a folded scrap of paper. “The penalty. In writing. Just so there’s no mistake or misunderstanding. This is what will happen when you say ‘forfeit.’”

I unfolded the paper and read what he’d written.

“This—” I sputtered. “This isn’t a penalty. It’s a bribe.”

“That’s open to interpretation.”

“Interpretation?” I waved the paper. “If I surrender, you’ll—”

“—have to punish you.”

“Punish me? I don’t see spanking on this list, Ricky.”

“Well, that’s not usually your thing, but sure, pass it over, and I’ll add that on.”

I folded the paper and put it into my pocket. “Oh, no. Two can play this game.”

I took the notepad and pen from my bag.

Five minutes later, Ricky said, “Are you writing a novel?”

“Just one scene. One very detailed scene. Of what you will get when you concede defeat.”

“Fuck.”

“Naturally, but that’s at the end. I’m nowhere near the end.”

I kept writing until I’d finished my drink . . . and filled both sides of the page. Then I handed it to him. He started reading. He kept reading.

Watching his expression was fun. Possibly even more fun than watching him with the water fae. Finally, he set the paper down and swore under his breath.

“Do you want to forfeit now?” I asked.

He took a deep breath and glanced at the page. “Shit.”

“Admittedly, you are at an academic disadvantage. You’re an MBA student. You drafted a very persuasive offer. However, it lacked the attention to detail that the Victorian Lit grad could bring to the task.”

He tapped the paper. “Pretty sure the Victorians weren’t doing this.”

“Oh, they were. They even wrote about it. Those just weren’t the books they gave you in high school.”

He picked up the page. Skimmed it. Set it down again. Groaned.

“You can forfeit now,” I said. I checked my watch. “Our room at the inn will be ready shortly. I’ll just need a few minutes to pick up the necessary props.”

“Fuck.”

“Is that a yes?”

Another skim of the pages. He inhaled. Then he squared his shoulders and folded the paper in quarters.

“Yeah, sorry, but if I say yes to this”—he tapped the note—“the noise alone will get us kicked out, and there isn’t another vacancy in town.”

“True.”

I reached to take the page back, but he put it into his pocket. “Keeping it. Possibly laminating it.”

I chuckled. “Well, the offer stands, whenever you wish to forfeit. And in the meantime, since it is indeed check-in time, might I suggest another game? One that won’t quite achieve the end result we’re both looking for. But it will build up an appetite for the eventual meal.”

He motioned for me to go on. I leaned over to tell him, but he handed me the pen instead.

“Write it down,” he said. “I’m starting a scrapbook.”



Five - Ricky

“I’m so sorry,” the innkeeper said. “I know check-in is at four, but your room isn’t ready.”

Ricky’s first thought was to confirm that this was indeed the only local place with a vacancy. Well, no, his first thought was of the second page tucked into his pocket, the one outlining Liv’s proposal for predinner amusement. Then, on thinking of that, he wanted to know if there was another room in town, preferably close by. Very close by.

Liv beat him to it with, “Is there another room? Any room?”

“There’s a small one on the first floor, but it doesn’t have the view or a balcony.”

Ricky was about to say, “We’ll take it.” Then he saw the relief on Liv’s face. She opened her mouth, and he knew “We’ll take it” was coming.

“Nah,” he said. “We’ll wait.”

Liv turned on him with a look. “Excuse—”

“I know you really wanted the view and the balcony. We can wait. Well, I can. If you can’t . . .” He pointed to her bag where she’d stashed her own “penalty.” Her lips tightened. Her eyes narrowed. But those green eyes danced too, granting him a point well earned, even as she mouthed, “Bastard.”

She turned to the innkeeper. “We’ll wait. How long until our room is ready?”

“Less than an hour, and I have fresh oatcakes and the kettle on for tea. I am, really, very sorry. I know this looks terrible. One of our girls is unexpectedly off this week. She”—the innkeeper lowered her voice—“lost her baby.”

“Lost it?” said a voice behind them.

Ricky turned to see a woman working at a small desk with a calculator and ledger. She had to be in her sixties. Native American—no, Native Canadian, he corrected. She wore jeans and a concert T-shirt, her graying dark hair braided back, and on a closer look, she might have been older than he’d thought, the outfit giving her a youthful air, her strong voice adding to that impression.

The woman continued, gaze fixed on her accounting work. “Lost implies she misplaced the child, Hildy. Maggie was taken. Stolen.”

Ricky flashed back to the cry he’d heard in the woods.

“Kidnapped?” Liv said, turning to the older woman.

“If that’s what you call it,” the old woman grunted, eyes still on her ledger.

“Oh, no, Jeanne,” Hildy said. “Don’t even say it.”

The old woman grunted again.

“Say what?” Liv asked.

Jeanne looked up. “She thinks I’m going to blame the little people.” A mock glower at the innkeeper. “Which I was not. Go talking like that and folks figure we’re all a bunch of uneducated hicks. Kind of like saying you saw strange lights in the sky the night the baby disappeared.”

Hildy flushed. “I said I saw lights. That’s all.”

“Little people,” Liv said. “Do you mean fae?”

Jeanne gave her a searching look. “Fae?”

“Fairies. Sorry. Where I come from, they’re called fae.”

Which was, technically, true, Ricky thought, if “where she came from” meant Cainsville. The local fae weren’t particularly fond of the more common term, namely because it conjured up images of, well, little people. Tiny and adorable winged creatures. Which they were not. At all.

“I’ve heard them called that,” Jeanne said. “My granddaughter studies folklore at the university. You just don’t . . .” She shrugged.

“Don’t seem like the type to talk about fairies?” Liv said with a laugh. “I don’t know if I believe, but I am interested in the folklore. That is what you meant, then? Little people? Fairies?”

Jeanne’s eyes stayed hooded, as if not yet convinced she wasn’t being mocked. Or, worse, humored. “We call them little people.”

“By you, you mean . . .”

Ricky could see Liv struggling to finish that in a way that wouldn’t be offensive or presumptuous.

“You mean Cape Bretoners?” Ricky said. “Or Native Canadian? Well, no, that’s the same thing, considering the Mi’kmaq were the original Cape Bretoners. Regional versus cultural would be a better way to put it.”

Her brows lifted, impressed. Which would have been much more satisfying if he hadn’t known people took one look at him and set the bar for intelligence at the bottom rung.

“The Mi’kmaq refer to them as the little people,” she said. “Which others have picked up.”

“Does it mean the same thing as fairies? Refer to the same beings?” He gave his head a shake. “Sorry. We don’t mean to pester you. It’s just an area of interest for both of us. The lore. Cool that your granddaughter gets to study it. They didn’t offer anything like that where I went.”

Jeanne relaxed now. Again, Ricky knew better than to be too pleased by the accomplishment—his Cŵn Annwn blood meant he understood how to put people at ease.

“Our stories are different from theirs,” Jeanne said. “But the core concept would be similar, as my granddaughter would say. There’s an entire world out there in the forests. Experiences that suggest we aren’t alone. If we’re looking for answers, it makes more sense that they’re in the forest rather than up there.”

She pointed at the sky, and Hildy sighed. “I never said . . .” She trailed off and looked at Ricky and Liv. “Would you like tea? Or would you prefer to listen to my accountant mock me?”

“I won’t mock you about your little people if you don’t mock me about mine.”

Liv chuckled. “Tea would be wonderful. And, Mrs. . . .” She looked at the old woman.

“Jeanne.”

“We don’t want to be a bother, but is there any way we could convince you to join us for breakfast? I would love to talk about local folklore. We did have something odd happen out there. A couple miles up the highway, off a trail. There was a swimming hole—”

Liv stopped short as Hildy crossed herself. Jeanne sighed and waved at the innkeeper. “And she calls me superstitious.”

“So there’s local lore surrounding the swimming hole?” Liv said.

“It’s cursed,” Hildy said.

Jeanne sighed again and shook her head. Then she turned to Liv. “Yes, there is plenty of lore about it, but don’t be asking her, or you’ll get a lot of nonsense. Why don’t you two come to dinner? My granddaughter’s home from school. I’m sure she’d love the company.”

Liv accepted, and Jeanne said they could walk back with her in an hour or so. Then Hildy showed them out onto the back deck.

“You’re okay with dinner, right?” Liv said as the door closed behind Hildy. “I am curious about the folklore.”

“And I thought you were just finding an excuse not to go to our room. Worried you might surrender.”

She smiled. “Oh, I’m not the one who needs to worry about that. As for the interlude I proposed, I’m still planning on that. Just running on a slight delay.” She sobered. “I do want to hear the lore of that swimming hole, see if it helps solve our mystery. Unfortunately, it won’t solve theirs. I almost wish the fae had stolen that baby. At least then we could be of some help. But that’s not how changelings work.”

“I heard a baby in the forest.”

“What?”

“Up at the swimming hole. I thought I heard a baby. I didn’t mention it because I figured it was just a bird or something. But, yeah, that’s not how changelings work. While that’s the folklore—that fairies steal human babies for themselves—it’s not the reality.”

Hildy brought out tea and oatcakes. When she’d left again, Ricky said, “Maybe, just to be sure, you should see if Patrick or Rose know of any fae that might take babies. You could ask Gabriel to run with it. You know he would.”

Liv paused, and Ricky’s gut tightened. He should be happy she didn’t want to involve Gabriel. Just like he should have been happy she didn’t want to return Gabriel’s calls. Ricky wasn’t the oblivious idiot who thought it was really nice that his girlfriend had such a close platonic relationship with her boss. It was platonic—in the physical sense. But emotionally platonic? At one time, he’d tried to tell himself it was. When he got the full Matilda/Gwynn/Arawn story, though, it only confirmed what he’d always known. That there was more between Liv and Gabriel, would always be more.

So if Gabriel had hurt Liv, and she’d backed off, Ricky should be happy. Except he wasn’t because Liv wasn’t happy.

He looked down at the tattoo on his forearm. A Celtic moon and sun entwined. Matilda’s symbol—night and day, Cŵn Annwn and Tylwyth Teg. On her ankle, she had a moon. For Arawn. For him.

Every time he saw that tattoo on her, he knew how she felt about him. It was the equivalent of branding Liv Loves Ricky on her skin. It did not, however, mean Liv & Ricky 4ever. Maybe it seemed like it should. Tattoos were permanent, right? But when he decided to get his, it wasn’t about saying he expected them to be together forever. It was like each of the other tattoos on his body, commemorating a thing or a person that was significant in his life. Liv was. Liv always would be.

That did not mean he had to hold on as tight as he could, spend every day worrying about when or if he’d lose her. He’d learned that lesson at fifteen when he’d gone joyriding on his dad’s motorcycle. He’d had a dirt bike for years. He’d even ridden his dad’s Harley around the property. But until he turned sixteen and got his license, he couldn’t take a motorcycle on the road. So, in a rare burst of rebellion, he’d snuck off one day when his dad had driven the car into Chicago.

Everything had gone fine until he hit a patch of gravel. Right when a pickup was coming his way. He’d managed to come out of the skid, but in that moment, life flashing before his eyes, he’d realized he was mortal. For the first time in his life, he truly understood that he could—and would—die.

That had sent him spiraling into weeks of existential panic. He just couldn’t get past it. He’d have full-blown anxiety attacks passing a cemetery.

He’d finally confessed to his dad. And, yeah, he’d confessed about the bike, too, because while he could have skipped that, it weighed too heavily on him. He told his father what happened and that he’d realized he was going to die one day, and his dad said, “Yes.”

Yes, Ricky, you will die.

There was no getting around that one. He did, however, have a choice. He could live in fear, forever looking down the road at that gravestone. Or he could embrace what he had while he had it.

Ricky chose to embrace what he had. Both in life and with Liv. He knew how she felt about Gabriel. He knew how Gabriel felt about her. And he knew that someday, maybe that would amount to something. But someday wasn’t now. Right now, he had her, and if he had her, he wanted her happy.

So when she flinched as he suggested she take the fae stuff to Gabriel, he said, “I can ask him if you want, but you guys know this stuff better than I do.”

“I’ve already talked to him.”

Now Ricky was the one tensing. Because, yeah, he could say her relationship with Gabriel didn’t bother him at all, but the “at all” part was bullshit.

“He could tell there was something wrong,” Liv said.

Of course he could.

“He kept pushing, so I told him we ran into fae at the swimming hole.”

“Not the whole story, I hope.”

That made her laugh and relax, taking a bite of oatcake as she shook her head. “Definitely not that part. He did offer to look into the fae thing. He’s concerned—our run-ins with them haven’t usually been quite so . . . friendly.”

Ricky chuckled, relaxing a bit himself. “So he’s already on it?”

“No, because there’s something I didn’t tell you. About my own encounter. I told Gabriel that I needed to speak to you about that part first, and I’ll e-mail him the details later.”

“What’d he say to that?”

“He agreed.”

Ricky exhaled under his breath. “Okay, well, let’s talk then, and you can get that e-mail sent. You said the fae dragged you out of a cavern. Is that not all she did?”

Catching his look, she laughed and shook her head. “When I said my encounter wasn’t nearly as pleasant as yours, I meant it. I jumped into the water and ended up in an underground cavern. She found me there and dragged me out, and then presumably went to give you a scare, too, got a look at you and changed her mind. Which I can totally understand.”

He smiled and shook his head. “I have a feeling it was more a case of her thinking that might be another way to get rid of us.”

“Uh, yeah. She doesn’t know a lot about guys, does she?”

“I suspect she was thinking more about the girlfriend of the guy. The one who would come over after her traumatic experience and find her boyfriend getting a little fae-action. Whereupon she would freak out and drag him far from the swimming hole, never to return.”

“Is that what I was supposed to do? Damn. I never get that right.” A sip of her tea. “Okay, so no fae-action for me. There was more to the story. Mainly what I saw in the cavern before getting hauled out.”

Liv explained. He listened and then said, “Huh.”

“Exactly.”

“Logistically, there can’t be an actual castle under the mountain, so I’m presuming it was a vision. But something must have been there if she was so quick to drag you out.” He paused. “Presuming that the fae is a she.”

Liv grinned. “You couldn’t tell?”

When he shook his head, her grin grew, and she said, “And don’t seem to care.”

“Not particularly, though the light touch suggests female. And, yeah, before you ask, I do know the difference. I spent a few weeks as a camp counselor when I was fourteen. Another counselor thought I might be his type. At that age, I didn’t know myself. Turned out I wasn’t, but I won’t say it wasn’t fun finding out.”

She laughed. “I love you. You know that, right?”

“I do.”

“The fae was female. If I thought otherwise, I might have been a little more cautious about encouraging you to enjoy the attention in case you wouldn’t have appreciated the surprise. It’s very refreshing to know that wouldn’t be an issue. Also, kinda hot. But I saw her arm when she grabbed me, and it was female. And she did drag me out. She wasn’t helpfully tugging me to safety. Which means there must have been something actually in that cavern.”

“And the vision of castles suggests Celtic or Germanic fae.” He considered that. “Maybe not, though. It depends on which came first, fae castles or human.”

Liv arched her brows.

Ricky stirred more sugar into his tea. “If we say that fae castles are British or European, that suggests the fae copied them from humans. Could be the other way around. In which case, castles could still mean something to fae native to this region. A question of which came first. As for whether it’s a vision . . . Where were the original fae castles? Deep in the forest where humans just never stumbled over them? Or is it just that humans can’t see them? They aren’t in another dimension. We know that, right?”

“Right. Fae live in this dimension, with us. As for the castles? I have no idea. I’ve seen them in visions. Real castles. Life-size. What you’re saying, though, is that just because it makes no sense to have a castle under the mountain, doesn’t mean there can’t somehow be one. Which would make it not a vision.”

She pressed her fingers to her temples. “My head hurts. I liked my world better when things like underground castles resided only in books and movies.”

“Liar.”

He reached for her hand, hooking her fingers in a squeeze . . . and then trying to snag the last oat bar. She beat him, scooping it up and waving it in front of him.

“I win,” she said. “As always. You might as well just concede—”

He snatched the cookie from her fingers.

“Damn,” she said.

He broke the oatcake and gave her half. “Now e-mail Gabriel the details. It’s almost time for dinner.”

#

Jeanne lived just outside town, maybe a mile walk from the inn, so that’s what they did—walked.

“I’ll warn you it’s not a big fancy meal,” she said.

“Wouldn’t expect that,” Ricky said. “If I invited someone at the last minute, I’d have to get takeout.”

“We can do better than that. Laurel’s made a pot of chowder and lobster rolls. Hope that’s all right.”

“That is awesome.”

“She said it would be, but I fussed. In my day, you’d never serve a guest lobster. That was poor-folk food. I’d hide my lobster rolls at school so the other kids wouldn’t see them while I dreamed of peanut butter or bologna.”

“I dreamed of peanut butter, too,” Ricky said. “But that’s because our school was a nut-free zone. I snuck PB&J once. Thought I got away with something. My dad found out and gave me proper hell.”

“Good,” Jeanne said. “One of my grandbabies has that allergy, and some parents at her school try to argue kids should be allowed to bring it. I won’t keep it in my house. So you’re stuck with lobster.”

“Fine by me.”



Six - Liv

For dinner, we had piping hot chowder stuffed with seafood. Freshly baked rolls with chilled lobster and homemade mayo. Iced tea. Coleslaw. All served in the backyard, surrounded by forest.

As wonderful as the meal was, the conversation was even better. We talked about fae folklore from around the world and how it related to both local Gaelic and Mi'kmaq lore.

The concept of fae as “little people” fascinates me. Older lore is often closer to the truth—that fae are roughly human size. I suppose at one time, with so much of the world unexplored, it was easy to believe full-size humanoid creatures inhabited forests and lakes. As that wilderness dwindled, it must have seemed more likely that the reason we didn’t see them was their size. Fairies became tiny beings that slipped past unnoticed. The truth, of course, is that when their territory dwindled, the fae responded the same way humans do to invading cultures: they disappeared by staying in plain sight. Instead of inhabiting forests and lakes, they adopted human glamours and lived among us.

The meal stretched on into dessert. Porkpies. Which were neither pies nor pork, but tarts made with dates and brown-sugar icing. As I ate my second one, I steered conversation toward the swimming hole.

“Hildy says it’s cursed?” I said.

Laurel made a face. “It was the site of a few historical drownings, not surprising given the depth. We had a geologist here on vacation who took an interest, thinking it might be glacial. He dropped a sinker and determined it’s at least fifty feet deep, which is incredible given the circumference.”

“At least fifty feet,” Jeanne said. “But he never properly measured it. Care to tell them why, Laurel?”

Her granddaughter made that face again.

Jeanne crossed her arms. “Go on. Tell the nice people why it hasn’t been properly measured.”

“Because he didn’t have proper equipment, and he wasn’t going to come all the way back here—”

“No, that’s the excuse he gave. After he came tearing out of that forest like the devil himself was on his heels”—she looked at us—“he said he saw a face in the water. A woman’s face. He thought it was a drowning victim, but when he reached in? She reached back. She grabbed his wrist.”

“Kids playing tricks,” Laurel said.

“What kids? Even you wouldn’t go up there when you were little. No one goes near that hole. We all know better. It’s a passage to the next world.”

“A fairy hole?” I asked.

When Laurel looked over, I said, “We were on Kellys Mountain, at the fairy hole there. The cave at the water’s edge. I heard a little of the lore. It wasn’t something I was familiar with.”

“Glooscap’s Cave,” Jeanne said.

Laurel nodded. “It’s also known as the Fairy Hole and, yes, it’s believed to be a passage to the spirit world. The afterlife. The Otherworld. Whatever you care to call it. The locals think that our swimming hole is the same thing in landlocked form.”

“And you?” I asked.

“I think folklore is absolutely fascinating as a window into the human psyche. Cross-cultural similarities prove that. We all fear the same things, and we invent remarkably similar stories to deal with those fears.”

“Yes,” Jeanne said drily. “Apparently explaining similar experiences by speculating on another evolutionary branch of humans is ridiculous. Somehow it makes far more sense to say that our brains are predisposed to come up with the same explanation despite being oceans apart and from vastly different cultures.”

“I never said believing in the little people is ridiculous, Gran.”

“The implication is there. As is the one that suggests you are the educated new generation, forced to deal with the superstitions and stories of us ignorant old folk. You aren’t the only one who went off and got her degree.”

“I’m sorry, Gran. And now we’ve made our guests terribly uncomfortable.”

“Nah,” Ricky said. “I have the same issue with my grandmother. Except I’m the one who believes in ghosts, and she’s the one who says that’s poppycock. Direct quote, by the way. Poppycock. But she does believe in fairies. Fairies are real; ghosts can’t be. Go figure. But yeah, getting back on topic, could the swimming hole be haunted? You mentioned something about drownings? Did the stories start with them?”

“In a way,” Laurel said as she reached for her tea. When she knocked a spoon from the table, I thought, Company’s coming.

She reached to pick it up. I tensed, and she smiled and said, “I should leave it there to avoid a disappointment, right?”

“Sorry. My brain is overstuffed with omens, courtesy of my mother. Go ahead and pick it up.”

She took another instead, saying, “I might not believe, but I still hedge my bets. So, the stories about the swimming hole . . . They date back to the first immigrants, which is interesting, as timelines go. Often what you see is immigrants assimilating and restructuring the stories of the original inhabitants.”

“Assimilating and restructuring?” Jeanne said. “Ah, yes, that’s what Mikey Wallace should have been charged with when he stole those cars, repainted them and filed off the serial numbers. Assimilating and restructuring.”

“I know Laurel’s trying to put it politely,” Ricky said. “But it is usually people taking local legends, completely reworking them and then passing them off as their own.”

“True,” Laurel said. “But hasn’t that always been the way with folklore and myth? It’s like urban legends. You’re passing on stories that have been related to you as truth. If you two tell someone else about the fairy cave at Kellys Mountain—having never heard the Mi’kmaq’s Glooscap version—are you appropriating our story? Are you even being irresponsible for passing along a charming folktale without investigating the roots first?” She shook her head. “I think we’ve got bigger issues of appropriation to worry about.”

“Bigger issues, yes,” Jeanne said. “Which doesn’t mean we shouldn’t worry about this one. But the question was about the drownings. Laurel’s right. The legends only started after the first immigrants arrived. Scottish, mainly. They hadn’t even broken sod before they started circulating stories about the swimming hole, which our people had swum in for generations. That made the whites look like proper fools, saying it was haunted . . . until some of our people also reported strange goings on there. Whispers and voices. Glimpses of a figure under the water. Swimmers having their feet grabbed. The sound of bells.”

My chin jerked up.

“Liv heard bells,” Ricky said. “Tinkling ones.”

“That’s what they said, too. Some people stayed away. Others, mostly the young ones, were drawn to it. Kids can’t resist a spooky place. Then came the drownings.”

“There was one confirmed drowning,” Laurel said. “Two disappearances—people who dove and never came up. Together with the rest, that was enough for people to start steering clear.”

“Even tourists who’ve never heard the stories,” Jeanne said, “they sense wrong about the place.”

“A psychic No Trespassing sign,” I said. “We definitely got that vibe. But all this started after the first immigrants—”

A distant knock sounded.

“Well,” Jeanne said, “either the little people don’t like us talking about them or there’s someone at the door.” She called, “We’re out back.”

A young woman appeared—about Laurel’s age and thin, with light brown hair braided back. Dark circles underscored reddened eyes. I didn’t need an omen to tell me who this was, and Laurel’s murmured curse confirmed my suspicion.

Laurel rose. “Hey, Krista. We were just having tea and dessert. Let me go get you a cup. Take my seat.”

Laurel headed for the house. The young woman—Krista—stayed standing.

“This is Krista,” Jeanne said. “She works at the inn where you’re staying. You won’t see her there, though. She’s taking some time off.” Which was a discreet way of confirming this was the mother of the missing baby.

Krista looked at Ricky. “You’re a private investigator.”

“Uh, no. Sorry.” His gaze cut to me, too briefly for her to notice.

“Mr. Bates overheard you in the tavern,” Krista said. “He said it was the blond couple with the motorcycle. You were talking about investigating.”

“That’d be me,” I said. “I wouldn’t say I’m a PI, though. I don’t have my license yet. I work for a lawyer and just started a month ago. My first job out of college. Sorry, second job. First was waitressing.”

Nope, not a real investigator. At all. Which means I can’t help you. Sorry.

Krista didn’t return my smile. She just stood there, stone-faced, waiting for me to finish. I’d seen that expression many times, on Gabriel’s face. I knew what it portended, and sweat broke out along my hairline.

“We don’t have any private investigators,” Krista said. “Not here. Not anywhere near here.”

“But we have the police,” Jeanne said. “Who are—”

“Useless,” Krista said. “Less than useless. They act like I put Maggie down and forgot where I left her, and she’ll come back when she’s ready. She’s a three-month-old baby. Who disappeared from her crib in the middle of the night. Maybe that happens a lot wherever you guys are from, but it doesn’t happen here.”

“It doesn’t happen anywhere,” Laurel said as she brought out the teacup and plate. “That’s why the police are investigating. They really are, Krista.”

“By questioning me? My mom? Owen? We didn’t take her, but we’re the ones they keep asking.”

Which meant the police really were doing their job. Babies don’t disappear from their beds. Kidnapping like that is so rare that the police had moved straight to the far more common scenario—a tragedy that her family was covering by pretending she’d been snatched in the night.

“I want to hire you,” Krista said.

“These people are on vacation, child,” Jeanne said. “They are going to feel terrible telling you no, but they can’t stay. They have jobs waiting at home.”

“A few hours,” she said. “That’s all I can afford and all I want.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a wad of cash. “The going rate for a private investigator is about fifty dollars an hour. I’ll double that as vacation-rate pay. I have four hundred.”

Laurel winced. “Krista, I know—”

“No, you don’t.” Krista turned to the other girl, her voice still calm. “I’m sorry, Laurel, but you don’t. I hear what people are saying. That maybe it’s for the best. I didn’t want to get pregnant. I didn’t want a baby. Totally true. But then I had Maggie. I want her. Whatever it takes, I want my daughter back.”

“Of course you do, child,” Jeanne said. “We know how much you loved that baby, and we’re all trying to figure out what happened. But hiring this young lady—”

“—is what I want.” Krista held out the money. “Just do whatever you can in four hours. I don’t expect you to find her. I just want a clue, a lead. Something.”

Yes, I wanted to help this girl. But I didn’t want to give her hope because that’s almost certainly how this would end. Hope and disappointment. Yet Ricky had heard a baby in the forest. That was a possibility we could check easily, and it’d be wrong to ignore it.

“Tell me how it happened,” I said.



Seven - Liv

I couldn’t have scripted a better “stolen by fairies” story than the one Krista told us. It was almost too perfect, which worried me. I looked at this young woman, so obviously grief-stricken, and I didn’t want to think she might have had anything to do with her baby’s disappearance. It would seem she didn’t, if she wanted to hire me. But that’s actually a common ploy. What better way to say, “I didn’t do it” than to hire an investigator or offer a reward? A nineteen-year-old hardly seemed likely to come up with such a scheme, but I’d been misled too often lately to trust my gut.

As Krista said, baby Maggie was only three months old. Too young to even roll herself over. Krista put her down at eight o’clock after a feeding and a bedtime story. Maggie fussed a bit, but Krista had a fifteen-minute rule—she wouldn’t check until Maggie fussed longer than that. She hadn’t.

Her next feeding had been scheduled for eleven. When Krista went in before bed, Maggie’s room seemed stuffy, and Krista cracked open a window. Maggie was soundly asleep, so following her pediatrician’s advice, Krista didn’t wake her and just set the alarm for a one o’clock feeding. The alarm went off. Krista went in and found the window wide open and the baby gone, along with her blankets.

A perfect fairy-napping tale, right down to the open window. Also a perfect baby-napping story. If you had to imagine how a child might disappear from her home, this would be it. Too perfect meant suspicious, which meant, like the police, I had to take a closer look at the family.

Krista Lyons. Nineteen years old. A single mother, living at home with her single mother. I suppose that’s why people whispered it might not be such a bad thing if Maggie disappeared. Thoughtless and cruel words, but maybe, to them, the baby’s disappearance was the best solution to a cycle of teen motherhood. It didn’t help that Krista appeared to have broken from that cycle already. She’d gone to community college right out of high school and had been studying to be a lab tech.

Last summer, she came home to work at the inn and had a fling with a guy she’d known in high school. Nothing serious—it seemed as if she’d hooked up with Owen Parr precisely because it wouldn’t amount to anything serious. He was a decent guy, part of the crowd she’d hung around with, now working at his dad’s garage. They’d used protection—she assured me of that. When she learned of the pregnancy, she considered terminating it but decided—along with her mother and Owen’s family—to have the baby, keep it and stay home for a year before returning to school.

“I am going back to school,” she said. “That’s always been the plan. Mom will move to Sydney with me in the fall and look after Maggie. We’ve been making it work. All of us. I didn’t plan to get pregnant, but when I did, I made my choice. As soon as I had Maggie, I knew it was the right one. If it hadn’t been, I’d have given her to Owen’s family. They’d said they’d take her. I could still do that, which is why there’d be no reason for me to do whatever the police think I’ve done.”

The situation reminded me of Ricky’s own birth. An accidental pregnancy between two mature young adults who made carefully considered choices with the support of their family. As with Ricky’s parents, Krista and Owen’s romantic relationship hadn’t lasted, but the co-parenting one had. Owen’s family helped out financially and took the baby two or three days a week.

I didn’t take Krista’s money. I told her I hadn’t decided whether there was anything I could do, and I’d check in tomorrow. Once she’d left Jeanne’s place, I said, “That’s Krista’s version. I need an unbiased second opinion. I’m not going to ask you guys for it. That isn’t fair. Who in town might give me another viewpoint? Maybe someone who agrees with the direction the police are looking—at the possibility something happened to Maggie, either intentionally or accidentally.”

“You won’t find anyone voting intentional,” Laurel said. “Krista and Owen grew up here. No one has a bad thing to say about either of them. In a town this size, if you’ve got something to hide, you’d better move away. We all know who drinks too much, who knocks their kids around, who goes to church on Sunday with their fingers crossed. No one says any of that about the Lyons or the Parrs.”

“You said no one would vote intentional. Accidental, though?”

“We’ve all thought it. Who wouldn’t? Sure, there are people who think a passing tourist stole her. Or fairies did. Or aliens. But most of us know that kidnapping is almost as improbable as fairies and aliens. This isn’t one of those cases you hear about where young parents mistreat or neglect a baby to death. Maggie was fine. Happy and healthy. But accidents happen. Babies get dropped. Or suffocate from a toy left in a crib. Could that have happened, and Krista freaked out and made up the kidnapping story? Maybe. She’d regret it right away, but by then the damage would be done, and if she told the truth, people would think she killed her daughter and lied to cover it up.”

“Do you think that’s what happened here?”

“I hope not. For everyone’s sake.”

#

We couldn’t follow up on Maggie’s disappearance until morning, so we pursued the only lead we could—the cries Ricky had heard at the swimming hole. I texted Gabriel before we left, asking if he’d found any evidence of actual fae baby snatching. He didn’t respond right away, so we climbed on the bike and headed up the highway.

When we reached the trailhead, I had a text from Gabriel, who said Patrick swore fae didn’t kidnap babies. Well, not beyond the changeling switcheroo that we already knew about. I texted back asking if it was possible they’d take a child with fae blood if they thought the parents weren’t suitable and there was no way to switch in such a small community.

He didn’t respond. That was just Gabriel being efficient—silence meaning “I’m on it.” We were nearing the swimming hole when he texted saying he was talking to Patrick, and it would be easier to speak directly—he had a few things to discuss.

I tried to call, but I was out of the service area. Ricky and I walked back about a quarter mile, and I could see the signal blinking in and out, but my calls weren’t going through. A follow-up text stayed in my thread, unsent.

“Maybe I should tell him to just talk to Rose,” I said to Ricky as we walked.

“Rose’s area of expertise is folklore. You need Patrick for the real stuff. Which you know. The problem is that you don’t like Gabriel dealing with Patrick when you’re not there to protect him.”

“It’s not—”

“You aren’t trying to protect Gabriel from the possibility Patrick would harm him—he never would. You’re not even trying to protect him from finding out Patrick is his father. I honestly think Gabriel won’t give a shit, but that’s not the point. You don’t like Patrick forging a relationship with Gabriel. You don’t think he has the right.”

“Which is none of my business.”

“I never said that. Patrick fucked up. Big time. He’s like the deadbeat dad who swans back in after his son’s grown and can’t expect anything. It’s a shitty thing to do. That’s what you’re protecting Gabriel from.”

“I would tell him who Patrick really is. But after the Gwynn thing . . .”

“I don’t blame you. Like I said, I don’t think Gabriel will care, so for now, let it ride. Patrick might want a relationship; Gabriel wants a resource. He’ll take what he needs and nothing more.”

“You’re right.”

“Love hearing those words.” He looked around the forest. “And I’d better get them from you now because I have a feeling this excursion will end with the opposite conclusion, at least when it comes to babies in the forest. The more I think about it—”

“Don’t second-guess. I know you aren’t sure what you heard. You may have heard a baby, in a spot where we definitely encountered fae, and the baby was snatched in classic fairy-napping style. We can’t ignore that.”

I listened to the forest. A few minutes ago, there’d been critters scurrying across the ground and the hesitant hoot of an owl, still considering whether it was too early to come out. Now I heard only the creak of boughs and the rustle of leaves. Beyond the forest, twilight had barely begun to fall. In here, it was dark with shadow, the sun’s last rays barely penetrating the thick canopy. We’d left the trail, following our own tracks from earlier.

When we reached the swimming hole, we headed up the incline to where I’d stripped on the rock.

He planted himself in his former spot and pointed left. “It came from over there.”

“I remember you looking that way,” I said. “I thought I really needed to step up my game if your attention wandered while I was stripping.”

“Nah, my attention wandered because you were stripping. A baby suggested we weren’t alone.”

“But that’s all you heard.”

“It only lasted a couple of seconds. One of those sounds where at first you’re sure what you heard, but when you don’t hear it again, you start coming up with alternative explanations. I figured it must have been a bird or an animal.”

“Stay there and close your eyes.”

“You aren’t going to strip and jump off the rocks again, are you?”

“Later. For now, we’re working on auditory-recollection cues.”

He shut his eyes. I scampered behind a bush ten feet to his left and said, “Wa-wa-wa.”

“Is that supposed to be a baby? Or Charlie Brown adults?”

“Work with me.”

“Do it again.”

I did, and he said, “It was farther away.”

I took up position under a tree and tried again.

“Better,” he said. “But head left.”

I followed his directions. As I backed up, I was making my baby noises when I tripped and crashed ass-first into a thicket. Twisting to rise, I saw that the grass had been flattened, as if a fawn had lain here.

“You okay?” Ricky called.

“Just clumsy.”

“Well, the direction sounds right.”

I looked at the thicket again and thought of a whole other kind of baby animal nestled in it. I took out my penlight to shine over the inside of the thicket. There, caught on a bramble, I found threads. Pale yellow ones. Like the kind that might be used for a baby blanket.

I called Ricky over and told him what I’d found. He crouched outside the thicket. When I saw he was looking at the ground, I shone my penlight there to see a footprint. A bare humanoid footprint.

I took the yellow threads and folded them into a piece of notepaper. As I was doing that, Ricky’s gaze swung toward the rock over the swimming hole.

“Hear something?” I whispered.

His lips compressed. I knew the look. He hadn’t necessarily seen or heard anything, but detected it with another sense, one that made him far less comfortable saying yes.

“Trust it,” I murmured.

He leaned toward me. “Keep talking,” he said, and then he cut through the thicket, crouched over as he moved.

“Okay,” I said. “So we’re not finding anything, and like you said, you aren’t sure what you heard. We could go back into the water, but it’s going to be freezing cold, and as much fun as that last encounter was, I’m not sure you’d enjoy an ice-water replay nearly as much.” I paused. Silence, as I’d expect—Ricky moves like a Huntsman, dead quiet in the woods.

I kept talking. “Although, on second thought, that might be an interesting experience. Cold water. Warm mouth. Tell you what, I say we just forget this whole thing and go for a swim. I can use more practice giving underwater—”

A yelp. High-pitched, almost animal-like. Then a hiss that I knew came from Ricky. I rocketed from the thicket, racing in the direction of his hiss. I saw him falling back. By the time I drew close, though, he was running. Up ahead was a figure the size of a small woman, blond hair flowing behind her as she ran for the water.

Ricky tore after her with me in pursuit. A splash. I came around a tree just in time to see her feet disappear as she dove. Ricky stood on the edge, cursing.

“Follow?” I said. “Yes, I know, following a water fae into her lair is not the wisest idea.”

“Yeah.”

“Or the safest.”

“Yeah.”

“So . . .?”

He yanked off his shirt. We both stripped down and dove in.
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Eight - Ricky

Liv had said the water would be cold. It should have been. Night was falling fast. So when they dove, Ricky braced for an icy blast. Instead, the water was the same temperature as before. Like an indoor swimming pool. That didn’t make sense. Not only was the sun setting, but its rays would hardly have touched the surface of the swimming hole during the daytime. The water shouldn’t have been this warm. Moreover, Laurel had mentioned the theory that the hole was glacial in nature. The deeper the body of liquid, the colder it should be.

He swam close enough to Liv to be sure the woman beside him is definitely her and not the fae. He could tell the difference now, even with the dark water. The fae’s skin was paler, her hair lighter and longer.

As for the fae herself, Ricky could just barely make her out under the water, a light blur against the darkness. She’d gotten a serious head start on them, and they had to swim fast underwater just to keep her in view. Then they hit a snag with their pursuit—unlike the fae, they needed a little thing called oxygen.

Liv would never be the first to give in. If he went up, though, she’d follow, and she did. A quick gasp of air and back down . . . to discover they’d lost the fae.

Ricky swore Liv’s growl of frustration vibrated through the water as she whipped around, looking in every direction. When he swam past her, his hand scraped rock. When they’d surfaced, they’d been under the rocky overhang, and Liv had found the cavern by jumping from that spot. Presumably, it was nearby. Also presumably, that’s where the fae would go to hide.

As he felt his way along the rock, Liv got the idea and did the same, staying within sight. It was Ricky’s foot that found the opening first, right when he’d been about to go up for air. He dove down and found that, yes, this was a passage leading into a cavern. He was about to suggest they take turns getting air first, but Liv shot past him through the cavern passage. He followed, and they surfaced, their gasps echoing in the chamber.

When Ricky caught his breath, he said, “I heard what you were saying up top. Cold air? Warm mouth?”

“Are you proving it’s really you?” she said. That was a trick they used if they thought she might have passed into a vision.

“That works, too,” he said. “But I was just pointing out that I did hear your offer, and I plan to take you up on it. You are forewarned.”

“I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t mean it. Rain check?”

He chuckled. “I wasn’t going to take you up on it right now. You have a mystery to solve. I’ll wait until I can get your undivided attention.” He looked around. “So, now we need to find a second passage, right?”

“Correct.”

They found that and went through. When they emerged, Ricky looked around and said, “So we have another spooky, dark cavern. Any idea where . . . ?” He turned to see a faint glow behind him. “That way to the castle?”

“I believe so.”

They swam until they reached a rocky ledge. Liv hauled herself out, and he paused to watch. She reminded him of the selkies in his gran’s fae books. There was one picture he’d been particularly fond of as a boy: a selkie pulling herself onto a rock, transforming as she went, her back end still in seal form, the naked human half, coming out of the water. Unlike in most such pictures, the selkie’s hair had not been modestly arranged to cover her breasts. That’s exactly what Liv looked like, arching up from the water, hair flowing back, water streaming down. Just a split-second image, but enough for a mental snapshot he’d enjoy later. And possibly convince her to recreate. Which never required much “convincing” with Liv.

Liv climbed onto the rocks, allowing Ricky to enjoy the scene from the rear view before he climbed out.

As he heaved himself onto the ledge, he heard the bells. Liv had described them as tinkling, like wind chimes. That wasn’t quite what he heard, but they were definitely bells, light and airy, and as soon as he heard them, he spotted something deep in the cavern, the glow beginning to take form.

A castle? He could say that the basic shape matched—tall and rectangular—but he fought to keep that image out of his head. What he saw was just a glowing shape in the distance. Unreasonably far in the distance, given that they were under a mountain.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Liv, on all fours as she moved into the cavern. “Not necessarily a castle this time. Something glowing. It’s indistinct. Almost . . . shrouded? That’s the word that comes to mind.”

She was right. It was like seeing the glowing object through fog, wispy gauze throwing the light out of focus. Ricky crawled up alongside Liv. Ahead, that glow continued to waver as the bells continued to ring and—

“It’s not fae,” he said.

“What?” She looked over her shoulder at him.

“I—”

I don’t know why I said that. Which wasn’t true. Not really. It only took a moment’s reflection to realize where the words came from. If it’s weird shit, it must be Arawn.

Ricky peered at the distant glow and listened to the bells, and then he closed his eyes to focus on the image and the sound.

What am I seeing? I feel like it’s not fae. Yet it is. It is, and it isn’t. Explain.

Arawn remained silent.

Ricky grumbled under his breath and opened his eyes. As he did, he caught movement in the shadows. He turned fast to follow it.

The shadows . . .

What was wrong with the shadows?

Nothing’s wrong with them. It’s you. You’re looking at them the wrong way.

Ah, there was the Lord of the Otherworld, piping up with riddles instead of useful information.

You don't want answers. You want mysteries and adventure. You want to figure it out for yourself. Be a clever boy.

Ricky shot Arawn a mental middle finger, and he swore he heard a chuckle, like from an indulgent grandparent. Which was weird, all things considered, but Ricky had already decided he wasn’t going to fuss with considering all things, working out the exact logistics and implications and complications of his relationship to Arawn. Ricky was Arawn, and yet he was not. He acknowledged the connection, as much as he might prefer not to be connected to the arrogant son of a bitch who’d wanted Matilda so badly he had let her die rather than be with the man she chose.

That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think?

Nope, not at all. Now since you can’t say something useful? Shut the fuck up.

“Ricky?”

“Sorry. Bickering with Arawn.”

She let out a choked laugh. “Is he being helpful?”

“Of course not. That’s why we’re arguing.” Ricky hunkered back on his haunches and looked around. “There’s something about the shadows.”

“The shadows?” She frowned as she studied them.

“See it?” he asked.

“No . . .”

“What do you see?”

“Just shadows. Cast by . . .” She waggled her fingers, throwing a shadow of her own on the rocky wall. “Yep, definitely cast by the freaky glowing light.”

“And they’re stationary?”

“They aren’t for you?”

No, they were not. They moved, like the fog shrouding that distant light. Shifting shadows. Ricky moved toward a shadow hugging a crevice. When he drew near, it pulled back.

“Okay, that I saw.” Liv crawled toward a wall and reached out. Ricky jumped, his hand wrapping around her ankle.

“Don’t.”

“Bad vibes?”

He analyzed before answering. “Not bad. Just . . .” He moved up alongside her. “Stay close and don’t . . .”

“Reach into the weird shadows?”

“Yes, please.”

The shadows continued to shift, seeming to move faster when he turned away, a blur caught out of the corner of his eye.

Moving around them. Encircling them.

“Liv?”

“Mmm-hmm.” She was inching toward the wall, her gaze caught on something.

“Stop.”

She did, even before he could add a please. His heart pounded, breath coming harsh enough to echo in the small space. He caught a motion out of the corner of his eye and looked to see a tendril of shadow creeping toward Liv’s leg. Before he could react, it wound around it. He yanked her away, saying, “No!” and then, “I’m sorry. Just don’t . . .” He inhaled.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said. “Whatever I did.”

“Not you. I meant—” A sharp shake of his head. “Never mind.”

Liv moved up against him. “No, tell me.”

“I was apologizing . . . to the shadows apparently.”

She sat back, considering, as if there were nothing the least bit odd in that statement. She studied the shadows again.

“They touched you,” he said.

“I felt it,” she said. “Like the proverbial fingers down my spine.”

Another tendril snaked toward her back. Ricky pulled her almost onto his lap, his arms going around her. The tendril slid back, rising along the wall, and as he watched it, he saw not fog but smoke.

Saw smoke. Smelled it. A flash of memory. Fire, a blaze of it so sudden and bright that his horse reared up, and Matilda running straight for that fire, and him shouting, leaping off his horse, running to her, hearing Gwynn yelling.

Ricky jerked out of Arawn’s memory, but he could see it, smell it, and most of all, feel it, heart pounding, guts ablaze, seeing Matilda running as he shouted, knowing he could never reach her in time and thinking, What have I done?

Screaming it in his head.

What have I done?

Ricky shook his head harder, but the shadows kept coming, oozing from the walls, slinking toward them.

Get her out. She’s not theirs.

She will not be theirs again.

“Ricky?”

He shoved back his hair and squeezed his eyes shut.

“What’s Arawn saying?” she murmured.

He shook his head. “It makes no sense. Something about the fire. Matilda and the fire and losing her. Freaking out about losing her to the shadows and . . .” He exhaled. “Can we leave? I know it sounds crazy, and we came to investigate but—”

“Trust your instincts. Always.”

She started toward the ledge. He caught her ankle and moved up beside her, murmuring another apology, which she brushed off. He was freaked, so she’d stay close, no questions asked.

They were almost to the water when Liv slowed, her attention caught by the shadows creeping along the edge, keeping pace with them but making no move to come closer.

“Do you hear that?” she said.

“I hear bells.”

“That’s what I thought it was. Bells. But now it sounds like . . .” She squinted over her shoulder at the distant glow behind them.

“Sounds like?” he prompted.

“Fire,” she murmured.

He stiffened. “It sounds like fire?”

“No, sorry. I’m skipping ahead. The shadows are sparking Arawn’s fears, literally. His memories of the fire Matilda died in. He’s afraid of losing her to the shadows.”

“Again. Losing her to them again,” he said.

She nodded. “What exactly did he lose her to?”

“The fire?”

She shook her head, and she said something, but her words oddly cut out, like a bad phone connection. Swallowed by the bells and the echo and the lapping of the water, he decided, and he said, “What was that?”

“—holes, right?”

He shook his head sharply, like trying to knock water from his ears. That’s what it seemed like now, not the sounds of the cavern smothering her words, but something muffling them.

Muffled. Shrouded.

Shrouds . . .

His brain snagged on the word. Why?

Liv was still talking, “That’s what”—muffled—“said they are. Like Glooscap’s”—muffled—“holes.”

Get her out.

Get her out now.

“Good idea,” he said quickly. “We’ll discuss it as soon as we’re—”

Liv disappeared.



Nine - Ricky

Ricky lunged, shouting, “No!” his voice echoing through the cave, his brain imagining the shadows overtaking Liv, consuming her. But it only took a split second to realize that wasn’t what he’d seen at all. She’d just vanished. There one second, gone the next.

Swallowed by a vision.

Don’t panic. Stay where you are. She’s still here. This has happened before, and the only person who stumbled into danger because of it was you.

Ricky squeezed his eyes shut, forcing back Arawn’s panic.

Not my panic. Yours.

Either way, not helpful. Ricky gulped deep breaths. Liv was still here. Right here. Shrouded in a vision.

Shroud . . .

That word. That damned word.

Ricky started forward, his hands sweeping over the rocky floor.

Don’t go far.

Ah, being helpful now. Awesome.

A noise had him jumping, “Liv?” on his lips. But when he turned, he saw only the shadows oozing along the walls. Then the sound came again.

A whisper. A voice.

“Liv?”

It wasn’t her. In his gut, he knew it wasn’t. When he focused, he could hear the whispers. Coming from the shadows.

He took one careful crawling step toward them, straining for Arawn to warn him back.

Nothing.

He kept going, and as he moved, he monitored his senses the way he would monitor his bike’s performance as he rode. Yep, another of his shitty metaphors. But the gist of it was there. He checked sight and sound, like he’d test the wind direction and road surface, making sure nothing surprised him. But he also kept his attention on his extrasensory perception, as he would on his bike’s motor, trying to sense anything not quite right.

He detected nothing, though. Now that Liv had vanished, the shadows no longer gave him that sense of urgent dread, like they had been connected to her and her alone. In fact, as he drew closer to the wall, the shadows retreated, and it felt not so much as if they scurried out of his way but rather parted in respect. As they did, he noticed something pale amongst them, and he remembered Liv looking over here before he insisted they leave.

Maybe, if they were separated, she’d return to see what she’d spotted. He veered. As the shadows retreated, he could see pale stripes against black. He reached out and found himself not touching a stripe, but a strip, hard and cool to the touch. His fingers wrapped around—

Bone. It was a rib cage propped against the wall, shadows weaving through it, enshrouding it.

Shroud.

Yes!

Shroud. Dead. Death. That’s the connection his brain had been trying to make.

He heard Liv’s voice again, talking about what Arawn was afraid of, losing Matilda to the shadows.

Not losing her to the fire. Losing her to death.

Liv had been saying something about holes and Glooscap’s Cave.

Fairy holes. The passage to the underworld, to the afterlife.

He peered down the seemingly endless passage to that shrouded glow at the end. Where Liv had seen a fae castle.

The bells. She said they sounded like something else, and he heard it now. Not bells but music. Music and laughter. He recalled stories of fairy circles, luring the unwary with music and laughter. Except not actively luring them. That’s the last thing real fae would want. Inadvertently enticing humans with the sounds of the fae world. Sounds and sights, music and castles.

A shadow slipped past, and again he caught a whisper.

The whispers of shadows. The whispers of . . .

His gaze moved to the skeleton.

Whispers of death.

Whispers of the dead.

He saw again the shadows wrapping around Liv’s leg, and he jerked around with, “Liv!”

Something moved in the shadows, jumping as if startled. Something pale and alive. Ricky lunged and grabbed, and he felt his fingers wrap around flesh. When he yanked, he caught a glimpse of something not quite human. The size of a small woman, with pale hair and humanoid features, but claws and sharp teeth, snapping as he yanked its leg. When his grip only tightened, the figure flickered, glamour falling into place, and he had his finger wrapped around the leg of a woman about Liv’s age, with flowing blond hair and wide, frightened green eyes. Liv’s eyes, and he knew that was no coincidence.

“Yeah, no,” he said. “The scared kitten look isn’t going to work. Nor is taking on my girlfriend’s eyes. Now where is she?”

“I-I don’t know—”

“Cut the bullshit. I just saw you. The real you. The fact that I’m not running, screaming, should suggest I know what you are, so don’t pull the innocent act. I came here with someone. I want her back. Now.”

The fae eased around, not trying to slip from his grasp, but moving closer, brushing her small breasts against him.

“Yeah, also no. You’ve seen my girlfriend. Another naked girl is not going to tempt me.”

She arched her back, and her breasts grew, and Ricky let out a laugh. “Uh, no. That wasn’t what I meant. At all. You can turn into a supermodel. It’s not gonna tempt me. Now I’m being nice, giving you a chance to tell me where Liv is before I get a little less nice.”

The fae slid her fingers across his thigh, heading for a very obvious goal.

“What part of no isn’t clear?” he said as he grabbed her hand.

“You liked it before.”

“Yeah, because I thought you were my girlfriend. Then I liked it because my girlfriend thought it was hot. You know what’s missing in this scenario? My girlfriend. Now tell me where—”

“We don’t need her,” the fae said, twisting to tickle her tongue up his chest. “It will be better without her. Much better. She doesn’t ever need to know. You’ll like that. Men always like that.”

“Yeah, no, not all. See that?” He pointed down. “The only thing that’s rising is my temper. With every second that passes”—he wrenched her arm, making her hiss—“I get more pissed off. Touch me again, and I’ll break your wrist. If you don’t know where Liv is, then get the fuck out of my way.”

“She went in.”

“In?”

The fae pointed into the cavern, into the depths and the glow, and Ricky’s gut twisted, as Arawn’s old terror whipped through him.

“No,” he said, forcing the fear back. “She would not go that way. Ever.”

“But she did.”

Arawn’s terror surged, and without even realizing what he was doing, Ricky twisted her arm up hard, pulling her to him. When he spoke, his voice had changed, deeper, harsher, older. “She did not, and you will tell me where she is, or I will crush every bone in your body.”

The fae stared at him. Just stared, her mouth working. Finally, she whispered, “It cannot be. It isn’t possible.”

“Not possible to crush you? Oh, I can. And I will.”

“Arawn,” she said, breathing the word, her eyes wide. “My Lord.”

Ricky blinked. Well, okay, if that worked, sure. He didn’t mind using the old guy to get Liv back.

“Y—” He only got out the first sound when Arawn’s voice murmured, Perhaps not.

Ricky hesitated.

It seems unwise.

Fine.

Also, old guy? Truly?

“What did you call me?” he said to the fae, and his voice had returned to normal.

“Arawn?” she said, uncertainly now, her eyes searching his.

“Ar-oon? What the fuck is that?” he said. “You’re stalling. Either you tell me—”

“I saw her.”

“Well, good. That’s step one. Step two?”

“She was leaving.”

He wrenched her arm, making her hiss again.

“She was leaving. She was.”

“You’re just saying that because you want me gone. You are going to tell me the truth or . . .” He stumbled on Arawn’s threat. “I’ll crush every bone in your body.”

Ricky felt Arawn’s sigh ripple through his head. Perhaps stick with simply breaking wrists. That seems more your style, boy.

Either way, the fae didn’t seem to realize the insincerity of the threat and began writhing, her voice taking on a sharp whine. “She left. I tell you, she left. I will accompany you and show you where—”

A whisper behind him. A shadow snaking toward the ledge. That whisper coming clear. It is her. The lady.

Ricky dropped the fae and shot for the ledge just as Liv broke through the surface. The shadows slid toward her. With a sweep of his arm, they fell back, and he heard the whispers, No harm, my Lord. We would do her no harm, but his heart pounded too hard to pay them heed.

He scrambled across the rock, sending the shadows scattering as Liv said, “The fae!” and he turned to see the fae bolting. He didn’t go after her, though, didn’t care if the shadows swore no harm to Liv. Arawn wouldn’t let him take that chance.

Ricky reached for Liv, but she shot past him, leaping onto the ledge and running, hunched over, after the fae.

Running into the cavern.

Running toward the glow and the music and the laughter.

And death.

“No!”

Arawn’s fear, Arawn’s voice, booming through the cavern, enough to send the shadows skittering and gibbering. Enough for the fae to turn, wide-eyed, her lips parting with, “Fy arglwydd?”

Liv dove and grabbed the fae by the ankle.



Ten - Liv

“Really?” I said to Ricky as I held the fae’s ankle. “I may hate losing my prey, but I wasn’t going to pursue her into the afterlife.” I peered into the dark. “Presuming that’s what it is.”

“Move back,” Ricky said, his voice thick.

I glanced at him and saw fear in his eyes, and he added a please, but he didn’t need to. I saw that look and backed up, hauling the fae with me.

“Sorry if I spooked you,” I said. “When we got separated by a vision, I knew you’d wanted me to leave, so that’s what I did.”

“See?” the fae said, her voice shrill. “I told you she left. You did not believe me.”

“He didn’t believe a fae? Shocking. It not like they’ve ever lied to us before.”

“You know what I am,” she said, her eyes narrowing. Then she looked at Ricky and hunger touched her eyes. Which was totally understandable, given that he was a hot, naked guy, but it wasn’t that kind of hunger. It was a look that sent a chill up my spine. I remembered what she’d called him. Fy arglwydd. Welsh for my Lord. Lord of the Otherworld.

“Arawn,” she said. “You told me you were not Arawn. You lied.”

“Ar-oon?” I said. “What’s an ar-oon?”

“Exactly what I asked,” Ricky said. “Seems to be more of that foreign shit it talks.”

“It?” the fae said indignantly. “I am not an it.”

Ricky crawled over, rubbing his shoulder and wincing.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, just scraped it up charging after you.”

“Trust me a little more,” I said. “So bring me up to speed on the conversation. I only caught the tail end. I heard you guys talking and wanted to be sure I wasn’t, you know, interrupting anything.”

I waggled my brows. He gave me a look and said, “Trust me a little more.”

“Hey, I gave permission.”

“Yeah, with you around. Whole different thing. And if you’re not around? I’m not interested.”

“Saw those sharp teeth, huh?”

He laughed. “No, I was just kinda more worried about getting you back. That was pretty much the entirety of the conversation. Where is she? Tell me where she is. Tell me now or else. Etcetera, etcetera.”

“I did tell you,” the fae said. “I told the truth.”

“Yeah, after you said she’d gone thataway.” He pointed deeper into the cavern. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell us what’s in there.”

“This is a cave. In there?” She shrugged. “More cave. If you want to see, you only need to enter.”

“Yeah, no thanks.” Ricky glanced into the shadows, and I saw what I’d spotted before: the rib cage of a skeleton.

“Did you tell him to go exploring?” Ricky pointed at the remains. “Or just drown and leave him there?”

“I did not drown him,” she said. “He came into the cavern, and he died. I moved his body there to warn others.”

“So you’re the lady of the lake,” I said. “Luring others into your lair.”

“Luring?” More indignation as she waved at the corpse. “How is that luring?”

“A skeleton in an underwater cavern is virtually a flashing Adventure Here sign.”

Her face screwed up. “I do not understand.”

“To give her the benefit of the doubt,” Ricky said. “Not everyone sees a dead body as a call to adventure.”

“Weird.”

“I know.”

I turned to the fae, still flat on her stomach, looking over her shoulder at us. “So you’re scaring people off with spooky noises and underwater shenanigans and skeletal remains. Scaring them off from whatever is in there.”

“My home. That is all.”

“But despite the fact you’re keeping people away, I’m quite free to investigate.”

“I cannot stop you.”

“Liv . . .” Ricky said.

“Trust me, remember?” I turned back to the fae. “You don’t want unsuspecting humans going in there, but you’re fine with us going in, given that we’re currently a thorn in your side and possibly also dangerous. Which means if we go in there, we aren’t coming out. You’re not sadistic enough to enjoy sending random humans to their deaths, but you’re okay doing it to save yourself some inconvenience.” I peered into the cavern again. “Fairy hole.”

“I do not know what—”

“Fine, you cannot confirm nor deny. Whatever. We’ve figured it out. And as much as I’d love to know more, I’m a little less self-absorbed than a full-blooded fae. We’re here for another reason. Something you stole from the humans.”

She tensed, and Ricky grunted, as if to say, That confirms it. Which it did, thankfully, because while I don’t consider myself particularly heroic, I did like the idea of returning a lost baby to its mother.

“I do not know what—”

“Save it,” I said. “If you want plausible deniability, you need to work on your poker face.”

Her expression said she had no idea what that meant.

“You stole—” I began.

“They did not want it,” she said. “I did.”

“Yes, actually, they wanted it very much, and it’s not for you to decide otherwise. We need her back.”

“No. She is mine.”

Ricky lunged. His hand went around the fae’s neck, pushing her face into the rock hard enough to make me wince. She let out a shriek, flailing, her glamour slipping, hands turning claw-like as they scrabbled against the stone. The shadows whispered and swirled but stayed back. Stayed well back.

“You want us gone,” Ricky said. “We want to be gone. But we are not leaving without getting what we came for, and if you don’t take us to her, we’ll bring a shitload of trouble down on your little hideaway here. You think you’ve scared off the humans? People like curses. They like stories of haunted places. They like to whisper of the place no one dares go. But that’s a game they play to amuse themselves. If we tell them their lost baby is here, they will descend with torches and fury.”

He leaned into her ear. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? You’re old enough to know. You’ve had them come before, in the old world. That’s why you fled here. That’s why you’re very careful about how you keep them away. Give them ghost stories, but do not actually make them afraid, or they’ll drive you out and kill you.”

The fae whimpered. “They did not want her. I did. I am good to her.”

Ricky eased up. “I get that, but you misunderstood, and she’s not yours to keep. Now take us to her.”

#

The fae led us from the cave. Once we got out, she said, “You will want to dress first. It is cold.”

“We’re good,” Ricky said. “And we’re not giving you a chance to run.”

“I cannot keep her underground,” the fae said as she led us into the forest. “She is not big enough. It would be dangerous taking her under the water.”

“It would.”

“You will find out if they want her, yes?” she said. “I think you are mistaken. I heard them say they did not.”

“We’ll make sure of that,” I said. I could only hope that what the fae overheard was a couple of young parents, temporarily frustrated. Parenting can’t be easy, especially at that age, and there must be moments of exhaustion and frustration and even regret.

“If they do not want her, you will bring her back?”

I murmured something noncommittal.

“I am good to her,” the fae said, as if sensing my doubt. “I took care of her. I kept her warm and fed, and I played with her, and she hardly even whimpers.”

“I’m sure you were an excellent caregiver,” I said.

The fae climbed over a pile of rock, scaling down a hillside as nimble as a mountain goat. We followed as best we could until we found her at the mouth of a cave.

“She is in there,” she said. “Go and get her.”

“Uh, no,” Ricky said. “I don’t know what’s in there, but I have a feeling”—he inhaled and then backed up fast—“it runs on four legs.”

Deep inside the cave, something stirred. I scrambled up the hillside, Ricky following. The fae bolted. Ricky swore and charged after her. I stayed where I was, listening to those noises in the cave, no idea what was in there, but making sure it didn’t come out to investigate.

As the fae raced down the hillside, Ricky crossed above her, coming down onto an overhanging rock and then—

He jumped, landing on top of her, both of them rolling down the hill. I reached them just as Ricky got the fae pinned.

When I heard a whimper, Ricky did, too, his head jerking up. I kept going down the hillside, picking up speed, straining for those noises, almost lost in the calls and cries of the night.

Behind me, Ricky hissed in sudden pain. I turned to see the fae running my way, Ricky in pursuit, blood dripping, claw marks scored down his side.

I could see what looked like another thicket ahead. A cry came from inside. I spotted something pale. Pale yellow. Like the threads I’d found.

The fae was right on my heels. I dove, hit the edge of the thicket, and realized there were reasons other than “cold” for wearing clothing. Thorns clawed my torso. But there it was, a bundle wrapped in a soft yellow blanket covered in cartoon lions. I snatched it up in both arms, like a football.

The fae landed on my back. Teeth or claws dug into my shoulder. A snarl from Ricky, and the weight on my back disappeared.

My arms closed around the bundle as I whispered, “Sorry, sorry. You’re okay. You’re okay,” and really hoped she was, because my football grab probably hadn’t been the most baby-friendly move.

I held the bundle tight as she whimpered and whined. Then . . .

The whine sounded odd. High pitched. And the head rubbing against my bare chest . . . It was coarse hair. I might not know much about babies, but I have held enough to remember admiring that silky fine hair.

When a claw scratched my stomach, I let out a yelp and nearly threw the bundle aside. Luckily, I’m not quite that easily spooked and just thrust it away, holding it at arm’s length to see . . .

“A puppy?” Ricky said.

I held a puppy. Wrapped in a baby blanket. A small brown-and-white dog, like a terrier mix. The puppy wriggled and whined.

“Mine!” the fae shrieked as she charged at me.

Ricky grabbed her and held her back as she fought.

“Mine. She’s mine! They did not want her. I heard them talking. The other babies found homes, but she did not, and they were deciding what to do with her. They could not keep her, and they were talking about how they would rid themselves of her. Kill her. You will not take her back. You will not. She is mine.”

I sighed and looked at the puppy, wriggling hopefully in my hands. Then I gave it a quick pat and held it out to the fae.

“Yours,” I said.



Eleven - Liv

We were quiet as we walked back to the bike. Ricky had hold of my hand, gripping so tight it hurt, his gaze fixed straight ahead. I bided my time, waiting for his mood to settle a little, us getting distance from the swimming hole, before I said, “Arawn?”

He jumped and said, “What?” like I’d been calling him by that name.

“You were hearing from him in there?” I said. “That can be . . . discomfiting.”

He loosened his death grip on my hand. “Yeah. It’s weird, because he must have always been there. Memories of him or his actual consciousness, I don’t know which, but it’s like finding out my connection to him triggered it. Gave him permission to talk.”

“And you’d rather he shut up?”

A faint smile. “Yeah. Do you hear Matilda?”

“I don’t think so. I just get visions of her. Of being her, usually. Maybe she just doesn’t have anything to say.”

“Or maybe, with you, she’s better integrated.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I do wonder sometimes if I’ve always just heard her and thought of that as my inner voice.”

“I’ve wondered that, too, with Arawn. Whether he’s always been the voice in my head, and whether knowing he is—well, was—an actual person just means I think of him differently.”

“So you think I was right?” I asked. “About that cavern being a portal to the afterlife?”

“The shadows definitely felt like spirits. They recognized me—recognized Arawn. It wasn’t even like they were actually threatening you. Just . . . curious. It was Arawn’s memories making me freak out. Remembering you going into the fire—” He shoved his hair back and gave a soft growl. “Not you. Matilda. See what I mean? Most times, I can separate me from him, you from her. Recognize the connection, while separating the people. But in there? The problem wasn’t here.” He tapped his head. “It was in my gut. Logic be damned. I felt like you were two seconds from being consumed by shadows and dragged into the afterlife. Again.”

He took a deep breath. “So, we got some clues.”

I smiled at him. “Steer away from the weird shit and focus on the mystery?”

“Even the mystery is weird shit.”

“The one about the cave, yes. The baby mystery seems to be squarely back in the realm of the human, and I have no clues for that and a teenage girl counting on me—”

“So, we got some clues.”

I smiled and leaned against him as we walked. “You need to steer away from the weird shit. I need to steer away from the normal shit. Clues then. We found what appears to be an underground hole into the afterlife. The Otherworld, specifically. The Welsh version of the afterlife.”

“Because the spirits and the fae knew Arawn.”

“And spoke Welsh. She called you fy arglwydd. Welsh for ‘my lord.’”

“Which raises a question. Arawn is Lord of the Otherworld, and Matilda spent half her time in his realm when she was alive, and she was half Cŵn Annwn herself. Yet the Otherworld isn’t where she went when she died, or he’d have been fine with that.”

“I’ve never gotten the sense Arawn’s like Hades or Osiris, an actual ruler of the afterlife, living among the shades and spirits. That’s another answer I won’t get until I choose a side. My guess, though, would be that his realm is not the afterlife itself but more like the gates to it.”

“The castle you saw.”

“The first time, yes. Not this time.”

“But I did see something in there, and I heard laughter, voices, music. It didn’t sound like any version of hell. Which the Otherworld isn’t. It’s just a generic afterlife, not for good people or bad.”

“Right,” I said. “So, yes, whether the castle and the music came from the afterlife or Arawn’s actual realm, I have no idea. Presumably, on her death, Matilda went into the afterlife, as a spirit, and there was nothing he could do, no way to bring her back or visit her there or . . . My head hurts now.”

“So we have some clues.”

“Exactly. We also have cell service, so I’m calling on the almighty power of the internet. See if folklore can give us a head start.”

I typed in my keywords and was reading a website when my cellular provider finally realized I was back in the land of the connected and released my texts and voice mail messages. I had both. All from the same person.

“Uh . . . well . . .” I said, reading one of Gabriel’s texts. I showed it to Ricky.

Please call immediately. Found information. Do not investigate before calling.

“Little late for that, huh?” I checked the other messages, which were iterations of the same theme.

It was nearly midnight, Atlantic time. Two hours earlier in Chicago, but I still sent a query to be sure Gabriel wasn’t busy.

The phone rang thirty seconds after my text whizzed off.

“So, not busy?” I said.

He made a noise that I interpreted to mean it was a ridiculous question. It wasn’t even ten at night. He’d hardly be sleeping. As for the possibility he was out enjoying his evening . . . Yeah, Gabriel’s idea of an evening “out” would just mean he hadn’t made it back from the office yet.

“Patrick believes he knows what you may be dealing with there,” Gabriel said. “I’m not convinced he’s correct, but on the possibility he is, I wanted to speak to you immediately.”

“Gwragedd Annwn.”

Silence. I continued, “Literal translation, dames of the Otherworld. Welsh guardians of the passages between the worlds. Water fae. Sometimes considered Welsh mermaids because lore has them luring human husbands, but otherwise, there’s little resemblance. The Gwragedd Annwn aren’t fish-like in any way, and they live in lakes rather than the ocean. Am I close?”

“Your identification matches Patrick’s, yes, though the lore, as always, is slightly off. They’re known to tease human men, but the concept of seducing them as husbands is, of course, ridiculous.”

“Why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free?”

Ricky, who was listening in, chuckled. From Gabriel, I got dead silence. Then, “There’s nothing in the lore to suggest any connection to cows . . .”

I bit my lip. Ricky managed to turn a laugh into a snort that had Gabriel saying, “Is that Ricky?” and “Is he all right?”

“He’s fine. It was just a cough. Forget the cows. The point is that I’m correct with the basics, right? This is a water-based Welsh fae who guards a passage to the Otherworld. And what I saw—the cavern and the castle and even hearing bells—I found in the human lore, too.”

“Yes, from what Patrick told me, you’re dealing with an actual passage between the worlds. One you absolutely do not want to go near.”

“This way to certain death?”

“That would be the theory, which I strongly urge—in fact, insist—you do not test.”

“I wasn’t planning to. That’s why you warned us off, then?”

“That and the association with . . .” He faltered. “With Arawn. Which would connect it to . . .”

He didn’t finish. Couldn’t, being unable to make that connection himself. To put it into words.

“To Ricky, right?” I said. “Is Arawn connected to the gwragedd? The human lore actually mentions that they’re associated with . . .”

Now I was the one trailing off as I realized where I was headed.

“Gwynn ap Nudd, yes.” The words came clipped, giving Gwynn his full folklore name, to separate it from Gabriel himself. I didn’t fail to catch the snap in his voice, almost accusatory, as if I were purposely bringing this up to throw it in his face.

 You dream of some fairy prince and say I’m him?

My hand tightened on the phone. “I think I’m losing the connection, Gabriel. Why don’t I call you in the morning? Or I can speak directly to Patrick—?”

“No.”

“My cell service is wavering here—”

“If you are disconnected, I would ask you to call me back. If, however, you are attempting to end this conversation because of the direction it has taken, I would ask you not to.”

“I wasn’t taking it in that direction.”

“Yes, I know. I . . .” A pause, and the next words came as if pulled out with vice grips. “I apologize.” A deep breath that echoed down the line. “Now, as you were saying, yes, the lore does associate the gwragedd with Gwynn rather than Arawn, but that appears to be simply another manifestation of the folklore confusion between the two. Arawn controls the afterlife, and these fae guard the entrances to it. They serve him.”

“Right,” I said. “Like the Cŵn Annwn or the hounds or the ravens, they’re another part of Arawn’s domain. Fae in his service. Which should mean he’s not in danger from the gwragedd.”

“Incorrect. Is he still there?”

“Yes.”

“Put me on speaker. This is important.”

I did, and Gabriel explained as we walked. At one time, yes, the gwragedd guarded the portals between the worlds and transported souls the Cŵn Annwn claimed. In that respect, they bore some resemblance to Norse Valkyrie. But once the Cŵn Annwn and other fae began being pushed out of Wales, they emigrated along with humans, seeking their own new frontiers. Yet the Cŵn Annwn couldn’t just dig new portals to their Otherworld. Sometimes they found one and settled near it. Other times that wasn’t an option, and what they discovered was that they didn’t absolutely need that portal. Souls would pass over to the afterlife without a physical passageway . . . and without the gwragedd to escort them. Which meant that the gwragedd became the elevator operators of the Welsh fae world, rendered obsolete by modern automation. Some Cŵn Annwn retained their gwragedd, just as some buildings might keep an elevator operator, for nostalgia primarily but also serving new functions. In most cases, though, the Cŵn Annwn turned to the gwragedd and said, “You’re free.”

You are relieved of your obligations. Go, and reinvent yourselves.

Some certainly did, but others were like humans told their services were no longer required—they didn’t want to move on. They longed for their old jobs and their old purpose.

That was why Arawn had warned Ricky against letting this particular gwragedd know who he was. He’d been right to do so, as I knew from seeing that hunger in the fae’s eyes. She was the lowly elevator operator grieving for her lost life. Arawn was the CEO of the corporation, the one person who could get her old job back. At best, she’d wheedle and plead and make Ricky feel like a shit-heel for walking away. At worst, she wouldn’t let him walk away.

“So, I’m thinking we shouldn’t go back for a swim,” Ricky said after Gabriel explained.

“Absolutely not,” Gabriel said. “Do not go near that swimming hole. Do not interact with the gwragedd in any way. Do not let her even suspect you might not be fully human, let alone connected to Arawn.”

Ricky and I looked at each other. A moment of silence. Then Gabriel said, carefully, “Where are you?” as if he already knew the answer.

“We’re leaving,” I said.

“I hope that means you are leaving the area completely, having decided to spend the night in another town, as far from that swimming hole as possible.”

“We’re leaving the, uh, swimming hole,” I said.

“Having not encountered the gwragedd while you were there.”

Silence.

“Having encountered the gwragedd, who failed to realize you were anything more than human.”

Silence.

“Olivia . . .”

“Yeah,” Ricky said. “We chatted with her. She knows we realize she’s fae. She did suspect I was Arawn—”

“What?”

“I played dumb. I’m good at it.”

“Not nearly as good as you think you are, Ricky. I’ve seen the performance. It is unlikely to fool anyone who isn’t already convinced of its veracity based on physical appearance. In other words, it is not going to convince an ancient fae who suspects you are the incarnation of her long-dead Lord.”

“I wouldn’t say incarnation.”

Gabriel’s voice chilled. “My point—”

“—is that we’re leaving,” I cut in. “We can see the bike. The gwragedd didn’t follow us. She was just glad we didn’t take her puppy.”

“Puppy?”

“We thought it was a baby. Long story. Point is, she just wanted to see the backs of us, and she really did seem to think she was wrong about Ricky. We’ll be leaving town in the morning. I just need to—”

“I would ask that you leave tonight. I understand it is late, but I have compiled a list of lodgings over an hour away. I will inquire and book if that is helpful. I have also checked flights from Chicago to Halifax.”

“To do what?”

“Come out there, of course. If this gwragedd realizes what you both represent, Patrick suggests she could target you, Olivia, as a way of getting Ricky’s attention.”

“You can’t come here. You don’t have a passport.”

“I’m sure my driver’s license would suffice. It’s only Canada. They hardly need to worry about terrorists invading from the US. That would be rather pointless.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Ricky said. “You do need a passport. It’s not terrorists they’re worried about. Just Americans in general, I think.”

“Hey, I couldn’t bring my gun,” I said.

A pause. “You don’t have your gun?”

“It’s Canada. They frown on that.”

“Please tell me you have your knife.”

“Switchblades are illegal here, too, and as someone who plans to get her PI license, I can’t have a cross-border weapons offense on my record. So no, I couldn’t bring my gun or my switchblade but—”

“But you know what she did bring?” Ricky said. “Me.”

Silence, the heaviness of it as thick as Maritime fog.

“I didn’t mean to imply—” Gabriel began.

“Then don’t. I never underestimate the danger to Liv. Never.”

“Yes, I know. I simply—”

“You’re thinking of the psych hospital last month. Where I lost her.”

“Temporarily misplaced,” I said, my voice light, trying to lift the mood.

“I was not implying—” Gabriel began.

“Yeah, you were,” Ricky said. “But if you’re going to swing that low, Gabriel, let me remind you of who went to that hospital with her. And who didn’t because he was being a jackass, ignoring her calls, ignoring my attempts to make peace, ignoring us.”

Ricky stopped and winced, rubbing the back of his neck as he mouthed an apology for turning this into a confrontation. I also knew why Gabriel offered to fly out here, which was preposterous and very un-Gabriel. He was falling over himself to make up for what he’d done, and that itself was awkward. The more he overcompensated for his mistake, the more I felt like a bitch for being upset.

I wasn’t holding a grudge because Gabriel had ignored my messages. It was the rejection that hurt. I’d said we were friends, and he’d laughed, a mocking snort of a laugh that I could still hear. Over and over I heard it. Over and over I felt it.

I don’t hold a grudge for that either. I just don’t dare return to the kind of relationship where he can hurt me that badly. So when Ricky snapped at Gabriel, I felt a little bit vindicated. As if I wasn’t such a fool for feeling hurt, because Ricky did too, and I’d never think less of him for it.

And what did Gabriel do? Just silently waited for Ricky to be done.

“We aren’t pushing on tonight,” I said. “We’re fine, and I appreciate everything you’ve done but—”

“Is it because I asked you to push on?” Gabriel said.

Ricky opened his mouth to answer, but I beat him to it.

“No, Gabriel. Shockingly, we aren’t going to endanger our lives to spite you.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“Doesn’t seem to be any other way to mean that. We aren’t staying to spite you. We aren’t staying because it’s convenient. We aren’t staying because we’re tired. I mentioned a baby. A local overheard Ricky and me talking about me being an investigator, and he told a nineteen-year-old girl whose baby has disappeared. No, I did not agree to take the job. I’m not qualified for that. But we had reason to believe this fae might have taken the baby, which is why I asked you to investigate that part. We now know the gwragedd did not take her. So I need to wait until morning to tell this girl that I can’t help. It’s the decent thing to do.”

“A missing child is a tragedy but—”

“Stop.”

“—this girl cannot expect you to waste your vacation—”

“Stop.”

“—and if you do feel obligated, a note would suffice.” His tone added, Though I can’t imagine why you would feel obligated.

Ricky rolled his eyes. “We’re leaving in the morning, Gabriel. We’re at the bike now and heading straight to the inn and then straight out in the morning. We’ll lock our door and bolt the shutters. Now, as Liv said, thank you. Thank Patrick for us, too. We’ll talk later.”



Twelve – Liv

Back at the inn, we sat out on our balcony with a six-pack we’d grabbed earlier, and we drank and talked. Talked about what we’d found. Talked about our plans to deal with the baby issue. Talked about where we’d go when we left tomorrow. Talked about everything that was not related to Gabriel or the problems we’d left in Chicago and Cainsville. Those stayed firmly in the box of stuff we’d deal with later. This was our vacation. Or as close to one as we could manage.

The next morning, we played. Kissing in bed. Teasing. Showering. Using the shower to test that cold-water theory. Wonderfully distracting. Then I was downstairs getting breakfast while Ricky finished up in the room. And I don’t mean the fun kind of “finishing up” either. I’d have stuck around for that.

After the shower experimentation, I had offered him an exception, as I did in the swimming hole. There’s a limit to my teasing, and it falls short of leaving a guy hanging, much as I’d expect him not to leave me in the same predicament. I’d gotten a yes. A hell, yes. Then his phone rang and provided exactly the momentary distraction he’d needed to collect himself and decide to pass on the exemption, damn him.

The problem with Ricky passing on exemptions? I couldn’t claim reciprocal ones, which meant I might—horrors—be the first to fold. Which was very vexing, even if he had provided a nice incentive. An extremely nice incentive that I was trying very hard not to think about, instead gathering breakfast while Ricky finished his call upstairs.

I was getting a second serving of smoked salmon when I heard Hildy outside the otherwise-empty dining room.

“Don’t you talk that way to me, Owen Parr. I know you’re going through a rough time, but that doesn’t give you any right to talk like that. Or to come barging in here, demanding to see one of my guests.”

Owen Parr. Maggie’s father.

I took a deep breath. Maybe this was the way to do it. Cowardly, yes, avoiding facing Krista herself. But I couldn’t help her and wasn’t particularly looking forward to telling her so. Owen might be easier.

I walked into the front room. “Are you looking for me?”

The guy with Hildy was exactly what I’d have expected. A decent-looking young man in an auto-body shop T-shirt with a streak of grease on his jaw. The set of that jaw suggested someone wasn’t very happy about Krista coming to me. Probably thinking I was some shady American taking advantage. That would make this much easier.

“You the PI?” he said, barely unhinging his jaw.

“Not exactly, but I’m the person you’re looking for. Let’s step outside and talk.” I turned to Hildy. “When Ricky comes down, can you tell him I’ll be right back, and he should grab some salmon before I finish it all?”

She nodded, but her eyes stayed worried as she watched us go. “You watch yourself, Owen Parr,” she called. “You don’t want your momma knowing you stormed in here to pester my guests.”

As the back door closed behind us, I said, “Gotta love that about small-town living. No threat worse than telling your mom, whether you’re ten, twenty or fifty years old.”

Owen wheeled on me. “I want the money Krista gave you.”

“First,” I said. “It’s Krista’s money, not yours. But second, and more importantly, I didn’t take a dime from her. As I’m sure you heard, she tried to hire me to find your daughter. I said I’d check a few things. I didn’t accept money to do it.”

“Because you’re going to come back and make her think you’ve got a lead, and then she’ll give you the money . . . right before you skip town with her savings.”

“No, I was going to tell her—”

Owen cut me short as he advanced. “Save the bullshit. I’m not some dumb hick, and I’m not going to let you con Krista out of her money.”

“I have no intention—”

He took another step, looming over me. “I’m giving you thirty minutes to leave town.”

“Excuse me?”

His face came down to mine. “You heard me. If you and that boyfriend aren’t past the town limits in thirty minutes—”

The back door banged open. Owen saw Ricky and jumped back, hands clenching into fists. Ricky just strolled out, coffee cup in hand. He looked over, saw us and took a sip before saying, “Everything okay?”

Owen snorted, and with that snort, he dismissed Ricky. Sure, he was as big as Owen, with well-muscled biceps peeking from under his T-shirt sleeves. Even the ink on those arms didn’t mean shit. Just a city boy who’s never hit anything scarier than a punching bag at his overpriced gym.

“Everything okay?” Ricky asked again before taking another sip of his coffee.

“Everything’s fine,” I said.

“You coming in soon? Hildy brought out freshly baked scones.”

“I’m good. You go enjoy.”

Ricky looked at Owen. “You want a scone? They smell great.”

Owen’s broad face screwed up. “No, I don’t want a scone.”

Ricky shrugged. “Your loss.” He looked at me. “You expecting this to take much longer? I could save you one.”

Owen strode over to him. “How about you just eat a fucking scone yourself. We’re busy.”

“I was just asking—”

“I don’t want a scone. She doesn’t want a scone. Go eat a scone and check your stocks or whatever your sort do.”

“My sort?”

“The sort that rides a fucking Harley because he thinks it’ll make him look badass. Did your daddy buy you that bike?”

“Actually, yes. When I joined the family business.”

“You work for your daddy?” Owen sneered. “Figures.”

I was about to point out that Owen worked for his father, but Ricky said, “Just part-time. I’m still a student. MBA. So I can take over the business one day, manage the stocks or whatever my sort do.”

“Well, you know what your sort don’t do? Look after their shit. They park a fancy bike like that where anyone can get to it.”

“True.”

“And they leave their fancy girlfriends where anyone can get to them while they go eat a fucking scone.”

“They smell awesome.” Ricky looked at me. “Have you had one?”

“Not yet. Save me one, please.”

“I will.” He turned to Owen as he set down his coffee mug. “Now, you were saying something about my bike and my girlfriend. That wasn’t a threat, was it? It kinda sounded that way, but I’m sure I was misunderstanding.”

“I’m telling your girlfriend here to get out of town.”

Ricky’s lips twitched. “By high noon? Or sunset?”

“You think that’s funny?” Owen stepped up to him. “Take your bike and your girlfriend and get out of here before someone messes one of them up. Understood?”

“Mmm. I think so. Let’s see . . .” Ricky eased back, as if considering. Then his fist shot out, hitting Owen in the jaw so hard the young man slammed into the wall.

Owen spit blood, sputtering, “You—you—”

“That’s what my sort do. If you want to hit me back, go ahead and try. But if you miss, I’m going to hit you again, and we’ll continue that way until either the cops come or I pound some sense through your thick skull. The alternative is that you decide you’re going to have a polite conversation with my girlfriend while I go inside and save her a scone.”

Owen stared at him, hand cradling his jaw.

“He thinks I’m trying to take Krista’s money,” I said. “I was explaining otherwise.” I turned to Owen. “I am not taking a penny from Krista. As your smart-ass comments about Ricky’s bike should make clear, we don’t need her money.” I waved my wrist in front of him. “Not to be a stereotypical trust-fund brat, but this watch is worth ten times what Krista was offering. I was trying to be helpful. Look into Maggie’s disappearance. Ask around. Then, if I was concerned that the police might not be handling it properly, I’d make suggestions for alternatives. Alternatives that don’t involve hiring me or anyone I know. Is that acceptable, Owen?”

He straightened. “No, it’s not. You’re building up Krista’s hopes. False hopes. I know what happened to Maggie. A rich couple like you two came to town. People who are used to getting whatever they want. What they wanted was a baby. They figured a couple kids wouldn’t miss her, so they took her, and there’s nothing we can do about that.”

“Um, yes, there is. I can think of few crimes more likely to be prosecuted. If you have some reason to think that’s what happened, someone who made a suspicious comment about the baby . . .”

He went quiet, and this look filled his eyes. The look of someone who’s not accustomed to being crafty, trying his best to be exactly that. When I saw that look, every hair on my body rose. I glanced at Ricky, who was peering at Owen, his eyes narrowing.

For ten seconds, I was sure Owen was going to say yes, that’s exactly what happened. A stranger had talked about wanting Maggie.

He was going to lie.

But then his look changed to uncertainty, worry. The realization hit that if he said that, we’d ask for details, and he’d have to think fast, and if he failed, it would look bad.

It already looked bad.

“No,” he said. “Nothing like that. But everyone always said Maggie was a cute kid, and there are lots of people who want babies. That’s what happened. Someone saw her and took her and didn’t leave any clues. She’s gone, and we don’t need people like you saying otherwise. Getting Krista’s hopes up. Getting Mrs. Lyons’s hopes up. Getting my parents’ hopes up.”

“And yours?”

A moment of hesitation. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I know better.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah, I do. Maggie’s gone, and the sooner everyone accepts that, the sooner we can get on with our lives. I only hope that whoever took her is a good person. Treats her well. Maybe gives her stuff we couldn’t, like that fancy watch.” He nodded, as if to himself. “That’s what I hope. What I know is that she’s not coming home.”



Thirteen - Ricky

It was nearly lunchtime, and they hadn’t left town yet. Ricky was fine with that—he wouldn’t have gone even if Liv had asked, because he knew she wouldn’t want to.

Liv worried that her fae blood made her cold, insensitive. It didn’t. It just meant she didn’t go out of her way to find people in need and help them. Which, as far as Ricky was concerned, would be stupid, pointless and ultimately a lot less satisfying than one might think. Yeah, obviously he had some of that fae blood, too, but it was also just common sense. The way he saw it, most people who did that were only looking for self-satisfaction or a pat on the back. Liv honestly wanted to help Krista, and so did he. Now that they had an actual lead, they were staying.

They’d spent the morning getting a better sense of Owen’s role in this co-parenting arrangement. The truth wasn’t as cut-and-dried as Krista made it seem. Or, Ricky figured, more like it wasn’t as cut-and-dried as Krista thought.

Owen was a far more reluctant teen parent than everyone let on. Part of that seemed to be that people had a different set of expectations for mothers versus fathers. Ricky knew that first-hand. All his life, he’d heard how his mother was a monster for giving him up and his father a saint for raising him. Bullshit on both ends. It’d been an accidental pregnancy between a guy and a girl who’d been not much older than Krista and Owen. His dad had asked his mom to carry the pregnancy to term and give him the child, and she’d agreed, despite being in med school and feeling totally unprepared for motherhood. They’d both made a tough choice, a huge sacrifice, and he respected them both for it. Yet, if he told people that, they thought he was justifying his mother’s actions. And his dad? Totally the hero in this scenario . . . for deciding he wanted to be a father to his kid. Ricky wasn’t sure which one should be more insulted.

So, yeah, Ricky knew the expectations would be different for Krista and Owen. As the devoted teen mom, Krista was only playing her natural role. As for Owen, the simple fact that he played any role won him kudos. People praised him for that, saying it’d have been so easy to walk away or deny paternity “like some boys would.” It was the simple advantage of biology. Guys could walk away, their part done in thirty seconds. Girls didn’t have that option. Granted, the flip side was that guys didn’t always have his father’s choice—to not opt out. A complicated situation, and in Ricky’s case, he knew exactly how fortunate he’d been.

Krista and Owen’s case was far more typical of a “success” story for co-parenting. Except, when Liv dug into it, the arrangement had a lot more to do with devoted paternal grandparents than a devoted young dad. Owen’s parents were the ones who’d made sure he stepped up. Made sure he paid support. Made sure he had partial custody . . . while they were the ones seen pushing Maggie in her stroller.

Liv and Ricky’s last stop was to Owen’s parents, all the data compiled, time to test their suspicions. Sure enough, they only had to walk into the house for that, with pictures of baby Maggie on the mantle, a bassinet in the corner, an infant carrier by the door and two distraught grandparents, offering Liv whatever it took to get their grandbaby back.

Liv had been talking to the Parrs for about thirty minutes when a rap sounded at the door. It was Krista. Seeing Liv and Ricky, she gave an exaggerated start, as if shocked to find them there, though Ricky was sure she’d known exactly where they were.

“You’re taking the case?” Krista reached into her pocket and pulled out the wad of bills.

“I’m just asking questions,” Liv said. “I’m not licensed to practice—”

“I don’t care.”

“But Liv has to care, honey,” Mr. Parr said. “She could get in a lot of trouble for working without a license. She’s gathering information we can pass on if we decide to hire a private investigator. By we, I mean all of us. We’ll all pay our share. Everyone wants Maggie back.”

“I’m not sure about Owen,” Liv said.

Mrs. Parr jumped, guilt flickering. “What?”

“I’m not sure Owen would be thrilled about hiring someone,” Liv said. “He made it quite clear he thought it was a waste of time and money.”

“No, you’ve misunderstood,” Mr. Parr said firmly. “He’s frustrated. That’s all. He’ll pay his share. We’ll make sure of that.”

Whether he wants to or not.

“I was bringing this over.” Krista lifted a tote bag. “In case you stopped by. It’s the stuff from Maggie’s room. The crime scene. The police didn’t want it. They dusted for prints, but I think they were just doing it for show. They wouldn’t even take this stuff. So I bagged it all up.”

She held open the tote. Inside were a bunch of plastic freezer bags, all carefully sealed and labeled. Liv seemed ready to just make some noncommittal comment. Then she stopped and took out a plastic bag. Inside was a yellow baby blanket covered in cartoon lions.

“Oh, this is adorable,” Liv said. “I’ve never seen this pattern before. Is it local?”

Krista shook her head. “My mom made it. She ordered the fabric online from Toronto. It was a joke.”

Liv frowned.

“Lyons?” Krista said. “Our last name? Maggie Lyons. So”—she waved at the blanket—“Maggie’s lions.”

#

There was a message on Ricky’s phone. Several, in fact. One of each variety: voice mail, text and e-mail, each worded as if it were the first, on the presumption that clearly Ricky was not getting the others.

No, not a presumption. Ricky suspected Gabriel knew full well he was being ignored. But to admit that would suggest he had grounds for being ignored. That Ricky was pissed with him. Best to pretend as if Ricky’s methods of contact must be failing.

Ricky wished he had returned one of those messages earlier. Now his only option was to call back—after getting pissy about Gabriel suggesting he couldn’t keep Liv safe—and tell Gabriel they were about to do the one thing most likely to send him into a frothing fury.

Okay, frothing fury was an exaggeration. Ricky was the one with the temper, the one who needed to control it, as he’d practiced with the kid earlier. Gabriel’s anger was ice. He’d freeze you out, and if you dared call him on it; then, he didn’t know what you were talking about. There was obviously a misunderstanding because you didn’t matter enough to warrant his anger. That’s what it came down to. The worst way to hurt someone: say they don’t matter to you, and you were a fool if you thought otherwise.

That was how Gabriel had hurt Liv, and there was no way to make him understand. Ricky understood. He’d lived a life of overrated popularity. He was the kind of guy that everyone presumed had a contact list full of friends and girlfriends. He was good-looking, easygoing and naturally charming. Growing up with bikers lent him the kind of bad-boy allure other guys only dreamed of. He remembered his first year of college, some drunk guy at a party saying, “You’re that guy, aren’t you? All the guys want to be you; all the girls want to fuck you.”

Except Ricky wasn’t that guy. Never had been. He got straight As in school, but his biker home life meant the smart kids steered clear. He devoured pop culture, but the geeks and freaks figured if he was talking to them, he was mocking them. He was athletic, but his grades and pop culture hobbies made the jocks nervous. Classmates always liked him—that natural charm went a long way. Even they presumed he had more girls and friends than any guy deserved. But the truth? When the first girl he’d dated broke it off, she’d explained by saying, “I thought you’d be . . . I don’t know . . . cooler.”

You’re boring. That’s what he’d heard. The product didn’t live up to the packaging and the advertising.

A few weeks ago, when an old friend of Liv’s had finally made contact, Liv made a confession to Ricky. She pretended it was fine that very few of her friends had reached out after the revelation about her birth parents. It was not fine. It hurt, and what hurt more was the realization that her wide circle of friends was really more a wide circle of people she could grab a drink with or go for coffee with. Which was exactly what Ricky had. Lots of buddies. Strings of “Hey, what’re you up to this weekend?” invitation texts. As for friends he could call and just talk to, the way he did with Liv? No.

Which was why the situation with Gabriel was so fucking awkward. For both of them. Gabriel and Liv were obviously friends. Then Gabriel pulled that shit and left her feeling like she’d made some hugely humiliating presumption. And where did that leave Ricky? He wouldn’t say he was friends with Gabriel, but he’d felt them inching that way. Arawn and Gwynn had been best friends before it all went to hell, and no, Ricky wasn’t really in the market for a bestie—being a little old for that shit—but yeah, he’d started feeling like they could become friends. They’d been having conversations—real conversations—after four years of Ricky being nothing more than Gabriel’s best client’s kid, worthy of stilted small talk, out of respect for Don.

Last night, Gabriel wanted to fly here to protect Liv. As if Ricky didn’t exist. And that felt like more than the snub of a romantic rival. It felt personal. Like Ricky as a person didn’t exist, deserved none of Gabriel’s consideration.

Then came today’s messages.

I would like to discuss the situation with you. Any slight last night was unintentional. Call me at your earliest convenience.

Yep, not exactly “Hey, buddy, give me a shout,” but for Gabriel this was uncharacteristically considerate. Sending three versions of that message meant Gabriel was bending over backward to apologize.

Which made Ricky feel all the shittier for doing exactly what Gabriel feared. He wanted to pretend he never got the messages. Return them later.

Whoops, totally missed those. Bad service, you know. Everything’s fine now. The problem is resolved. Liv’s safe and happy, and we’ve left town.

This was definitely one of those times when Ricky wished he could be that guy. The irresponsible young biker, not self aware enough to know better. Just in it for kicks, hanging out with his hot girlfriend and having fun, consequences be damned. After all, YOLO. Which was a fucking stupid motto. You did only live once, so you really shouldn’t be in a hurry to end it by doing something dumb.

While Liv changed her clothing for the ride, Ricky sipped his tea and ate his scone and basically gave up every hope of embracing his inner badass biker. He also composed an e-mail to Gabriel.

Hey,

Got your messages, and I wanted to let you know we are about to do exactly what we promised we wouldn’t. We’re going back to the swimming hole. The gwragedd tricked us about the baby. Fucking shock, huh? A fae playing a trick on us? Yeah, so there’s a baby up there, and we’re the only ones who can get her back, and I know you don’t give a shit about that. But Liv does, and you can’t ask her to walk away. You know you can’t. Even if you managed to convince her, she’d spend years scouring the paper to see what happened to that baby.

So we’re going back. Taking all precautions, but going back.

I’m going to ask you not to call and try to change our minds. Especially don’t call Liv. Trust me. I know you don’t, not when it comes to her. But she can take care of herself, and I have her back, always. So I’m asking you to step aside and stay out of this one thing. For me. If you can’t do that, then I guess we know where we stand.

I’ll send you the coordinates of where we’re going, just in case. I’ll text when we head in, and you should hear from us in an hour.

Ricky

He had time to take exactly two bites of scone and one sip of tea before his phone pinged with a reply.

He sighed. Well, at least he’d tried.

He opened the e-mail. It was a quick note, no salutation or closing. Ricky read the first line.

Avoid the swimming hole.

He winced and forced himself to continue.

The gwragedd won’t have taken the baby into the water, so stay out of that if you can, and if not, the primary concern is the cavern itself. Do not allow Olivia near it. The danger is that you will be separated by a vision, and she will wander into it unknowingly. Impress that upon her, please.

Also, Patrick said that gwragedd have claws in their fae form. They are somewhat smaller than typical fae, which might make them seem easily overcome, but the claws are sharp, and the lore suggests they can bite as well.

If you stay out of the swimming hole and are aware that the gwragedd is more dangerous than she looks, you should be fine. Also, as I said before, do not let the creature know what you are.

Please contact me when you are done.

Ricky read the note twice to be sure he wasn’t missing some trick, some thinly veiled threat. Then he exhaled and turned the phone off.

“Everything okay?” Liv asked as she walked into the dining room.

He smiled. “Everything’s fine.”



Fourteen - Liv

As we walked to the swimming hole, Ricky told me he had spoken to Gabriel and let him know what we were up to. I was glad. I’d been mentally arguing with myself on that. I didn’t want the hassle of fighting him on this, but neither did I want to come back later and tell him we’d done it. Well, since you let me down before, I see no reason to keep you in the loop now.

We were about a quarter mile from the swimming hole when we split up. Definitely not something Gabriel would approve of, but it made sense. Ricky’s Cŵn Annwn stealth skills were our best chance of getting a jump on the gwragedd. Better for him to roust her while I stayed clear.

I watched Ricky go. Then I kept an eye on my watch. We’d agreed that if it took him more than fifteen minutes to find her, he’d loop back to let me know he was fine. He’d keep doing that—checking in and heading out—until he’d tracked her down. We had a signal too. Bird calls. One to say he was in trouble. Another to say he’d found her and I should start approaching carefully in that direction.

Fifteen minutes passed. I was to give him five more, in case he had a lead. Then I would—

The bird call came. The one I wanted to hear, telling me Ricky was closing in. I headed that way, taking it slow, listening for the sound of his attack. He would attack if he had a clear shot. That’s what we’d agreed. I might prefer to be within sight when he went after her, but the baby came first.

As I moved, I had my knife in hand. I hadn’t lied to Gabriel—I didn’t dare bring a switchblade across the border. But one of the first things we’d done was find small folding knives. Our lives were too dangerous to be unarmed, and our powers sadly weren’t the kinds that help in a fight. In my case, I’m liable to plunge into a vision mid-fight.

I didn’t hear Ricky or the gwragedd. I kept going and then—

I saw him. Ricky. Creeping through the trees . . . in the other direction.

That’s the problem with the bird-call alert system. Works great in movies. In real life? I’d had three seconds to process that it was Ricky and not an actual bird plus that it wasn’t the danger call plus pinpoint his location. Clearly, I’d screwed up figuring out directionality.

Worse, I was behind him. Far behind, and if I ran, the noise would warn the gwragedd.

Take it slow then. Loop around if I could. Plan my trajectory so if she heard me, she wouldn’t look in his direction.

I could see him ahead, moving through shadow. The midday sun had disappeared into cloud, and I had to follow Ricky by tracking his blond hair. His actual movements made no sound.

When he disappeared behind a stand of trees, I strained to spot him. Another glimpse of blond hair . . . about twenty feet back from where I expected to see him. Had he turned around? I squinted. I could see his hair, and it looked as if he was bent over, his head down. He passed a tree and—

And that was not Ricky. It was the gwragedd. Behind him. Following him.

I resisted the urge to shout a warning. Instead I fell back, circling to get in behind her. Follow her. Now, if I could let Ricky know what I was doing . . .

I checked my phone in case I suddenly had service. Of course I didn’t. That was the point of the check-ins and the bird calls.

I had a bird call of my own to let him know I was in trouble. But I wasn’t, and he wasn’t either. Not yet.

I managed to circle wide enough to come up behind the gwragedd unseen. Or that was my plan, but by the time I got there, she was far ahead, closing in on Ricky. I caught a flash of her arm and saw she wasn’t using her glamour. Her claws were out, quite literally, and she was moving fast as he crept, oblivious, through the forest.

I put my hands to my mouth and let out my call. Then I ran, crashing through the bushes, letting her hear me. Letting them both hear me.

Except Ricky didn’t hear. Not the piercing bird call or me crashing through the forest. He kept creeping forward, and the gwragedd kept following him.

Had he mistaken my call for an actual bird?

I tried again, louder. But he didn’t even slow. The gwragedd broke into a jog, hunched over, claws out, running straight for him.

“Ricky!”

He didn’t react. Neither did she. I charged for the gwragedd. Soon she was within attack distance. And so was I.

One final spurt of speed, and I leaped and . . .

I fell through the gwragedd. I saw her there, saw my hands extended to grab her, and I went straight through her, the shock of that making me trip.

I hit the ground on my knees, hands thumping down hard. As I crouched there, wincing, I realized that the gwragedd had stopped her own charge. She stood behind me now . . . and yet still didn’t see me.

Because I wasn’t there. I was caught in a vision. Ricky and the gwragedd couldn’t hear me, couldn’t see me, couldn’t feel me.

Just a few minutes ago, I’d been mentally joking that my powers were more likely to throw me into a vision when I needed to defend myself. Worse? Throw me into one when I needed to defend Ricky.

I squeezed my hands shut as I rose. I’d skinned my palms, and they stung like hell, the dirt not making it any better—

I’d skinned my hands. If I was in a vision, I shouldn’t be able to do that.

I looked back at the gwragedd. She’d retreated into the forest, her gaze still fixed on Ricky as he continued—

Ricky glanced over his shoulder and . . . Uh, yeah, that wasn’t my boyfriend. The man was about Ricky’s size and wore a black leather jacket. He had similar blond hair, but his was longer, and his face very obviously wasn’t Ricky’s. Yet something about the way he held himself, the way he gazed about the forest . . .

I knew that look. And it explained why he wasn’t making any noise as he moved.

As I thought that, a dark shape crept up beside him. A giant hound with faintly red eyes. The man idly scratched the beast behind the ears and murmured to it in Welsh. The hound grunted and rubbed against the man’s hip before gliding back into the forest.

Cŵn Annwn.

How was that possible? A Huntsman showing up in this remote area when Arawn was here?

I squinted and got a better look at the man’s clothing. A leather jacket, yes. Timeless in style, like Ricky’s. But under it, he wore a vintage western shirt with a couple extra buttons undone. And the jeans? Bell-bottoms, which as far as I know, have yet to come back in style, particularly for middle-aged guys.

A vision of the past. That’s what I was seeing. A time when a Huntsman and his cŵn came here.

Great. Not that I don’t appreciate a little historical drama, but I had better things to do. Like getting back to my own time, watching out for Ricky and finding a fae-stolen baby.

The problem with visions, though, is that they’re like being at a show where ushers have locked the doors, forcing you to endure the entire performance.

The gwragedd was long gone, the Huntsman having never realized she’d been there. He continued along like a professional tracker, checking broken twigs and scuffs in the dirt, assessing and changing direction and sometimes, just standing, his eyes half closed as if relying on a sixth sense.

Finally, he made his way to the swimming hole. He crouched beside it, his fingers dangling in the water. The hound approached again. It looked at the swimming hole and whined.

“So, am I right?” he asked, and I presumed he still spoke Welsh, but now I heard English. “Is this what it seems to be?”

“You actually expect her to answer, don’t you?”

The second voice startled me, but the Huntsman just kept running his fingers through the water. “But she does. Doesn’t he?” He nodded at a second cŵn coming from the forest.

A younger man stepped out behind the hound, dressed in jeans and a denim jacket and what looked like a bowling shirt.

“He only tells me if he’s hungry or needs to take a shit. I got ripped off.”

The second cŵn growled. His Huntsman chuckled and patted his head.

“So, what did she say?” the second Huntsman asked, nodding at the other cŵn.

“She agrees with me. As usual. Because I’m usually right.”

The second Huntsman rolled his eyes and hunkered down on a rock to stare into the dark depths of the swimming hole. “Is it even possible? Out here?”

“I’ve heard of such things. It feels like it, doesn’t it?” The first Huntsman closed his eyes. “Closer than it’s ever been. Closer than I’ve ever felt it.”

“Hmm.”

The first Huntsman opened an eye. “You disagree?”

“No, I’m just not sure I’m as thrilled by the idea as you are. Passages are dangerous. You never know what will get in. Or out.”

“Nothing leaves this one. It’s sealed.”

“Dare I ask how you know that?”

“The same way I know that humans aren’t likely to wander in. Don’t you sense her?”

“Her?”

The first Huntsman sighed. “You are such a child, sometimes. That’s what happens when you lose your connection to the old world, become too immersed in this one.”

“Blah-blah-blah.”

The first Huntsman raised a middle finger.

“Whoa. Do you even know what that means, old man?” the second one said.

The finger stayed up as the first Huntsman said, “How about you humor this old man and close your eyes. Tell me what you feel. Besides the passage.”

“All I feel is the passage.”

“Humor me.”

The younger man did. Then his lips formed a curse I knew well, even in Welsh. Cach. Shit.

“Exactly,” the older Huntsman said. “She’s been following us. Trying to decide what to do.”

“She knows what we are, then?”

The other man’s brows rose. “I should hope so, or she’d be a very poor Gwragedd Annwn. Almost as poor as a Cŵn Annwn who didn’t realize she was here.”

The young man’s hound gave a snort, like a laugh, and his Huntsman said, “I suppose you knew.”

“Of course he did. Someone has to watch out for you.”

“Which is why I have him. He’s the brawn. I’m the brains.”

The hound made a choking snorting sound, and his Huntsman said, “Hey!”

My experience with the Cŵn Annwn had been limited to a few visions and chance encounters. This was a side of them I hadn’t seen. Just a couple of guys hanging out, bantering, exchanging insults. Kind of hard to picture them on flaming black steeds, hunting the souls of the damned and dragging them to the Otherworld.

The first hound stopped moving, her head swiveling, her Huntsman’s head swiveling too, as if in sync. Her Huntsman rose from the swimming hole.

“Come out,” he called. “We know you’re there. Show yourself, or we’ll need to set the hounds on you, and you don’t want that.”

The gwragedd edged around a tree, pressed against it, ready to run.

“Come closer,” the Huntsman said, and his voice deepened to that sonorous tone I’d heard from other Cŵn Annwn. The gwragedd dropped to her knees.

“My lords,” she breathed, in the same tone she’d used with Ricky.

Fy arglwydd.

The older Huntsman walked toward her, frowning. “You did not know what we were?”

“You’d think the giant hounds would give it away,” the younger one murmured.

“I did not dare hope, my lords. It has been so long. I thought I must be mistaken.”

The first one looked around. “What are you doing here? There are no packs for miles. Not on this entire island, I believe.”

“I am guarding the passage. For you, my lords. For when you come. And now you have.”

The Huntsmen exchanged a glance, and the first one said, “We are only passing through, little one. We are pleased that you have secured the passage, but you do not need to remain.”

“But you are here. You have come.”

“On vacation,” the second one said. “Even we get those.”

The first one gave him a look that said he shouldn’t be quite so informal with a gwragedd. She would expect better.

“We are, as I said, only passing through,” the first said. “We pursued prey about fifty miles south, and now that our work is done, we are . . .” He glanced at the younger one. “Enjoying a reprieve.”

The gwragedd shook her head. “No, you came for this. You sensed it.”

“Yes, I sensed it in passing, but—”

“And now you have found it. You will bring your pack. You will stay. I have guarded this for you. Protected it from humans.”

“I know, and we are grateful. Impressed as well, you have protected it for generations, and you have sealed it to prevent souls from passing into this world. That is excellent work. And it means that you do not have to stay.” He smiled, a kind, genuine smile that reminded me of Ricky. “You are free.”

“B-but I have found the passage. You need it. You will bring your pack.”

The Huntsman gave a slow shake of his head. “We do not need it. More importantly, we cannot even use it, I fear. There are so few with fae blood in this region that there would be no point in us settling here. We must stay where we are needed. It is our duty.”

“But I have found—”

“And your duty, little one, is to be free. To be happy. You served our kind well, and we are grateful. But you do not need to continue.”

“I wish to continue,” she said. “That is my duty.”

“We have relieved you of it. However, if you want to stay, we cannot stop you.”

“Alone?” she said, and there was a plaintive note in her voice. A fearful note, too, almost like panic. “I have been alone for so long, my lords. I kept this for you. For a pack to come so I may serve.”

“Then join us,” the younger Huntsman said. That earned him a look from the older one, but they exchanged a glance, and the older one dipped his chin and said, “Yes, little one. You may join us. There are other ways to serve.”

“But this—this is a passage. It is mine. Yours. You must come.”

“No, little one—”

The gwragedd flew at him.



Fifteen - Liv

The hounds fought off the gwragedd easily, pinning her beneath their giant paws as gently as they could. The Huntsmen tried to reason with her, persuade her to leave, but she flew into a fury of gnashing teeth and tears and wails. In the end, all they could do was withdraw, with reluctance, the younger one telling her where she could find them, should she change her mind. And as they left, her cries echoed through the forest.

“Do not leave me, my lords! Do not leave me alone!”

I woke on the ground. It took a second to realize where I was. Sometimes with a vision, I wander. Fortunately, my powers weren’t quite prepared to kill me yet, and I’d crashed exactly where I’d fallen into the vision.

I got to my feet and reoriented myself while sorting out my memories. I’d heard Ricky. Then I’d seen him in a different direction. But that hadn’t been him . . . which explained the “wrong direction” part. Got it.

I hadn’t gone more than a few loping steps before his bird cry came again, letting me know he was on the gwragedd’s trail, no note of “Where the hell are you?” in it, which suggested a time-freeze during my vision detour. Excellent.

I kept moving as quietly as I could, having to keep reminding myself of which memories had been the vision—the gwragedd wasn’t following Ricky, and any noise I made wouldn’t lead her straight to him. I still tried to stay quiet. No need to unnecessarily attract her attention.

I kept up that slow jog until I heard a sound. A faint whimper that had me skidding to a halt. I looked around. Another whimper, so soft I had to wonder if I was actually hearing it. It sounded like a baby softly fussing.

Or it could be the damned puppy again.

I followed the sound. When I caught sight of a yellow blanket and a flash of what looked like brown fur, I grumbled. But I took one more step, to be sure, and that “fur” turned into the soft baby hair I’d expected when I grabbed the puppy.

I hurried forward and pushed into the thicket.

The baby looked like something out of a biblical story, cradled in a basket woven of twigs and leaves, bundled with blankets. She peered up at me, only mildly curious, as if I’d happened upon her in her crib. Then she lifted her arms with an uh-uh-uh that even I recognized as the universal baby language for “Pick me up.”

I did. She smelled sweetly of leaves and moss, and I could see both padding her makeshift bassinet. She cuddled into my arms, seemingly untraumatized, and I had no idea what a fae would feed an infant, but the gwragedd had apparently figured out something.

As I cuddled her, I debated my next move. Did I give my alert cry, bring Ricky back and then leave? An hour ago, I would have. Now . . . it felt cruel. Of course I had to take the baby, but I wanted to say something to the gwragedd.

That impulse passed quickly, though. Yes, I felt bad for her, but not so bad that I’d endanger myself or Ricky or the baby.

So I turned to go and—

A shriek rent the air as a blur charged me. I staggered back, my arms going around Maggie, shielding her with my body, and I went into crash position, baby to my chest.

The gwragedd struck me. Then she was gone, Ricky hauling her off as she screamed, “Mine, mine, mine!”

“Yeah,” Ricky said. “We let you keep the puppy. That is not a puppy.”

“Mine!” Tears sprang to her eyes as she wailed and twisted, her claws out, but Ricky had her by the shoulders, and she couldn’t get to him. When she reached again, he grabbed one hand and then the other and pinned them behind her back.

“She is mine! Mine! They did not want her. I heard. I heard!”

“No,” I said, as I backed away, Maggie fussing now. “When you told us about the puppy, you said he didn’t want her. Not they. He.”

“Yes, he. He was going to get rid of the baby. Sell her. I heard him.”

“Who was going to sell her?”

I knew the answer, but she confirmed it, saying, “Her father. Her own father. Bad, bad boy. Terrible father.”

“And her mother?”

The gwragedd went silent.

“Not a bad girl, right? Not a terrible mother?”

“It does not matter. He was going to sell the baby, and then she would be gone. So I took her. She is mine!”

“You heard her father trying to sell her?” Ricky said. “Exactly what did he say?”

“He was talking to a man. A man who comes by in a truck where the boy works. A man who brings things that are not his. Things to sell.”

“A fence,” Ricky murmured. “Okay, so you heard the boy say . . .”

“He asked how much a baby could be sold for. In the city. The big city, far away. The man did not know, but the boy wanted him to find out. See if anyone would buy his baby. He would give the man part of the money.”

In other words, Owen hadn’t exactly been in the process of handing Maggie over for cash. He’d just been putting out feelers, and the truth is that those feelers almost certainly wouldn’t have gone anywhere. He was a dumb kid, saddled with a baby and looking for a way out, not realizing that it wasn’t like selling a toy he no longer wanted. But there was still a possibility that this guy could find someone, and I understood why the gwragedd had jumped at the excuse to take Maggie.

“You can’t have her,” I said. “You know that. Her mother wants her back. Her grandparents do, too. All her grandparents. They love her, and they’re devastated, and I think you know that.”

“She is mine,” the gwragedd said, with less conviction. Then she squared her shoulders. “The girl can have more. I cannot. I want a child.”

“You want company,” I said. “You’re lonely.”

She flinched, and I went on. “You have a place you can go. An invitation. It’s an old one, but I’m sure it’s still open.”

“I do not know what you mean.”

“I think you do. The Cŵn Annwn.”

Ricky looked up sharply.

The gwragedd’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know of the Hunt?”

“Same way I know about you. You wanted the Cŵn Annwn to set up shop here, but they said there aren’t enough local fae and humans with fae blood. They invited you to come to them, despite the fact you attacked them for their kindness.”

“I—”

“You’ve secured the passage to the Otherworld. It’s time for you to go.”

She twisted to look at Ricky, eyes narrowing more. “I know you.”

“Yeah, I’m the guy holding you so you don’t hurt that baby.”

“I would never—”

“You hurt her by taking her from her family. Her father will be dealt with. You have my word on that.”

“And who are you to give that word?”

Ricky went still. He glanced at me. At the baby. Then back to the gwragedd. “If I were someone who could give orders, and I ordered you to join those who invited you, would you accept that? Or would you insist on knowing more, on getting answers I’m not going to give? Maybe harm me—or someone else—to get those answers?”

“I would never—”

“Yeah, you would. But if I am who you think I am, you know the Cŵn Annwn would take vengeance. Terrible vengeance.”

She glanced at Maggie. “I would care for the child, as if she were my own.”

“But she’s not your own,” Ricky said. “She’s human, and someday others would find her out here, and they’d find you, and you know what happens then. Nothing good.”

“I do not know where to find this pack.”

“They told you,” I said.

“I have forgotten.”

“No, you haven’t. But in case you’re a little foggy on the details, I heard them. I can remind you.”

“I do not know how I would get there,” she said, but mumbling it now, like a child making excuses.

“You got here,” I said. “From a lot farther away. You can get there. Basic instructions: head south. Hit water. Cross water. Head south.”

“I want to take the baby to her home. I want to be sure she is safe.”

“And you will,” Ricky said. “Which doesn’t mean we’re handing her over and trusting you’ll do that. You’ve tricked us enough. Now let’s move. We’ve got a long walk.”



Sixteen - Ricky

It was a long walk. But that was the only way to do it, babies not being motorcycle-friendly. They came around the rear of the Lyons’s house, and the gwragedd snuck to the spot she’d used for watching the baby. From there she could listen as they returned Maggie to Krista. And if the fae had any doubt that Maggie’s mother wanted her back, Ricky was sure those first few minutes of reunion squashed them.

Liv told a story that wasn’t far off from the truth. She said they’d heard what sounded like a baby when in the forest yesterday. On hearing Krista’s story, they’d gone back last night, and they’d met someone camping out there but had seen no sign of a child. Then Liv had looked into it some more. She’d overheard something that made her suspect Owen might have given that “person in the forest” reason to believe Maggie was in danger. They returned, got the baby and got the story, too—of what the baby-snatcher overheard and why she’d taken Maggie.

And, yeah, telling that version had a bonus. Liv had been careful to pretend they’d found Maggie far from the swimming hole—they wouldn’t undo the gwragedd’s work by sending the police there. But it gave the fae a reason to leave the area. Liv had gifted her some money, too, and written directions.

Owen would be questioned. There probably weren’t grounds for arrest, but the police would put the fear of it into him. His parents would be worse, and yeah, Ricky kinda hated letting them know their son had considered selling his child. But it had to be done, for Maggie’s sake.

Liv asked Krista and her mom not to take it out on the Parrs. Allow them access to their granddaughter. Just make them understand that they could be part of Maggie’s life, and Owen didn’t need to be. Ricky had a feeling they’d happily pay his share of the child support for that continued access to Maggie. They were good people. As for Owen, Ricky hoped he’d grow up and pull his head out of his ass, but if he didn’t, Maggie would be fine without him. One devoted parent was all a kid needed.

Liv took the money Krista offered. There was no way to refuse. When they checked out of the inn, she gave the money to Hildy, to be returned to Krista, with a note asking that it be put into a college fund for Maggie.

Once they were sure the police didn’t need to speak to them again, they left town. Easier that way. People were grateful for Maggie’s return, and that was just awkward. It was nice to play the hero for once, but not as much fun to hang around with people wanting to buy you drinks and meals when all you wanted was to get back to your vacation and spend some time alone.

They got their alone time that night, this time in a place that rented cabins by the ocean. They’d planned to just get a B&B in town, but then Liv had seen . . . Ricky wasn’t exactly sure what had caught her eye, only that she’d wanted to pull into one of those kitschy roadside tourist trap shops. And she’d insisted on running in alone. Then she’d come out and given him directions to this place.

Not that he was complaining. It was a tiny cabin right on the edge of the ocean, surf pounding the rocks, pebble beach for walking. That was exactly what they were about to do, though Liv seemed to be taking a while to change into her shorts. He was starting to wonder whether she’d left them behind when the sliding door opened, and she stepped onto the deck, wearing . . .

It looked like a skirt. Okay, it was a skirt. It was the fabric that confused him. It seemed almost like . . .

“Sealskin,” she said. “It’s a sealskin miniskirt. This is what I was buying in that shop. They assured me it was ethically sourced.”

“Ethically-sourced sealskin?”

“That’s what they said. Go with it.” She twirled, the skirt flying up, showing off tanned thighs and the barest glimpse of ass. “What do you think?”

“Different. Also, oddly arousing.”

“I thought it might be, after that story you told me this morning.”

He paused and then sputtered a laugh as he remembered sharing his fantasy moment from the cavern, recreating the selkie image from his grandmother’s books. Thinking of that and looking at the skirt . . .

Fuck.

Liv stripped off her shirt. Under it, she wore a brown speckled bra, one that went remarkably well with the sealskin skirt.

“I have two words to add to that scenario I gave you,” she said. “Just two.”

“Uh-huh.”

She leaned in, her chest brushing his, lips going to his ear as she whispered, “Selkie porn.”

He let out a laugh. Then she moved back and his gaze traveled down her, taking in the view of her with the pounding surf behind and . . .

“Fuck.”

“That depends. What do you say? It’s the chance to bring to life a childhood fantasy. Well, not one you actually had as a child, I presume. But I’m sure you can improvise now.” She looked at the water. “I see the ideal rock out there. Perfect for a selkie to climb up on, basking in the late-day sun, and then a hot young human just happens by—”

“I’m in.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” she said with a grin, and he chuckled again, a little ragged now as he moved toward her. She backed up. “Uh-uh. No touching until the fantasy is in full play. I may need to do some swimming first. Get all wet and ready. You can watch. Maybe find a nice tree to spy from. Good?”

“Oh, yeah. And this is just the warm-up. If I’m the one to give in first, I get the whole page of promises.”

“You do.”

“It’s just too bad you won’t get the ones on my page. I was looking forward to doing that. All of that.”

She smiled. “Oh, I’m still collecting. You just get to go first.”

“Uh, no. Sorry. That wasn’t the deal. I mean, I’d love to, naturally. But the offer was only good for the first who redeemed it. Which is me.”

“Wait, no. That was not—”

“Was, too.”

“Then I claim it,” she said quickly. “I surrender first. Add selkie porn to your list, so you’ll still get that and—”

“Nope. Sorry. Really. I feel terrible, but I couldn’t hold out. You win.” He sighed. “I was especially looking forward to . . .” He leaned over and whispered in her ear.

“Bastard.”

“Hey, that’s not nice. Especially since I was going to suggest that you could still win it. As a reward. For good behavior.”

“Good behavior?” She arched one brow. “Does that mean what I think it does?”

“Yep. You gotta earn it. I’ll warn you, though, my selkie fantasy is getting more elaborate by the second.”

“Whatever you can come up with, I can meet and exceed all expectations.”

“Think so?”

“Know so.” She started for the water, her bra drifting down to rest on the pebble beach. “You just gotta be able to keep up.”

“Oh, I will. You know I will.”

He watched her walk into the water and waited until he got that first glimpse of her diving into the surf, the flip of her sealskin skirt before she disappeared under the water. Time to find a place to spy from. Just as soon as he grabbed his camera. He did have a scrapbook to fill.
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Cainsville 5 sneak peek

One

When I saw the ambulances parked outside the burning farmhouse, I thought there was still hope. That Detective Pemberton was wrong, and we hadn’t lost the only witness who could set my father free after twenty years in prison for murders committed, instead, by my mother.

I saw the old house in flames, smoke filling the night air, and that ambulance with its lights still flashing. As Gabriel pulls the Jag to the side of the country lane, I leaned back in the seat and exhaled in relief. We weren’t too late. After six months, we’ve finally found our key witness, and that fire meant she’d be in no shape to run again.

And that’s when they brought out the stretchers. With body bags.

“Maybe it’s not Imogen,” I said.

We walked toward the burning house. I surveyed the personnel on duty, chose my target and picked up speed as Gabriel fell back. We were almost an hour outside Chicago, and the police on the scene were state troopers, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t know Gabriel, at least by his reputation. As one of the city’s most notorious defense lawyers, that reputation did not endear him to anyone with a badge.

I approached a young officer left guarding the perimeter.

I extended my hand. “Liv Jones,” I said. “We’ve been looking for one of the women renting this house. Imogen Seale. She’s a material witness in a multiple homicide.”

The trooper peered at me with a Don’t I know you from somewhere. But it was dark and smoky and tonight I was just Liv Jones. No relation to Olivia Taylor-Jones, former debutante daughter of the Mills & Jones department store owner. Certainly no relation to Eden Larsen, daughter of the notorious serial killers, Todd and Pamela Larsen.

“Hope she wasn’t a valuable witness,” the trooper said.

“Kind of,” I said with a wry smile. “I’m guessing my contact was right, then. She didn’t survive.”

“Pronounced DOA,” she said. “Her mother fell asleep smoking on the sofa. You really think people would know better. If you have to smoke, at least invest in an alarm.”

“Aren’t they mandatory?”

“In old rentals like this, no one checks until something happens. A fifty-dollar investment could have saved two lives.”

“And chance I can see the bodies?” I asked. “If she’s definitely gone, I need to move fast in another direction.”

“I hear you,” she said and waved for me to follow. “And I hate to see a killer walk free. Especially a multiple murderer.”

Mmm, yeah, sorry, but actually, if we win this one, we do set a multiple murderer free. It’s a package deal—getting my father out means freeing my mother, too.

As we walked, Gabriel fell in beside me. When the trooper glanced at him, I said simply, “My colleague,” and she said, “Organized crime?”

I choke on a laugh, and she quickly added, “I mean the case. I can imagine you’d need security for something like that.”

It wasn’t the first time Gabriel had been mistaken for my bodyguard. When we met, I’d pegged him as hired muscle myself. Even the expensive cut of his suit had only made me amend that to “hired muscle for someone with a lot of money.” He was at least six four and built like a linebacker. It was more than his size, though. He just had that look—the one that makes people get out of the way.

The trooper said something to one of the paramedics, who nodded and opened the smaller body bag. Imogen’s mother. Death had obviously been smoke inhalation, with signs of suffocation and only minimal burning, mostly to the clothing. Which meant there was no chance we were looking at the badly-burned corpse of a stranger. And the second corpse? Imogen herself, mistress of Marty Tyson, one of my mother’s victims. The only person who could have testified that Tyson actually killed the first two alleged victims. It would have been the reasonable doubt we needed to overturn the conviction.

And now we’d lost it.

#

The next morning, Gabriel drove me to work. He’d spent the night at my house in Cainsville. In his room, I hasten to add. We’d been up half the night discussing the case. Now as he pulled into the laneway of his office greystone, his topic of conversation had nothing to do with work and everything to do with distracting me from fretting over my parents’ appeal. Gabriel had put himself through law school with illegal gaming.

“Blackjack,” he said as he closed his car door. “That was my specialty. It’s simple and efficient.”

“Also one of the easiest games to cheat in, isn’t it? Counting cards?”

“No one counted cards at my table. Not after the first time.”

Something at the periphery of my vision caught my eye. I glanced over see the front door of the office building swing open, no one behind it. I stopped short. When I blinked, the door was shut again.

A door opening on its own. The sign of an unwanted visitor.

“Olivia?”

I shook off the omen. Given what Gabriel did for a living, we got plenty of unwanted visitors.

“Sorry. Missed my cue,” I said. “So, tell me, Gabriel, what’d you do the first time you caught someone counting cards?”

He studied me, suspecting something was up.

“Are you going to tell me?” I said. “Or is this one of those stories you tease me with and then say Whoops, looks like we’re at the office already. I’ll finish later.”

His lips twitched. “You like it when I do that. It builds suspense.”

“I hate it when you do that. It’s sadistic. You have five seconds—”

“Gabriel?” Lydia stepped out of the office, closing the door behind her.

Gabriel bristled at the interruption.

“Client?” I guessed.

Lydia nodded, and we backed farther from the door.

“It’s a woman,” she said. “She claims to be a relative.”

Gabriel made a noise deep in his throat.

The fact Gabriel had a legit job made him one of the few “white” sheep in the Walsh family. So, yes, I was sure relatives showed up now and then, in need of his services. Which he would happily provide, providing they could pay his fees.

“Prospects?” he said to Lydia.

Lydia’s look answered.

“I’ll get rid of her,” I said. “Give me ten minutes.”

Gabriel hesitated, his need for control warring with an equally strong desire for efficiency. Also, listening to some distant relative sob on his sofa was terribly awkward and—more importantly—a pointless waste of billable hours.

“The sooner we get rid of her, the sooner we can get to work on our appeal strategy,” I said. “I’d appreciate that.”

He nodded. “All right. I’ll go get you a mocha. Lydia?”

“Chai latte please,” she said.

As Lydia opened the office door, I raised my voice and said, “So, yeah, don’t expect Gabriel anytime soon. This courthouse issue could take all day. We need to—” I stopped short, as if Lydia hadn’t mentioned a waiting client.

When I got a look at the woman, though, I didn’t need to feign my shock.

I couldn’t guess at her age. Maybe sixty, but in a haggard, hard-living way that made me suspect the truth was about a decade younger. Her coloring matched Gabriel’s, what his great-aunt Rose calls “black Irish”—pale skin, blue eyes and wavy black hair. She also had the sturdy Walsh build that Gabriel shared with Rose, along with their square face, widow’s peak and pale blue eyes.

Yet I knew she claimed to be a relative so it wasn’t the resemblance that stopped me in my tracks.

I’d seen her face before.

In the photo of a dead woman.

I had to be mistaken, of course. The dead woman had also been a Walsh, so there was a strong resemblance—that’s all.

I walked over, hand extended as she rose. “I’m—”

“The infamous Eden Larsen,” she said, and my hackles rose. I am Eden Larsen, as much as I’m Olivia Taylor-Jones. But calling me by my birth name is the social equivalent of a smirk and a smackdown. I know who you really are, Miss Larsen.

I responded with the kind of smile I learned from my adoptive mother. The smile of a society matron plucking the dagger from her back and calmly wiping off the blood before it stains.

“It’s Olivia,” I said. “Or Liv. And you are?”

A smile played at her lips, and that smile did more than raise my hackles. My gut twisted, and I wanted to shove her out the door. Just grab her arm and muscle her out before she said another word.

“I’m Seanna Walsh,” she said. “Gabriel’s mother.”



Two

“Seanna Walsh?” I forced a laugh. “Uh, no. If you’re going to impersonate a long-lost relative, I’d suggest you pick one who’s actually alive.”

“Do I look alive to you, Eden?”

Behind me, Lydia said, “I believe she asked you to call her Olivia.”

Lydia’s gaze was laser-beamed on the woman, as if ready to throw her out. Lydia might be well past retirement age, but I didn’t doubt she could do it. When I shook my head, though, Lydia walked stiffly to her desk and lowered herself into the chair.

“You are not Seanna Walsh,” I said. “I’ve seen photographs of her, both before and after her death. You may resemble her, but those coroner pics guarantee you are not.”

“And I guarantee I am. The pictures were staged.”

“Bullshit,” I said, bearing down on her. “You cannot stage—”

“With enough money, you certainly can.”

“Which only proves you are not Seanna Walsh, who never had a dime she didn’t snort or stick up her arm.”

“So it’s true, then.”

“What’s true?”

“The rumors that you and my son are more than coworkers.”

Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

“Get—” I began.

“Get where? Under the desk? Behind the bathroom door? Where exactly are you going to hide me, Eden? And why bother, if I’m not really his mother?”

The footfalls continued past. Just one of Gabriel’s tenants.

I took out my phone and texted. Can you stay away longer, pls?

The please would tell Gabriel I was serious. A moment later, he replied saying he was supposed to visit a client at Cook County this morning and should he just do that?

Yes, pls.

I pocketed my phone and turned to the woman.

“Sit down.”

She gave that spine-raking smile again. “If you’re trying to pretend you aren’t sleeping with my son, you might want to begin with a slightly less impassioned defense.”

“Gabriel and I are friends. Good friends.”

“Gabriel doesn’t have friends. No one wants to hang out with a freak.”

I felt Lydia’s hand on my arm before I even realized I was surging forward, fists clenched.

In that moment, I forgot that this couldn’t possibly be Seanna Walsh and that was who I saw, who I heard, and I wanted to wrap my hands around her throat and choke the life out of her. It was only when I realized what I was thinking that I rocked back, exhaling fast and hard.

“Sit down,” I said again.

She started for the door.

I stepped into her path. “I told you—”

“No, Eden. You are adorable, really, but totally out of your league. Go back to painting your nails or picking out a new wardrobe or whatever your type does.”

I lifted my hand . . . to point a gun at her forehead. “This is what my type does. Or have you forgotten who my parents are?”

She laughed. “You aren’t that girl, Miss Eden. You might carry a gun in your purse and tell yourself you’re a private investigator, but your blue jeans probably cost a week’s salary. You’re a trust-fund baby, and my baby is going to fleece you for every penny you have. I hope you realize he’s running a long con here. Give the rich debutante her bad-girl dream, empty her trust fund and then dump her pretty little ass.”

I could tell her Gabriel doesn’t need my money. That he owned this building. Owned a million dollar condo. Kept a hundred grand in cash under his bed for “emergencies.” But that would mean giving her some idea exactly how much her mark was worth. So I shot her in the leg.

The woman fell back, yowling.

I turned to Lydia. “Please call the police and tell them I have been forced to shoot a trespasser. It’s a minor wound, but they still may want to send an ambulance.”

Lydia picked up the phone. The woman lunged to grab it. I motioned for Lydia to hang up and said calmly, “Are you going to sit down now?”

“You—you shot—”

“Barely.” I grabbed a tissue box from Lydia’s desk and tossed it at the woman. “Staunch the blood. If you play nice, I’ll get you bandages. I might even toss in five bucks to buy a patch for your jeans. Now sit. Lydia? Any chance you could grab me a mocha?”

Gabriel had a hard-and-fast rule about involving Lydia in trouble, and the legality of that bullet graze was already highly questionable.

When I mouthed “please?” she nodded with reluctance and said, “I’ll be right around the corner.”

I waited until she was gone. The woman still wasn’t sitting. She wasn’t making any move to leave either, so I decided not to press the point.

“Seanna Walsh is dead,” I said.

“No, Seanna Walsh was playing dead.” She tossed bloodied tissues aside. “I knew this guy—police sergeant—who used to make problems disappear for a price. We had an arrangement. One night, he brought dope to party, and he got loaded and told me he nabbed a half-kilo of coke from the evidence locker. I saw an opportunity.”

“To what? Steal it?”

She snorted. “That would be stupid. I’m not stupid.”

I bit my tongue.

“I was dealing with other shit at the time,” she said. “I’d conned a guy who blew it all out of proportion. Put a bounty on my head. A bounty.” She sounded genuinely insulted. “I cut a deal with this sergeant. I keep my mouth shut about the dope if he’d help me disappear—stage my death so no one would come after me.”

“No one even realized Seanna Walsh was dead until this spring. Fifteen years after she disappeared.”

“He screwed me over. The cops were supposed to find this Jane Doe who’d OD’d—I knew where her body was. My guy would wait six months and then swap her photos with mine and have someone ID me as the dead woman.”

“That is the stupidest scheme I’ve ever heard.”

“It was—”

“One, someone could have ID’d the real body, which would have ruined everything. Two, six months isn’t enough time for those who actually worked on the dead woman to forget what she looked like.”

“Do you really think anyone gives a shit about some addict who offs herself in an empty building? She was a white chick with dark hair and blue eyes. Close enough. The problem was that six months later, I was long gone, so this guy figured he could just swap the photos and leave it at that. Skip the positive ID. I spent years—years—on the run because the asshole who put out the bounty on me figured I bolted. All because that bastard cop couldn’t hold up his end of the deal.”

“And Gabriel?”

Her face screwed up. “What?”

“His mother left him. At fifteen. Walked away without a word. Without leaving him one red cent.”

A dismissive wave. “He could look after himself. Been doing it for years. Not that he ever contributed anything. Just made enough for himself.”

“He was a child,” I snarled. “He shouldn’t have had to take care of himself.”

“Why not? Everyone does, eventually. Better to learn that lesson early. And look where it got him.” She waved around the office. “A big-shot lawyer. Drives a fancy car. Lives in a fancy apartment. He wouldn’t have all this if I’d coddled him.”

“Get out.”

“Oh, so now you want me to leave? Make up your mind, girl.”

I pulled out the gun and pointed it at her head again. “Get out now.”

She started to make some sarcastic comment. Then she met my gaze, shut her mouth and limped out to the door.

#

When Lydia returned, I was in the bathroom, plucking hairs from Gabriel’s brush and putting them into a plastic bag. When I emerged, her gaze traveled from the bag in my hand to one on her desk, containing the bloodied tissues.

“You really think it could be her?” she said.

“I think I need that answer as fast as I can get it,” I said. “I’ll pay whatever it takes for the quickest possible turnaround.”

***

***

***

Want to be one of the first to read the full book? I’m giving away two copies of the bound manuscript of Rituals—or I will, once it’s edited! This will be the first chance to read it, before even the ARCs are printed. I expect to have these ready to print and ship by March.

This contest is only for those who took part in this preorder/early-purchase/early-library-borrow promotion. Winners will be checked against the list of participants.

To enter, just e-mail Alison (contest@kelleyarmstrong.com) & tell her your favorite story in this mini-collection.

Contest closes September 30, 2016. Two winners will be drawn at random and notified by e-mail. Prizes will be mailed before March 31, 2017.
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